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Chapter 1

The two girls were going together from room to room, carrying piles of sheets and pillow cases, deftly making beds.

‘Schnell, schnell,’ said the blonde one.

‘We should be speaking in English,’ the dark one said. 

Plump, serious.

‘It is so silly to pretend we are English when you cannot even express yourself clearly,’ the blonde said.

‘But that is the pact, and after all it is what we are here for,’ said the plump girl.

‘That is why we say we are here. Other people say we are here to make beds. Which is the truth?’

A malicious twinkle in the bright blue eyes.

‘But it is necessary to do some work to stay here so long,’ the dark girl said.

‘Though it would be a little better if the work gave us some chance of speaking English.’

The dark girl plonked a pillow down at the head of a bed and gave it two smart taps.

‘In any case there is not much to do this time,’ she said. ‘Seven people only.’

‘They will not be very young,’ the blonde girl said. ‘They will be the sort that pretend we are not here.’

‘You are always too pleasure minded.’

*

‘That’s all very well,’ said the heavily built young man with the thick black hair, ‘but it doesn’t tell us what we really want to know.’

He uncrossed his legs and sat up straighter in the stackable green canvas chair. Then he adjusted the thick horn-rimmed spectacles on his prominent aquiline nose.

Ready for a scrutiny.

He glanced round at the others and at the large finely proportioned room and put his question. 

‘After all what we’re here for is basically to find out one thing. Simply this: what is Zen?’

The man sitting opposite them, palms resting dormant on the flimsy trestle table, the Japanese, grinned.

The widespread lips showing the stubby teeth.

His head – shaved bare with two vigorous tufts of black hair at either side – was thrust forward. Beneath the bushy black eyebrows the large eyes alert but not restless. The broad shoulders relaxed under the loose folds of a black kimono.

‘That is excellent,’ he said. ‘Go straight to the heart. That is the way. But it is not easy.’

Only a slight failure to sound the l in ‘excellent’ marred his English.

‘Well then,’ said the heavily built young man.

Putting on weight. The features fleshy and a little pallid.

His eye was suddenly caught by a loose thread on the cuff of his heavy tweed suit. He flicked it off.

‘Well then, I’ve no doubt we’re all here because we can see that Zen is pretty important. I, for one, haven’t come unprepared. I’ve done a good deal of reading on the subject one way and another, and -’

‘How many books?’ said the Japanese.

‘I – I’m sorry. I don’t quite gather...’

The Japanese grinned again. He looked one by one at the half-dozen sheets of paper on the table in front of him, and the grin slowly faded.

‘There was a list of names,’ he said. ‘The warden gave it to me, but it has gone.’

He looked up at the man with the question.

‘You will have to tell me your name yourself,’ he said.

‘It’s Stuart, actually. Alasdair Stuart.’

‘Then I ask: how many books have you read about Zen, Mr Stuart?’

‘Well, actually, not any books, as such. I meant I’ve come across a good many – that is, several articles about it.’

‘That is good. Books about Zen are legs on a snake.’

The woman sitting next but one to Alasdair Stuart took the cigarette from her wide scarlet-slashed mouth and put a question abruptly.

‘Legs on a snake?’ 

‘A snake has no need for legs,’ said the Japanese.

‘That’s just the point,’ Alasdair Stuart said.

A reassertion.

‘We’ve all pretty well grasped that. No doubt that’s why we’re here. The thing to do is to ask the expert. To come to the fountain head. Mr – er – Utamaro, could you begin by telling us in your own words just exactly what Zen is?’

Mr Utamaro rose to his feet. In a single movement. He walked round the table towards Alasdair Stuart. Power and dignity in the unhurried stride.

‘This is Zen,’ he said.

His hand went to Alasdair Stuart’s prominent nose and tweaked it hard. The sudden smooth movement. An uncoiled spring.

Mr Utamaro stepped back and laughed. A long guttural peal.

Alasdair Stuart took out a white handkerchief and dabbed at his nose.

There was a rustle of quickly suppressed movement among the others. Chairs scraped back half an inch. Hands lifted and dropped.

‘That’s very good,’ said the woman who had asked about the snake’s legs. ‘That’s the sort of thing I’m here for. It makes lovely copy, but couldn’t you tell us all the same what Zen is? I believe in asking the key question first.’

Mr Utamaro turned to her.

She took the cigarette from her mouth and held it vertically in front of her. The long fingers, the lean hand.

‘If you try playing games,’ she said, ‘I shall burn you.’

‘Very good,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘Burning the hand that tweaks the nose: that is Zen.’

‘All right, you should know. But that isn’t going to satisfy the readers of The World.’

‘The World,’ said the girl on the extreme left. ‘I didn’t know you wrote for The World.’

The youngest of the group. Probably little more than twenty. Pertly pretty. Dressed in a sleeveless white blouse and a wide sweeping short skirt in bottle green. A little plump, with smooth dense white skin. And pale red hair, thick and long, caught into a pony-tail. 

She had been sitting very still. As if the least move would attract attention to her. But at the mention of The World she leant forward and looked intently at the older woman.

Open-mouthed.

‘Honor Brentt,’ said the dapper man sitting between the journalist and Alasdair Stuart.

With a knowing air. His pencil-thin moustache, hair firmly slicked into place, dark flannel suit, white shirt, bright stripy tie.

‘Honor Brentt’s Thursday Page,’ said the girl with the pale red hair.

The open mouth closed in a momentary pout. She looked hurt and puzzled.

‘She also happens to be my wife,’ said the dapper man. ‘May I introduce myself? Manvers is the name. Gerry to my friends, and I won’t tell you what to my enemies.’

The girl sat back in her chair, watchful again.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said.

Gerry Manvers looked round.

‘That’s a bit more pally,’ he said. ‘Here we are stuck here for a week and nobody knows anybody. Let’s have some how-de-dos.’

He smiled, even white teeth flashing.

The members of the group looked at each other half-surreptitiously. An unwilling thaw.

‘Well, pet, I’ve told you my name,’ Gerry Manvers said to the girl. ‘How about telling the waiting world yours? I’ll bet it’s something pretty fancy.’

‘It’s Flaveen Mills, actually,’ the girl said.

‘Flaveen, what did I tell you. A smashing name. All right then, here we go. Flaveen, allow me to introduce Mr Alasdair Stuart, the well-known breeder of double-barrelled cocker spaniels.’

Flaveen giggled.

Alasdair Stuart crossed the semicircle of chairs and shook hands with her.

‘Delighted, Miss Mills,’ he said. ‘But please don’t run away with the idea that I’ve anything to do with dogs – beyond having a couple of the beggars at home – I’m a schoolmaster actually. Got a little prep school down on the south coast.  Giving myself a bit of an intellectual treat for the last week of my holidays.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Flaveen.

Alasdair Stuart looked back at his chair.

He looked at Flaveen, who was looking at her chubby foot in its neat white sandal.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘- er, do call me Alasdair and all that, won’t you?’

Flaveen looked up at him.

‘Pleasure,’ she said.

‘Well, we’ll be seeing more of each other then, er – Flaveen.’

‘Yes,’ Flaveen said.

Alasdair walked back to his place. The others watched him. The shoe on his right foot squeaked slightly.

Mr Utamaro chuckled.

‘Who is going to speak now?’ he said.

‘If somebody’s expected to speak, I’m quite happy to,’ said Honor Brentt. ‘After all, I specialize in having plenty to say for myself. What would you like to know? Shall I tell you about my husband? He’s a fool, you know. It’ll be obvious enough to everyone by the end of the day, if not sooner. So I may as well be the first to say it. He’s not here out of any passionate interest in Zen.’

‘Now, Honor, Honor. You know I’m just nuts about Zen. If only I could catch on to what the hell it is.’

‘Listen, Gerry, darling.’

Honor leant towards him and put a lean brown arm on his shoulder.

‘You’re a pet and I love you very much. Just keep your silly mouth shut.’

‘Okay,’ said Gerry, ‘tell the world about me. You always do. Give them the old, old story. “ I Married A Pinhead” by Honor Brentt, the Woman They Can’t Silence – or can’t stop talking, it comes to the same thing.’

‘Well,’ Honor said, ‘I don’t believe in delicate reticences. People notice what goes on, it’s no use pretending they don’t. And if they know about a thing anyhow it makes it much easier if everyone can talk about it.’

The cigarette in the gesturing hand flicking up and down. 

‘Look,’ she went on, ‘before a couple of days are out everybody here will know I dragged Gerry on this job because I couldn’t trust him at home. If I’m there, he knows I’m watching him. But if I go away, he’d just bring his office popsy straight home with him. He’s that sort. I’m telling you now so you won’t go gossiping about it behind my back.’

‘Everyone can just pretend I’m not here,’ said Gerry.

He winked at the clergyman sitting next to Flaveen. Unabashed. The clergyman – elderly, very tall, thin, a prominent adam’s apple dodging in and out of his dog collar – slightly inclined his head. The long strands of white hair stirred.

‘It is part of the way,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘It is some of the answer. But let me first tell you the names of the others. Then we shall all know each other.’

He dived at the papers on the table in front of him, looked at the first one he picked up and smiled.

‘It seems I have not after all lost what was entrusted to me,’ he said. ‘So we will be able to know each other after all.’

He sat back in his chair and laughed. His broad body shaking.

‘There is the Rev. Cyprian Applecheek,’ he said.

The clergyman smiled beneficently.

‘There is Miss Olive Rohan,’ said Mr Utamaro.

Miss Olive Rohan. Sitting next to Mr Applecheek. In her late middle age, with grey hair straight and cut short. A firm mouth – lipstick her sole concession to make-up – wide-set eyes, a broad brow. She wore a tweed costume, cut by a country tailor, worn but still good.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said.

Addressing one of the fine painted panels on the wall over Mr Utamaro’s shoulder. As having more in common with it than with the people beside her.

‘And there is Mr James Henderson,’ Mr Utamaro said. ‘I have told you his name: you know him.’

He chuckled again. The black kimono quivering.

‘Generally known as Jim,’ said the last of the group, the man of twenty-six, sitting between Miss Rohan and Gerry. The voice coming from between clenched teeth; the unyielding accent of the north of Ireland. He wore a sports jacket of Donegal tweed, brown flecked with glowing colours, and creaseless grey  trousers. His complexion ruddy from long hours spent in the open. His wiry hair perfunctorily brushed. Dour.

‘Mr Utamaro’s right,’ Honor Brentt said. ‘They don’t tell you much, names. But anyhow you know a bit more about me than you might. And about this man I married.’

Again she put a hand out and touched Gerry. He appeared to take no notice.

‘He cheats me and I love it,’ she said. ‘He takes no notice of me. He prefers his beastly little Carrots at the office to me. Don’t you, Gerry? Go on, tell them. Tell them all.’

‘I love your lovely lolly,’ said Gerry.

Easily.

‘That’s why you married me, isn’t it?’ said Honor.

‘You have to put up with this sort of thing, folks,’ Gerry said. ‘It goes on all the time wherever we are. Brentt and Manvers, soul-strippers. I’ll tell you how it was really: I wasn’t even tempted to marry her for her money. I just married her and then found out it was the big fat salary cheque I was interested in after all. I don’t fall for temptation: it’s just that I never even see it. I’m down the plughole before I know what it’s all about.’

‘Now isn’t that extraordinarily interesting,’ said Mr Applecheek.

He beamed round happily. The adam’s apple dipping beneath the dog collar.

‘Extraordinarily interesting to us all – though of course one would have preferred not to hear it. Tell me, Mr Manvers, if I may ask a thoroughly personal question: do you never feel tempted by, as it were, temptation itself? You never feel the urge to put yourself in the way of having to struggle to avoid evil?’

‘I’ll be perfectly honest, padre,’ said Gerry. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Splendid,’ said Mr Applecheek. ‘Splendid, splendid. Wonderfully pagan. Though wrong, of course.’

‘Mr Utamaro,’ said Miss Rohan, ‘I would like to get back, if we may, to what we were discussing a few minutes ago. I confess I am still confused about the exact meaning of Zen.’

Disapproval. Back to normal.

‘I will tell you a story,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘It is about a goose.’ 

He thrust forward his head and honked deeply two or three times.

Miss Rohan pursed her lips.

‘And the goose,’ Mr Utamaro went on, ‘has been put in a bottle while it is a fledgeling and now it is a big, fully grown bird. And it must be got out of the bottle, but the bottle must not be broken. You are to do it. At once. In what you call double-quick time.’

He pointed at Miss Rohan. She looked at the others.

‘Hurry, hurry,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘Get the goose out. And do not harm it. Quickly, quickly.’

‘I suppose you are implying that my question can have no answer,’ Miss Rohan said.

‘No, no. The goose must be got out of the bottle. Miss Brentt, can you do it? Be quick, be quick.’

‘It’s a simple impossibility,’ Honor said. ‘And if you’re going to tell me it can be done in Tibet, I shall say I’d like to see it with my own eyes.’

Mr Utamaro laughed.

‘You can’t do it,’ he said. ‘But it is easy. Listen.’

The semicircle of intent watchers. The Japanese sitting at the table in front of them, hands held high, animated.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘There, it’s out.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ said Honor. ‘It’s nonsense. I don’t think I could even use it in the paper.’

‘Good, good,’ Mr Utamaro said. ‘It is nonsense. That is what we want.’

‘Very clever,’ Honor said. ‘But it’s just so much talk. Life isn’t like that. It’s -’

‘Oh, but it is,’ Flaveen said,

A bolt from the blue.

The vacant face suddenly lit up.

’That’s just what it is like,’ she said. ‘It’s the same as when is a door not a door, or when is someone in this house and not in it. He’s perfectly right when you come to think of it.’

She looked round at them.

A puppy negotiates its first trick.

‘Barmy, if you ask me,’ said Gerry.

‘But I would like to hear all the same what you think life is like, Miss Brentt,’ said Mr Utamaro. 

Honor did not answer.

‘It is difficult, isn’t it, Miss Brentt?’

‘Difficult? What’s difficult?’

‘To say what life is like. But you were going to tell us.’

‘Was I?’ said Honor. ‘I forget what I was going to say. I don’t suppose it was very important.’

Interest lost.

‘I know what’s biting you,’ said Gerry. ‘That balloon.’

Honor turned to face him.

‘Don’t go on about that now, damn you,’ she said. ‘I was never worried about the ruddy balloon until you started.’

‘No,’ said Gerry, ‘only rang me up from your office and talked of resigning. It nearly turned the blower blue.’

‘This isn’t the balloon those three girl dancers are going to go to the North Pole in, is it?’ said Alasdair.

‘That’s the one,’ said Gerry. ‘All set to entertain the lonely scientists. And Honor’s editor booked her in for the first lap. Thought it would be a cinch for her. Only what he didn’t know was that she’s so scared of heights she’s convinced herself that she’s only got to set foot in the thing for the whole shot to go for a Burton.’

‘Shut up, Gerry,’ said Honor.

She looked round the room. Daring comment.

No one spoke.

‘Now look,’ she said, ‘I can tell my readers that when the experts are asked what Zen is they pull your nose. But that’s not enough for Honor Brentt’s Thursday Page. I made my name by getting at what really goes on. And that’s what I mean to find out about Zen. What goes on. Well, Mr Utamaro, are you prepared to answer? What is Zen about – after all the tricksy bits?’

Mr Utamaro got up.

‘Come with me,’ he said.

He strode to the door and out of the room.

Honor jerked to her feet and went after him. The others looked at each other and followed. Alasdair Stuart, the last to leave the room, looked round as he went, saw the black oil-stove in the elegant chimney place, stooped and extinguished it.

A duty done.

He went out, hurrying after the others. The empty echoing  carpetless corridor. Ahead somewhere Mr Utamaro’s firm steps breaking the silence. He followed.

The clear spring sunshine was lighting up the hall. Motes danced in the yellow beams. A breeze from a half-opened window stirred the papers pinned to a big green baize notice board. As they fluttered the holes in the baize underneath were revealed.

Mulcheaten Manor
 County Education Residential Courses
 Adult Education Sub-committee
 Week beginning 10 April
 ‘Country and Scottish Dancing’
 Week beginning 17 April
 ‘Zen Buddhism’
 Week beginning 24 April
 ‘Accountancy for Trade Union Officials’
 Week beginning 1 May
 ‘Nature Study’
 Week beginning 8 May
 To be arranged
 Week beginning 15 May
 ‘Shakespeare – His Mind and Art’

Pinned at the bottom of this sheet a smaller one. Major Francis, Warden, will be on annual leave from 17 April to 23 April. Mr Utamaro will be in charge.

In a dark corner by the staircase the face of a grandfather clock just discernible. Its tick loud and crotchety, penetrating the sound of footsteps on the uncovered floor. Its hands were pointing to twenty-seven minutes past three and it chimed unharmoniously eight times.

The wide staircase. A dignified sweep. Shallow steps. Still uncarpeted. Mr Utamaro went up the middle of them without slackening pace. The others followed close to the graceful banister.

Pausing at the head of the stairs to regain breath, Mr Applecheek – a faint purple flush on his parchment cheeks – turned to Flaveen who was beside him and said:

‘Ought we to know where we are going?’

Mr Applecheek pattered across to the shelves and peered at the largest oasis of books.

‘Theology,’ he said. ‘I thought they looked familiar. Woefully out of date, of course, woefully out of date. But then this year’s books will be out of date before long.’

He sighed.

They stood in silence. Flaveen shifted from one foot to the other. Mr Utamaro appeared lost in deep thought.

Suddenly his whole face was filled with a look of consternation. Every feature totally engaged. The eyes wide, the jutting eye-brows lifted, the nostrils extended, the mouth open. A caricature.

‘The oil-stove in the common room,’ he said. ‘Major Francis was most insistent that it should be put out if there was no one there. And I have forgotten all about it.’

‘That’s all right,’ Alasdair said. ‘I happened to spot it and put it out myself. Major Francis is quite right, you know. Those things don’t want to be left unattended when you can’t be certain they won’t be knocked down.’

The schoolmaster’s reproof.

Mr Utamaro looked relieved.

‘Now,’ he said, ‘you would like to see a toy.’

Confident once more. A statement. Not to be argued with.

Without waiting for their reactions he strode out of the room. 

Proprietorially.

‘We are to study something called koans,’ she added, ‘and we may achieve something else – the word escapes me.’

‘Satori,’ said Alasdair. ‘You have to work for it pretty hard. It means enlightenment.’

‘And what does koan mean?’ said Honor.

‘A koan, as I understand it...’

Alasdair broke off. Mr Utamaro was pointing to his nose.

‘Oh,’ said Alasdair, ‘yes. I suppose so. It’s a way of making you think about – about things. It may be something done. Er – like a tweak on the nose, or something like that. Or it may be a sort of saying, a mysterious saying.’

‘A riddle,’ said Flaveen, ‘I told you so all along.’

‘Zen monks,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘sit on the ground. But I do not think you could sit like that for long.’

He looked at them and chuckled.

‘We will find some chairs,’ he said, ‘and then there will be no need for chin-rests, and that was going to be difficult. I wrote to Harridges for them, but they told me that in England you do not have them.’

‘Chin-rests?’ said Flaveen. ‘Whatever are chin-rests?’

‘When you do not know,’ Mr Utamaro said, ‘ask. That is Zen. A chin-rest is a stick which a monk puts under his chin so that he will not fall over in long hours of meditation.’

‘Sure, it’ll be long hours of sleeping, I’m thinking,’ said Jim Henderson. ‘Idle time spent at the expense of the community.’

Ulster sociology.

‘There you are wrong in two things,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘One: during the meditation periods two attendants walk up and down the lines of monks and if they see one not working at his koan they hit his back with a stick. Two: Hyakujo said a thousand years ago “A day of no work is a day of no eating”.’

‘There’s theory and practice,’ said Jim.

In a single grunt.

They walked forward into the empty room. Over the double doors was a small gallery entered from the floor above. On it were stored various articles – a standard lamp with a broken shade, the bust of a man of severely classical appearance and a large wooden crate. 

‘I expect it’s another riddle,’ Flaveen said. ‘Fancy it all being a sort of joke, and I was afraid it would be something much too highbrow for me.’

‘It was very brave of you to come, then,’ Mr Applecheek said. ‘Very brave indeed. Even rash.’

‘Oh well, I had to come.’

A fact stated.

‘Yes, so did I. I had to come.’

They said no more and set off after the others. Two self-absorbed faces: the old one, crackly skinned, lined, worked upon; the young one, a white peach, untouched, vulnerable.

Another corridor. Doors on each side. Their paintwork not fresh. Ingrained grime round the handles.

Mr Utamaro stopped at a pair of double doors, no more imposing than the others. He paused with both hands on the twin doorknobs.

‘The Zen-Do,’ he said.

He opened the doors. The others crowded together behind him.

The room was large with big windows looking down on to a wide lawn dominated by a huge cedar of Lebanon. Its dark green leaves filtered the light at each window and chilled the air of the room. There was no furniture, only on shelves which took up most of the walls were here and there a few scattered books, leaning together in protective clumps.

‘When is a surprise not a surprise?’ said Flaveen.

She giggled.

‘This is the Zen-Do?’ said Miss Rohan. ‘Was that the word?’

Severity.

‘The Zen-Do, the meditation hall,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘Perhaps this is the answer to your question, Miss Brentt. Sitting here like monks in a monastery in Japan and studying the koans I give you, perhaps – who knows? – you will achieve satori.’

Honor looked round and said abruptly:

‘The old library. Must have had room for a good many books. The walls go up two storeys, I suppose. What did you call it?’

‘Mr Utamaro said it was the Zen-Do, the meditation hall,’ Miss Rohan said.


Chapter 2

The others looked at each other.

‘I think we had better follow again,’ said Alasdair. ‘Stick together, you know.’

He slipped the heavy horn-rimmed spectacles into his top pocket and set off in pursuit.

The clean swept corridor. One, two, three doors. Mr Utamaro had opened the fourth and they just saw him going into the room. They filed in behind him.

The small room was completely empty except for a glass showcase standing on metal legs in the middle of the bare floor. The case itself was eighteen inches long and twelve wide. Its base was of black velvet and on this there rested a single object.

They crowded round on either side of Mr Utamaro to look at it. The dusty, neglected room – a large patch of the faded wallpaper had been pulled off one of the wails – and the shiny intrusive showcase focused attention compellingly on the object they enshrined.

A short sword or long dagger, its fine steel blade curving slightly and running into the hilt without a guard. The hilt itself was worked with delicate ornamentation in the Japanese style. The contrast between the grace of this work and the devoted purposefulness of the plain close-grained steel of the blade.

‘This must be the famous sword,’ said Honor. ‘I wondered if that was what we were going to see. We had a couple of pars about it when there was that business at the customs when you arrived. That was what put me on to you.’

‘What was that?’ said Miss Rohan. ‘I saw nothing about it in my paper.’

‘Not the sort of story that gets into your sort of paper,’ Honor said. ‘Too much human interest. To begin with the sword’s worth a packet, and, more to the point, it was used for a murder.’

‘A murder, oh dear,’ said Miss Rohan. ‘Was that why it was mentioned in the papers?’

‘No, the murder was years ago,’ Honor said. ‘This time it was because the customs had some query about it, that was all. A local reporter got on to it and sent in a bit with the romantic history angle. It was a quiet night, no heiresses eloping, no sex killings, so it made a little story. “Customs Quiz Murder Weapon.” You know the sort of thing.’

‘I don’t think I do,’ said Miss Rohan.

‘No, perhaps you don’t. It’s just what brings me my bread and butter,’ said Honor.

‘And me my jam,’ Gerry said.

‘The trouble with believing that things such as the sword are important,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘is that you do not listen to what is said about them.’

The introspective comment.

‘Who believes they’re important?’ said Honor.

‘The reporter you spoke of did,’ Mr Utamaro said. ‘That was why he sent you information which I had not given him. This sword has never been used to commit murder.’

‘You mean the papers got the facts wrong?’ Alasdair said.

‘Only when you have gone past facts,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘can you observe them with enough detachment to see them correctly. If your reporter had been instructed in Zen he would have heard me tell him that the sword I had with me – the sword in the showcase here – was one of a pair. In the fourteenth century swords for samurai were made in pairs, a big one and a small. This one is the smaller of a pair, the wakizashi.’

‘How is that spelt?’ Alasdair said. ‘I’ve no doubt Miss Brentt will want to send her paper a corrected version of the story.’

Honor waved the suggestion away with an awkward scrubbing motion of her long skinny hand.

‘How interested do you think our readers will be in that?’ she said. ‘They’d resent the waste of space, and we’re not in business to make our readers resentful.’

Alasdair took the horn-rimmed glasses from his pocket and put them on his heavy nose. An improvement in severity.

‘Well, I’m relieved to hear that this sword has killed no one,’ Miss Rohan said. ‘It looks decidedly capable of doing so.’

‘Aha,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘someone else who is too caught up in trying to remake the world to their own pattern. You did not hear what I said, Miss Rohan. My actual words were: “This  sword has never been used to commit a murder.” But it has, indeed, killed many people in battle as it was handed down from samurai to samurai over six hundred years. And some of them will have used it to take their own lives too – the wakizashi is the blade used for hara-kiri.’

‘It gives me the creeps, it does really,’ said Flaveen.

In a whisper.

Jim Henderson, standing near her, said:

‘Why would you let yourself think a thing like that? That sword’s not a particularly effective weapon in a modern context. I’d take a simple sten gun any day.’

‘Nevertheless I’ve no doubt the sword’s lethal,’ Alasdair said.

He leant forward and inspected the showcase.

‘I suppose this is perfectly safe?’ he said.

‘It was installed by a famous firm of locksmiths,’ Mr Utamaro answered. ‘Major Francis insisted on it. He has great confidence in the firm.’

Alasdair straightened up.

‘Oh, yes,’ he said, ‘I see the nameplate. They’re good people. The best.’

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Miss Rohan said. ‘One would not want a thing like that loose about the house.’

‘Oh, this one’s safe enough,’ said Gerry. ‘It’s the other one, its big brother, that you want to watch out for. The one the murder was committed with.’

He turned to Mr Utamaro.

‘I’d lock that up too if I were you, really I would, old boy.’

‘You mean the other sword of the pair is somewhere in the house, not under lock and key?’ said Miss Rohan.

‘It is in America,’ Mr Utamaro said. ‘It was stolen from the family who owned the pair about fifty years ago.’

‘And it was traced to America but never found?’ asked Alasdair.

‘Yes, it was found,’ Mr Utamaro said. ‘It was found in the body of the thief who stole it, put there by an accomplice. After that the owners didn’t want it. It is in a police museum now, I believe.’

‘I should like to see it,’ said Mr Applecheek. ‘I should like to see the pair together.’ 

He bent over the case and pored over the slim weapon on its wide black velvet bed.

‘Wonderful.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Miss Rohan. ‘I thought Mr Manvers told us the other one of the pair was also in the house, and now I learn it is in America.’

‘Quite right,’ said Gerry. ‘I did tell you it was in the house. I told you a beastly lie. Give you the old ants in the pants, you know.’

‘Oh, I see,’ said Miss Rohan. ‘A joke.’

Douche.

‘Be careful, Mr Applecheek,’ said Mr Utamaro.

His hand flashed out and moved the old clergyman back a few inches from the showcase.

‘The case must not be touched,’ he said.

‘Not touched?’ said Honor. ‘What nonsense is that?’

‘It is not nonsense,’ Mr Utamaro said.

The quick smile baring the stumpy teeth.

‘I assure you there is a very good reason for it.’

‘A bit of hocus-pocus,’ said Honor.

‘No,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘not hocus-pocus at all.’

‘Right,’ said Honor.

She stepped quickly up to the showcase beside Mr Applecheek and placed her hand swiftly and decisively on top of it.

The room suddenly filled with deafening noise. A long high-pitched throbbing note. Occupying every cubic inch between the four walls with equal unbearable intensity.

The group round the showcase looked at each other bemusedly. Slowly lifting their heads; underwater in an overwhelming current.

Mr Utamaro smiled. He spoke but only the movement of his lips made this plain even to those standing near him.

Then he squatted on the floor under the showcase and turned something. A small trapdoor in the bottom of the case dropped. Mr Utamaro put a hand into the recess and, as suddenly as the blare had begun, it stopped.

Nobody said anything.

The silence was as different from the stridency of the moment before as one world from another. 

Mr Utamaro turned the mechanism under the showcase again.

‘That was the alarm bell,’ he said. ‘It is set to go off at the lightest jar to the case.’

‘And it is switched off from underneath the case?’ said Mr Applecheek. ‘Most ingenious.’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘The door underneath is opened by a combination lock for which only the warden and I know the code. It is possible with care to open it without setting the alarm off if you know the numbers, but if you get them wrong the alarm is actuated in that way too.’

He swung the trap door shut and rose to his feet in a single lithe movement.

‘Now it is set again,’ he said. ‘Don’t touch the case.’

‘All right,’ said Honor, ‘I’ve learnt my lesson. But why did you have all this installed?’

‘That was because of the papers,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘Major Francis was worried because they had described the sword as being so valuable, and he insisted on precautions being taken. He took charge of the whole matter himself, and personally supervised the installation.’

‘But surely the sword is of considerable value,’ Mr Applecheek said.

‘Yes, it is valuable. After all it was made by the great smith, Muramasa. But it is not quite as valuable as the papers said.’

‘Okay,’ said Honor, ‘I’ll tell my editor his whole staff has got to have training in Zen. I know the routine: “unless you are uninterested in facts you cannot be interested in them.” It’s a line, all right.’

*

As they wheeled the tea trolley away from the Common Room – as Major Francis, the warden, was always careful to call it – the two German girls were giggling.

‘So English,’ said the chubby one.

‘One day I will write a little thesis – fünfzigtausend words on the English tea ceremony,’ said the other.

Flaxen plaits hanging demurely.

Abruptly the giggles ceased.

Mr Utamaro came striding towards them. 

‘Good evening,’ he said as he passed.

‘Good evening, Herr Professor.’

As Mr Utamaro entered the Common Room Miss Rohan was saying:

‘I’m so glad they manage to get some help here. Things are not what they were. Or how they should be.’

She was sitting with Honor, Jim Henderson and Alasdair. Mr Utamaro bowed and went to sit at his table a little apart from them. He put down a small bundle of papers and began sorting through them. A small frown of perplexity.

‘Domestics are certainly a terrible problem,’ Alasdair said. ‘My housekeeper at the school is nearly driven mad by it.’

‘Then you are not married, Mr Stuart?’ Miss Rohan said.

‘No such luck,’ said Alasdair.

Miss Rohan sighed.

There was a short silence.

Jim Henderson looked round at the others, grimly. And went back to his book An Approach Towards Sociology for Some Polynesian Islands, Minnesota University Press, 75s.

‘I came down for this course largely because of my niece,’ said Miss Rohan. ‘She is an art student, you know. At the Slade. I’m sure you’d like her – only, of course, you’re unlikely to meet her – she’s such a nice girl. It’s just that the other students are often, I think, a little wild. It’s the scholarship system. They don’t know who they’re getting.’

A pause.

‘You say you came here because of her?’ said Alasdair.

‘Yes, yes. When she came to stay after Christmas – and she seems to come so seldom these days – she talked a lot about Zen. She said it was the key to what is called, I believe, action painting. I try to follow her interests, but I tell her that some of this modern painting goes too far. Too far.’

‘Oh, I think one should be pretty tolerant,’ said Alasdair. ‘I try to keep up with things. I may be a schoolmaster, I say. But I’m not an old fogey.’

Jim Henderson scowled behind the pages of his book.

‘I must admit,’ said Miss Rohan, ‘I had expected it to be a lot more abstruse. I think you make it wonderfully clear, Mr Utamaro.’

Mr Utamaro looked up at the sound of his name. 

‘I am sorry,’ he said, ‘I didn’t hear you. I seem to have mislaid a piece of paper Major Francis gave me, a return for the county authority. It has to be filled in. What was it you said?’

‘I was remarking how clear you make Zen,’ Miss Rohan said.

‘How is it,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘that a man of great bodily strength cannot lift up his legs?’

Miss Rohan smiled.

‘It’s the poetry I like,’ she said. ‘It’s all so unexpectedly normal.’

Gerry stood in the doorway.

‘Unexpectedly normal,’ he said. ‘Come and see what I’ve found.’


Chapter 3

Mr Utamaro jumped easily to his feet.

‘Normality,’ he said, ‘is what we want to happen. If everything was always normal the world would freeze to death. Where do we go?’

‘This way, if you please,’ said Gerry.

They followed him into the hall – Major Francis, Warden, will be on annual leave ..., the irritated tick of the grandfather clock – and out through the wide front door, across the rutted gravel of the drive, round the corner of the house to the big lawn dominated by the gnarled and sprawling cedar of Lebanon.

The springy turf of the lawn, matted and dense with two hundred years’ growing. The towering tree, its leaves black against the fading blue of the sky. The flower beds raggedly stocked with little cared for perennials. A line of irises against the house wall just coming out, their purple flowers glowing in the evening light.

On a stone bench at the far edge of the lawn where a pergola cut off the rest of the garden Flaveen was sitting. Languid in the evening air.

Honor stopped and looked at her. The others followed Gerry. Tongue in his cheek.

‘Isn’t it a bit chilly out here?’ Honor said.

‘It’s all right,’ said Flaveen.

She made no move.

Honor turned and went after the others.

‘Look,’ said Gerry.

From nearly under the immense tree he pointed suddenly upwards into its wide horizontal lower branches.

With their eyes shaded against the still light-filled sky, they peered up.

Standing abstractedly some fifteen feet above the ground, lost to the world, the Rev. Cyprian Applecheek. The evening breeze moved his long straggly white hair, otherwise he stood motionless. A dreamy contented smile was on his lips. 

‘He’s been like that for ten minutes at least,’ Gerry said. ‘I hoped he’d stick while I went to fetch an audience. Otherwise I’d have never been believed. It’s always a bit dicey for a born liar when he gets stuck with something true.’

‘Surely he’s in rather a dangerous position,’ said Miss Rohan.

‘Safe as a house,’ said Gerry. ‘Take my word for it. I’m a member of the Tree Climbers Club, as a matter of fact, so I know what’s what.’

‘Indeed,’ said Miss Rohan, ‘the Tree Climbers Club, I didn’t know there was such a thing.’

‘Are you calling me a liar?’ Gerry said.

‘Oh, good gracious, no,’ said Miss Rohan. ‘It was simply that I merely...’

‘Well, take it from me. There is a Tree Climbers Club. Of course, we don’t like it to be spread about too much. We’re a pretty retiring mob. But there isn’t a tree in Great Britain worth climbing that one of the boys hasn’t been up at one time or another.’

‘That’s most interesting. I had no idea,’ said Miss Rohan.

A murmur.

‘Mr Applecheek.’

Mr Utamaro’s voice – the just noticeable weakness over the l in ‘Applecheek’ – loudly and clearly in the evening quiet.

Silence. The reverberations of the call dying away.

Mr Applecheek moved. Looked round him. Looked down.

‘Good evening, my dear fellow. A splendid evening. The English spring, the English spring.’

‘Mr Applecheek,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘have you been up there long?’

‘Up here?’

The old clergyman looked round again.

‘Ah, this tree. No, no. Not long. I just stepped up a few minutes ago.’

Ganglingly he began to come down. The branches an irregular flight of steps. He stooped to get under the one he had been standing on, halted with his feet level with their heads to dust a loose leaf from his arm, came on down.

Alasdair held out a hand to him. He took it and jumped the last two feet, shamblingly. 

‘Thank you, my dear fellow.’

He began to walk away. A gesture. Half salute, half benediction.

‘Oy, oy,’ said Gerry.

Mr Applecheek turned. A glance of mild inquiry.

‘Excuse me poking my nose in,’ said Gerry, ‘but what the hell were you doing up there?’

Mr Applecheek looked at him. He raised his eyebrows a little.

‘My dear Manvers, are you not a Christian? Surely one cannot go for long in this world to-day without at least a thought for St Simon Stylites?’

Slow steps across the springy turf of the lawn. Purposeless, unhurrying, progressing. Mr Applecheek’s rounded shoulders disappeared behind the corner of the house.

*

Stacking plates in the big neglected kitchen the two German girls. The dark one with a rosy blush on her plump cheeks.

‘But I do not like it,’ she said. ‘I tell you on my hip he smacked me.’

‘Colloquially it is “bottom” not “hip”,’ said the blonde one.

The blue eyes beneath the flaxen plaits bright with excitement.

‘I do not care. It is what he did.’

‘Ah, Mr Gerry. He willmake it a week of events.’

*

In the dining room – the trestle tables, the neat hard chairs, the solidity of the dark panelling on the walls – Gerry tipped a boxful of paper hats and carnival novelties on to the table the group were sitting at.

‘Got them in the village shop when I went along to rustle up some drink,’ he said. ‘You may be surprised to hear we’re going to have a party. ‘Alf a mo’.’

He jumped up, opened the door to the kitchens and dragged through it a large crate of bottles.

‘You all thought it was going to be a week of studious studification,’ he said. ‘But you reckoned without little Gerry. It’d take more than Zen Buddhism to damp him down.’ 

‘Look here, old man,’ Alasdair said, ‘isn’t this going a bit far? I don’t object to a decent drink, but paper hats for an occasion like this seem to me to be rather much. You may not have come here with any serious intentions, but the rest of us have.’

He sat back and put his glasses on. The heavy tortoise-shell against the thickening flesh of his nose.

‘Tell me,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘is it an English custom to put on a paper hat on an occasion of rejoicing?’

A mild inquiry.

‘I’ll say it is,’ said Gerry, ‘and believe you me, this is going to be an occasion of rejoicing or they’ve left the hops out of the beer.’

‘Then give me a hat,’ Mr Utamaro said.

‘Well,’ said Gerry, ‘you certainly find it easy to drop the old Zen at the sniff of a party. That’s my boy.’

‘For one who has cultivated Zen,’ said Mr Utamaro, ‘there is always a party.’

He began smoothing out the little pink paper bundle Gerry had given him.

‘Mr Utamaro,’ said Miss Rohan, ‘I don’t think you ought to be allowed to believe that this sort of thing is customary at all levels of English society.’

‘Miss Rohan,’ said Gerry, ‘permit me to offer you a snifter.’

‘I don’t think so, thank you,’ Miss Rohan said.

The smile of duty.

Gerry filled every other glass in sight without asking for permission. A barman’s deftness.

‘Hey, come on,’ said Flaveen, leaning over towards Alasdair, ‘you’re not wearing your hat. You’ve got to wear a hat. Everyone has a hat when it’s a party.’

‘That’s my girl,’ said Gerry. ‘We’ll have a party for two if no one else’ll play ball.’

‘Listen to me,’ said Honor. ‘There’s no party. I dragged you here because I couldn’t trust you at home. And I don’t care who knows that. But you needn’t think you’re going to wreck the whole thing out of spite. If this is to be a week of serious study it’s going to be a week of serious study. And you’ll keep out, unless you can behave.’

‘You go up to bed with a good book,’ Gerry said. ‘There’s a  smasher in my case if you want it. Brought it along as my contribution to the good cause. Very appropriate. Gerry knows what’s what. Little opus called Hindu Erotic Sculptures. Very tasty.’

‘I’m staying down and you’re behaving,’ Honor said.

‘You getting worried or something?’ said Gerry. ‘You brought me here to be out of harm’s way, you know.’

Honor looked at him.

‘I told you before,’ she said. ‘I don’t know whether I’m worried or not.’

Gerry picked up a false nose from the pile of novelties on the table and slipped it on. The grotesque cardboard proboscis, the neat rim of moustache under it.

‘Hey,’ said Flaveen again, ‘you still haven’t got that hat on, Alasdair.’

Alasdair sitting staring at the plain boards of the table in front of him.

‘I should have thought a week was all too short a time to get to understand Zen without a lot of fooling around,’ he said.

‘Go on,’ said Flaveen, ‘we can’t have lectures and that all the time. Stick the hat on and liven up a bit. Be a sport.’

‘My dear girl, I should hope I am a sport.’

Alasdair stuck the hat on his head at a defiant angle.

‘I turned out for my college once a week in term,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t particularly good at games, but I played them for the sake of playing. I always say the only success I had in the sporting field was a half-blue for chess.’

He laughed.

Flaveen leant across the table – a few remaining dishes, the glasses, a little beer already spilt – and smiled warmly at Alasdair.

‘College,’ she said. ‘How lovely. Were you Oxford or Cambridge?’

‘Oxford, actually.’

‘Oh goody, I love dark blue.’

Alasdair took a swig from his glass.

‘Come on,’ said Gerry. ‘We’ve got to make the party go.’

He picked up a blow-out tweeter from the table, put it to his lips and hooted through it. The rolled paper shot out to its full length. On the tip a bright green scrap of feather. 

‘Charming,’ said Mr Applecheek.

Sitting quietly a little back from the table, sipping his glass of beer.

‘Charming, though vulgar.’

‘What are these things?’ Mr Utamaro said. ‘I have never seen them before.’

He peered down at the pile with passionate curiosity. A scientist.

‘I call ‘em tweeters,’ said Gerry. ‘Fine old British custom.’

He blew another long note. A dying fall.

‘Here you are,’ he said, ‘take one. Have a go. See if you can hit Jimmy boy down there. He hasn’t said a word for hours. Wants livening up.’

‘I don’t think I’ve any contribution to make to this,’ Jim said. ‘It’s not what I came here for.’

Between clenched teeth.

Flaveen scrabbled at the pile of tweeters.

‘I’ve got to have a dark blue one,’ she said. ‘I’m going to tweet for Oxford.’

‘Here,’ said Gerry. ‘Here’s a nice green one. I’d taken it for my very own, but you can have it. Suit your hair.’

‘No, I want a dark blue.’

‘Well, you can’t have one. There isn’t one.’

‘Yes, there is. There. You were trying to hide it.’

Gerry handed her the dark blue tweeter with an exaggerated bow. Flaveen snatched it from him. Gerry picked up his own green one and blew it fiercely at Alasdair. The unrolled paper tapped him on the cheek.

Alasdair sat unmoved. He had hunched up again, staring darkly at the empty plate in front of him.

‘Happy Christmas,’ said Gerry.

Alasdair looked up.

‘Oh yes,’ he said, ‘good show.’

An inner world.

‘You’re certainly making the party go,’ said Gerry. ‘But I’ve got just the thing for you. Half a tick.’

He left his place and went into the kitchens. A quick scream could be heard from behind the closed door.

Mr Utamaro blew a long tweet.

‘I feel I must explain,’ said Miss Rohan. ‘Mr Manvers is  misleading you, Mr Utamaro. These things are rather vulgar.’

Mr Utamaro put down his tweeter.

‘Two monks were quarrelling over a cat,’ he said. ‘The master seized it and held a sword over it. Then he said “If either of you can say something to save it I will let it go.” Neither monk could say what was necessary and the master killed the cat. Next day Joshu came and the master asked him what he would have said. Joshu took off his sandals, and put them on his head. “You would have saved the cat,” the master said.’

They had all one by one paid attention to the story. They sat in silence now.

Disconcerted.

‘A little lesson about the futility of quarrelling, I think,’ said Mr Applecheek. ‘But tell me, would the master have used a special sword, a wakizashi, like we have upstairs, for instance?’

‘Any sword,’ said Mr Utamaro.

‘Indeed, indeed. Well, I won’t spoil the fun by sitting among you too long. The clergy should always leave an event of this sort after grace, I believe. Though, of course, I wasn’t asked to say grace.’

He got up, blinked at them, and went.

Gerry came out of the kitchen, his hands thrust in his pockets. Swaggering. He was wearing a large red artificial flower in his button-hole.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Padre gone off? No harm, he wasn’t exactly helping the party. I dare say he wants a little climb in his tree. Potty as they come.’

‘I think he’s rather sweet,’ said Flaveen. ‘He’s been awfully nice to me.’

‘I think you’re pretty sweet yourself,’ Gerry said.

He minced round the table to Alasdair who was still looking sombrely at his plate. The smeary remains of trifle.

‘I think you’re sweet too,’ he said.

He crouched down beside Alasdair who turned bleakly to look at him.

‘Would you like to smell my pretty flower?’ Gerry said.

The parody of coyness.

‘I’m sorry, old chap,’ Alasdair said, ‘I – I was thinking. What did you say?’

‘Does itsums bitsums want to smell the pretty flower?’ Gerry said.

‘Flower?’

Alasdair peered at it.

A fine stream of water shot from its centre and sprayed all over his face.

Gerry fell back on the floor shaking with laughter.

‘Yet another time-honoured British tradition,’ he said.

He pulled the flower from his buttonhole exposing a thin rubber tube that ran down to a rubber bulb in his pocket.

‘Quite simple,’ he said, ‘You fill this bulb with a quantity of some harmless liquid – or even water – and at the requisite moment you give a sharp squeeze producing a fine jet in the required direction. Price two and six.’

‘When I go back to Japan I will take one,’ Mr Utamaro said. ‘And when a monk asks, “Why did the Bodhidharma come from the west?” Squirt. The Zen answer.’

Alasdair, wiping the water from his face, looked at him gloomily.

‘There does seem to be an element of horseplay in Zen,’ said Miss Rohan.

She sighed.

‘That’s what I don’t understand. Some of it is so poetic. But then you tell us that a thing like Mr Manvers’s squirt would be useful to you.’

‘The poet Yuan-Wu teaches us this,’ said Mr Utamaro. “‘If you are a real man you may certainly drive away the farmer’s ox.’”

‘A poor man may drive away the rich man’s ox. Now you’re talking,’ said Jim Henderson.

He looked along the table at Mr Utamaro.

‘This interests me,’ he said. ‘The possibility of Zen being interpreted in terms of direct action. What did you say the name of that poet was?’

‘The poet Yuan-Wu,’ said Mr Utamaro.

His hand stole out towards his tweeter.

Jim squared his elbows on the table.

‘Let’s get this straight,’ he said. ‘Is it right at all that Zen has a politico-sociological content which allows the needy to appropriate goods according to their need?’

‘With Zen conventions do not exist,’ said Mr Utamaro.

A concession.

He had picked up the tweeter and was rolling it lovingly in his fingers.

‘Now, why hasn’t this aspect of Zen been utilized in the economic field? ‘said Jim.

‘For heaven’s sake, Jim boy,’ said Gerry. ‘This is meant to be a party.’

‘What this particular party wants is a bit of sociological content,’ said Jim.

The tight Ulster vowels.

‘Whoops, whoops. Socio— what’s that?’

‘I think he’s quite right.’

Flaveen. An unexpected voice.

She jumped up and picked up her chair.

‘I’m going to come and sit next to you,’ she said to Jim. ‘I don’t know what you mean by half of what you say, but you’re keen about it and that’s for me.’

She put her chair down beside Jim’s.

‘It looks as though your party’s dying a natural death, darling,’ said Honor.

‘Listen,’ said Gerry.

A glint of anger.

The door opened and Mr Applecheek came in.

‘I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ he said.

Walking towards them. The narrow aisle between the rows of tables.

‘To tell you the truth I do not find myself in the mood for contemplation. A trace of excitement. Wholly unaccountable, wholly unaccountable, of course.’

He smiled to himself.

‘But I feel I must really join in the revels. Harmless fun, harmless fun. At least to begin with.’

‘Come on in, padre,’ said Gerry. ‘Come on in. The party will take on a new lease of life. Which was your glass? Let me fill it up.’

‘Well, I will, thank you,’ Mr Applecheek said. ‘I owe myself a drink to be perfectly frank. Perfectly frank.’

Gerry poured some beer into his glass.

‘Not his first if you ask me,’ he said quietly. 

Mr Applecheek approached the table.

‘No, not my first,’ he said, ‘but only my second. A dreadful disability in a clergyman, a good sense of hearing, but we must carry our burdens as best we may.’

‘A gentleman never counts anyway,’ said Gerry.

Unabashed. Unabashable.

‘Here’s how.’

The glasses met, clinked.

‘Fill ‘em up,’ said Gerry. ‘Jimmy, yours is empty. Pass it over.’

‘I can’t afford to go drinking all night,’ said Jim.

‘Never mind,’ Gerry said. ‘They’re on the house.’

‘Yes,’ said Honor, ‘my house.’

‘What’s thine is mine,’ Gerry said. ‘Lovely.’

‘And what’s mine is mine,’ said Honor.

She took the lapels of Gerry’s jacket one in either hand and pulled him slightly towards her.

‘You’re welcome,’ Gerry said.

‘I’d better be.’

‘Now, Jimmy, you ought to be dry after all that socio-oh-so-so. Glass forward.’

Jim took hold of his glass and held it fiercely where it was. A solid fist.

‘Go on, Jim, he means to be friendly,’ Flaveen said. ‘It’s just that he doesn’t understand. Have a drink with me.’

She put her fingers on the rim of the glass. Plump, white fingers, cherry pink nails.

The glass came easily out of Jim’s hand.

‘You want to relax a bit,’ said Flaveen. ‘You want to forget that old book stuff sometimes.’

‘I can when I want to,’ Jim said.

‘You need a little sweetening up, that’s all,’ said Flaveen. ‘Like this.’

She reached for the big aluminium sugar caster in the middle of the table and raised it above Jim’s head.

A few grains fell into his wiry hair.

‘Hey,’ he said.

‘And a bit more,’ said Flaveen.

A thin stream of white crystals.

‘Stop it, won’t you,’ said Jim. 

He jumped up.

Flaveen scrambled on to her chair. A glimpse of a plump rounded knee.

Sugar from the caster scattered on the floor and table. Jim ran out of range. Flaveen jumped off the chair and ran after him, the caster poised.

Jim reached the door, left it swinging on its hinges. Flaveen close behind him. The sound of their voices outside in the corridor, receding and getting louder again outside the windows. Feet running in the darkened garden. The sound dying away.

‘Youthful high spirits, youthful high spirits,’ said Mr Applecheek.

‘Not quite my idea of a Zen student,’ said Honor.

A question.

‘A little lonely perhaps,’ suggested Mr Applecheek. ‘I believe these courses do attract people from a social as much as from an intellectual point of view.’

He paused.

‘What we find convenient to call a social point of view,’ he said.

‘The common little thing,’ said Miss Rohan.

She seemed surprised at her own words.

‘I feel that one should have some background to tackle a subject like Zen,’ she added. ‘The poetry, the fancy. It implies something stable to compare it with.’

‘The poet Yuan-Wu,’ said Mr Utamaro.

Pointedly.

‘Ah, yes, the poet Yuan-Wu,’ said Honor. ‘The one who recommends stealing the farmer’s ox. I’m almost as interested in him as Mr Henderson is. And I’ll tell you why. Because of that sword up in the room there.’

‘That dreadful sword,’ Miss Rohan said. ‘I can see you can’t keep it out of your mind either, Mrs Manvers.’

‘Well, I’m not exactly obsessed with it,’ Honor said. ‘But I can see something worth looking into there. And one point in particular rather intrigues me.’

Mr Utamaro sitting impassively at the head of the table with its litter of half-empty glasses.

‘And what is that? ‘he said. 

‘Just this,’ said Honor.

She leant suddenly forward and looked at Mr Utamaro intently.

‘Just this: if you advocate the views of Yuan-Wu, why do you go to such trouble to prevent any poor man taking away the Zen master’s sword?’

‘A shrewd hit, a shrewd hit,’ said Mr Applecheek.

He patted the table in front of him in approval.

Honor still looked intently at Mr Utamaro.

‘A certain discrepancy between theory and practice, isn’t there?’ she said.

‘But surely it’s a simple duty to keep a dangerous weapon like that safely locked away,’ said Miss Rohan.

‘Well, Mr Utamaro,’ Honor said, ‘are you going to answer my question?’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘Zen teaches us that the poor man must never take the farmer’s ox.’

Gerry laughed.

‘I’m sorry Jimmy boy isn’t here to hear you,’ he said. ‘He’d have a blue fit.’

The sound of running feet outside. Gasping laughter.

In a moment Jim pushed the door open. His head was encrusted with a gleaming white mass of sugar. Grains fell from him with each movement.

‘She bombed me,’ he said. ‘Bombed me with the whole caster from above.’

Flaveen came in. Not running. She smiled at Jim and went back to her place. She sat still. With a puzzled look.

‘You wait,’ said Jim.

‘Poof,’ she said, ‘don’t let’s have any more running about I want to sit still for a moment and think.’

‘Think,’ said Gerry, ‘what are you going to use for that?’

‘Wait till I’ve got this muck out of my hair, that’s all,’ said Jim.

‘I’d go out and put your head under the kitchen tap,’ Gerry said. ‘You’ll find plenty of willing hands to help out there, too. What we used to call a nice bit of frat.’

‘Listen to him,’ Honor said. ‘To hear him talk you’d think he’d fought all the way from Normandy to Berlin. You and Monty both, I suppose. Do you know what he did in the war?’ 

She looked round the table.

‘I’ll tell them,’ said Gerry. ‘I was what you’d call Divisional Controller of the local black market. Doing my bit. Seeing the little doggies and little catties didn’t go without their nice chopsy-wopsies. They wanted to give me an O.B.E. but I told them I was too modest.’

‘The thing is,’ said Honor, ‘that that’s not a lie. It’s what he did do, more or less. And I married him. And I tell you what -’

She looked round the table again. A challenge.

‘I suppose you found yourself very busy in those dreadful days, Father,’ Miss Rohan said to Mr Applecheek.

Rather too loudly.

‘Busy days,’ Mr Applecheek said, ‘busy days, indeed. The bishop had to go even so far as to call on my services, although always in a temporary capacity. In some ways I was happier when I had a cure, but what is not to be is not to be.’

‘Ah, I’ll have to go up and get a wash,’ Jim said. ‘There’s a mirror in my bedroom where I can see what I’m doing.’

He walked across to the door leaving a wide trail of sugar. At the door he turned and looked back at the others round the table.

Alasdair, who had been sitting with his head plunged in his hands, suddenly got up.

He followed Jim out.

‘Good idea,’ he said, ‘need a wash.’

‘Life and soul of the party,’ said Gerry.

Just before Alasdair reached the door.

But he took no notice. He left the door open behind him and they saw him walking rapidly in the direction of the hall and the stairs.

‘Will you be back at nine o’clock?’ Mr Utamaro called. ‘At nine o’clock Major Francis always makes announcements. I must make some too. He left strict instructions.’

Alasdair walked on. Mr Utamaro looked dismayed.

‘I’ll go and tell him,’ said Flaveen.

She ran along the corridor after him. The others watched her turn the corner at the foot of the stairs.

‘He looks to me as if he was going for a long solitary walk,’ Gerry said. ‘Can’t understand him. You’d think he was canned,  but he’s only had a couple of glasses. Gerry’s been counting. You’ll have to do without him for your announcements, Utey, he’ll be plunging through the night, mark my words.’

*

But Gerry was wrong. At ten minutes to nine Alasdair walked in.

‘Still sitting round drinking,’ he said. ‘I thought this was a temple of learning. Plain living and high thinking, what?’

‘Got to start with a party,’ Gerry said. ‘Not that’s it’s been much of a party this last half hour or so. What they call “just conversation”.’

‘Where’s that girl, anyway?’ Alasdair said. ‘She told me there was going to be some sort of parade for announcements, and she’s late. Doesn’t do to be late for parade, you know. Always telling my boys that. Put ‘em in detention. That’s the thing. Are you going to put that girl in detention. Mr Utamaro?’

‘If it is time I am going to fetch my list of things to say,’ answered Mr Utamaro.

As he left Flaveen came in.

‘Have I missed what you were going to tell us?’ she said.

‘It will be in just a few minutes,’ said Mr Utamaro.

‘Would you care for a peppermint?’ Alasdair said to Flaveen as she flopped down in her chair.

‘No thanks ever so.’

‘Then I think I’ll take one myself. Good for indigestion, you know. Very necessary after the appalling cooking they rise to here. Anybody else stricken?’

He passed the box round. Nobody took any.

The door opened again. Mr Utamaro came in with Jim. Jim walked down towards the others. Mr Utamaro stood at the doorway. He was not carrying a list.

‘Ah, all present and correct,’ Alasdair said.

Jim looked at him quickly.

‘Is it a parade we’re having?’ he said.

‘Just a few announcements as I understand it,’ Alasdair said. ‘I don’t think there’s any reason to display the well-known Irish passion for anarchy.’

‘You’re very aggressive all of a sudden,’ Jim said.

‘I simply happen to appreciate the difficulties of running any  sort of academic show,’ said Alasdair. ‘Certain announcements always have to be made, and people ought to be present to hear them.’

‘But tonight,’ Mr Utamaro said, ‘there will be only one announcement.’

Everybody turned to look at him.

A new note. Something serious.

The two rows of deal table that had been in use at the far end of the room near the door to the kitchens.

Complete silence.

Mr Utamaro in his thin black kimono standing looking at the group of westerners. His broad face and easy stance, feet planted firmly on the ground a little apart, arms hanging relaxedly at his side. Eyes bright with force.

‘One announcement only,’ he said. ‘It is about the Muramasa sword.’

‘That sword,’ said Miss Rohan, ‘I was afraid there would be some trouble about it.’

‘Trouble?’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘Why do you think there is trouble

‘Is nothing wrong then? You looked serious.’

‘You don’t know what is wrong?’ Mr Utamaro asked.

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Miss Rohan.

Candour.

‘Then I will tell you,’ said Mr Utamaro. ‘The sword has gone.’
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