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		PART I

		INVITATION TO TEA

		

	
		Chapter One

		A Storm in Kansas

		

		Liquor and lots of it had helped her sleep last night, but sadly it had rewarded her only with a hangover. She’d slept on the tatami and dreamed about being a little girl in Japan, before the big war, before her mother’s death. She’d dreamed of her mother giving her a hot bath. Then a vision of Mieko materialized: her only child as a cherubic infant, the overly curious toddler that opened every drawer, the blossoming young woman-child; and all the hot baths, so hot that they had a special name: “Japanese-girl hot.” The dreams clung to her memory. She wanted to be in them for real. Nirvana, she thought. A clean world. She wanted to go back to that clean place.

		Her head felt as thick as the air. The last demon was gnawing his way through the resolve she had manufactured before Mieko left. Now, without her, what was the point? She didn’t have to prove herself to anybody and she didn’t have to save face anymore, not that she had ever been any good at that.

		Yesterday a policeman had come to tell her that the one thing that held her fragile life together was gone. Her daughter Mieko was dead. They made her go to the morgue to identify the body. It was Mieko, but Himiko blocked out the gruesome details, refusing to remember her daughter in that unclean way. Her daughter smelled like lilacs, had shiny hair, and skin like velvet. Himiko had run out of the morgue and walked home. In her kitchen, she’d opened a bottle of Ten High whiskey that Billy had left behind and started drinking.

		She had decided to end her life and knew what weapon she was going to use. It had belonged to Billy, a revolver, military-issue, heavy and black. He used to make her shine it for him along with his boots and shoes. It was nestled on the uppermost shelf of the linen closet wrapped in a scarf next to Billy’s rifle rack that used to hold his old hunting shotgun. Himiko knew how to shoot that shotgun well. Too well. The last time she’d used it, she’d ended up in court facing a jury full of Americans, the kind who didn’t eat white rice with their dinners. She’d killed her husband, but they’d let her go on self-defense. Maybe they’d felt sorry for her because everybody knew Billy had beaten her. Now the revolver was all she had left. It would do.

		It was late in the day and very warm. The sticky summers of eastern Kansas were as dreadful as those she’d suffered in Tokyo. Himiko wanted to feel a breeze, something to cool the back of her neck, to slow the rapid beat of her lost heart. She lay flat on the tatami. She rose restlessly. Passing her daughter’s room, she stared at Mieko’s open closet and tried to will her back.

		Rushing back to her own room, she went to her closet for her mother’s kimono, pulled it out, and held it close to her face. She imagined that it smelled like her mother’s soap and the flowered incense she had smoked into her hair. But it didn’t. It smelled only of mothballs. Her mother’s often repeated presentiment about her thundered in her head: You were born in a storm and it has never stopped raining… She pulled the kimono over her American dress. Tea, that was the thing she needed.

		In the kitchen, Himiko banged through cabinet after cabinet looking for her gyokuro. She found plain green tea, the ban-cha that Mieko had craved in the late afternoons, but no premium tea. Today, it must be gyokuro. She found it in the freezer between the fudge popsicles that Mieko had loved and the ice cubes she put in everything. Even her green tea.

		Himiko opened the bag of tea and inhaled the aroma of the leaves. They reminded her of Tokyo afternoons before the war, enjoying the hottest tea and sweet bean desserts with her mother. Today, she would have tea alone, as her mother never could have had in her crowded life in Japan. Her mother had yearned for solitude; it was all Himiko had. She placed the tea kettle under the faucet and turned the knob, but only a few drops fell. She turned it further, but there was no water. She panicked. Perhaps she hadn’t paid the water bill. Perhaps she’d ignored it like she’d ignored the rest of the mail, the groceries, and the practice of perseverance.

		But she must have tea.

		Himiko went to the bathroom and stood over the toilet. There were stains in the porcelain bowl. She dipped her hand into the water and tasted it, then spit it out.

		The rain grew gentle, a respite before another tempest, Himiko was certain. She watched it falling against her window at a peculiar angle. She got a measuring cup from the kitchen and put it outside. She would have tea, tea made from the summer rain. It would help to quench her final thirst.

		She imagined herself surrounded by friends, all holding delicate tea cups, sipping gyokuro, and empathizing with the many unkind twists fate had delivered to their lives. But that would never happen. Everyone believed she was cursed. That would be confirmed by Mieko’s death. And, besides, time had run out. Her life had been war. But now it was over.

		As she made her rainwater tea, the scratchy L.P. of shakuhachi music played the same song over and over. Her sister had sent it to her five years ago with a long letter full of concern about life in a small American town for a Japanese woman. Himiko had written back and said that things were just fine and asked what she could send to her. She’d never heard from her sister again.

		As the last light faded, Himiko lit a candle, sat at her red table on her tatami mats in the living room, and drank her tea. It tasted good. Six mats placed side-by-side took up a third of her living room. In Japan, a family could eat, lounge, and sleep in a six-tatami room. Their sturdy straw and woven rush smelled good year-round. Billy had gone to great expense to get them for her. Carefully, Himiko lifted the tea table, carried it to the parquet floor, and pushed it up against the wall. She stepped off the parquet for the last time and returned to the tatami, that weave of her past, so familiar and so faraway that it seemed like a dream. The feeling of woven straw under bare feet fortified her. She knelt in the center of the middle two mats and gathered her kimono around her.

		Outside, thunder rumbled and Himiko was glad. The rain gods were back to claim her. She’d been born of endless rain, in a storm so fierce it had blown tiles off the roof of her family home. She thought of the Christian prayer Billy had taught her, a pagan who had to learn about his God.

		“Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. And if I die before I wake, I pray the Lord my soul to take.”

		Himiko withdrew the shiny revolver from the sleeve of her kimono and put it down on the tatami. Her husband’s faithlessness and the misery of losing Mieko would soon be behind her. She thought of Mieko: her almond-shaped eyes of two colors, her olive skin like a Mediterranean goddess, the full lips that pursed together in a permanent pout, the tresses like waves on a summer sea, and the lilac and baby powder scent of her. She imagined the gentle curve of her perfect kimono shoulders. She thought of this child, this girl who never understood how beautiful and loved she was, the one thing that made Himiko’s life matter. Her absence left Himiko cold and empty. Now, she was nothing.

		She smiled the half-smile that Billy used to call sexy, the smile on her mother’s face when she said good-bye, the smile that never trusted in that infrequent visitor named Happiness. How could anyone trust it? she wondered. It never stayed long enough for a cup of tea. Then she knelt on the tatami and picked up the cup. It felt good, holy. She brushed it against her lips and the feel of the fine Japanese pottery comforted her. Then she returned it to the mat.

		Her mother said that this was the way you said good-bye when you didn’t care what happened to your soul. What did it matter? She would never see Mieko again. Buddha, God, the kamisama; none of them could ever bring back her daughter. Lightning cracked as the storm renewed its fury. Himiko laid the gun across her palms, bowed, and extended her shiny black offering to the gods. Then she held it in her hand, pointed it at her neck, closed her eyes, and pulled the trigger. The awful, ripping sound that devoured Hiroshima reverberated in her head. The charge tore through her like a missile. She thought she saw Mieko’s ghost beckoning to her.
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		It was very cold and very quiet. Himiko felt perfect and beautiful for a moment. On the tatami lay her body, a useless shell, as disposable as a blouse that was no longer in style. Blood had sprayed across the wall like the petals of a wildflower blooming. But she had no time to ponder the mess she’d left behind. Her mother’s wet hand clasped hers and tried to pull her away, but something held her back. Her mother’s spirit departed and she was alone, again. Himiko plummeted through air. What had she done? Where was she going? It isn’t over yet? she asked herself in astonishment. Death was supposed to be the end. She was supposed to be free. But mist was all around her and tea leaves swirled about her head like a wreath of laurel. Was this limbo? Would she be stuck here forever? Would her universe still be this small, stinking Kansas town that had never let her forget she was just a “Jap” who’d seduced one of their red-blooded American boys and deserved everything she got?

		She landed with a thud in the middle of the wheat field across the street from her house. She rose from the wet ground and saw the house she’d left only a few minutes ago, though it seemed much longer. Feeling like Urashima Taro who’d gone to visit the palace of the Sea King for three days only to return home and find that three hundred years had passed, she dusted off her tattered kimono.

		She slipped her hands into its sleeves and found a variety of objects from her life: her sunglasses, her old Marilyn Monroe-like blonde wig that she used to think made her look glamorous like American movie stars; Mieko’s mangled brassiere, which she quickly returned to her sleeve; some cash, which she let flutter into the wind; and crushed tea leaves from Mieko’s favorite tea. She pulled on the blonde wig. Its former perfect blonde curls were now matted and snarled. It smelled like the past, when she had lived and breathed for Billy Hamilton and tried anything to look beautiful so that he’d be nicer to her. And it smelled like resignation, when Mieko’s gaze shifted from one of holy love to one of tolerance and ridicule. The wig was askew, but what did that matter? Everything was off-kilter now. Then she put on her sunglasses. She was ready. If she ever wanted to get out of Kansas, get out of this life that had never fit, she was going to have to do something. She was going to have a rare tea with the right people. She was sure that was what the tea leaves lost in time with her – Mieko’s tea leaves – were telling her.

		If you can taste the tea, a voice began, seeming to reassure her. Was it the sun goddess Amaterasu calling to her? Himiko wondered. If you can roll it over your tongue in one swallow, then the rest will come to you.

		

		Himiko looked toward the houses of the women whom she would call her guests this day.

		Come, she declared with an authority that only Amaterasu could grant her. It is time for tea.

		The wind grew cold and fierce, blowing her words into the open windows of those homes, making the chosen ones grab handkerchiefs to wipe away the tears that had suddenly sprung. Himiko trudged through the field to what had once been her home. She saw movement inside.

		People were in her house.

		After all these years, had someone finally come for tea?

		

	
		Chapter Two

		Tea, to Cleanse the Spirit

		

		Himiko felt troubled that the tatami in her living room had been doused with water and bleach, and would never smell like sweet straw again. Who had done this? Blood had poured into the tatami’s thirsty straw, so why not just throw them away like she’d done with her life? She didn’t care. Why should they?

		The mats were like the spongy ground of the Fort Riley cemetery where Billy was buried. Her feet sank too deeply as she crossed into her kitchen.

		Teruko McKenzie stood among several open boxes into which she was separating Himiko’s pots and pans, utensils and flatware, dishes, glasses, American foods, and Japanese foods. On the table, she’d collected Himiko’s eight Japanese tea cups, three that matched and five that didn’t. Last week, Mieko had broken two others while washing dishes. She’d hidden them in the trash in a crumpled paper bag, but Himiko had found them. Broken things didn’t bother Himiko. Late at night sometimes, after Billy had screamed at her and pushed her around, Himiko would drink tea standing up in the kitchen. When she’d finished, she’d open the back door and throw the tea cup onto the cement patio. She relished the sound of something other than herself disintegrating.

		Teruko was pouring water into a tea kettle from a container that had her last name marked on it in perfect block letters. She had brought her own water. How had Teruko discovered that she had no running water or did she not want to drink water from an unclean house? The pan on the stove wasn’t Himiko’s either. Clean and bright, it looked as if no one had ever used it. A variety of green teas was on the counter: a whole plastic bag of genmai-cha, a little bit of sen-cha, some hoji-cha, and a couple of others that Himiko couldn’t identify because they were in beautiful Japanese tea canisters that did not belong to her. Teruko had a pleasant smile on her face as the McKenzie water splashed into the McKenzie pan. Was boiling water really such a happy task? When Teruko didn’t respond, Himiko called out her name. Still no reaction. Teruko couldn’t see or hear her. She was truly not real. Himiko felt even more powerless than she had in life.

		Teach me how to make it right again, Teruko. As Himiko thought the thought, Teruko seemed to absorb it. She shivered and reached for her sweater, which was hanging on a kitchen chair. Teruko? She shivered again. Himiko marveled at her newfound power.

		Teruko had thrown food out or put it into brown bags that would end up at her Methodist church, the one that fed poor people every Thursday. She had set apart the inarizushi no moto, nori, soba, somen, azuki mame, kuromame and Japanese rice. Japanese food was too expensive to give away. Teruko and the other women would split it up at the end of the day. It could only be bought for outrageous prices at the tiny Oriental market or shipped from Japan at great cost.

		While the water heated, Teruko hummed a Patsy Cline song as she carefully wrapped breakable items in paper. She sang aloud one part of the refrain: “Crazy... for loving... you....” Himiko realized Teruko wasn’t there for a visit. Women who had never been in her house before were cleaning up the mess that was her life. Teruko closed and taped a large box. On its side in neat, McKenzie-style upper-case block letters Teruko wrote POTS AND PANS with a thick-tipped marker.

		Hoping for a civil response, Himiko tried again. Teruko? Teruko ignored her. Teruko, please, tell me what’s going on. Teruko shivered again. Warm all over, Himiko couldn’t understand why Teruko was so cold. Teruko shut the window and then made sure that the back door was closed snugly. As she returned to her task, she walked toward Himiko, and then right through her. Startled, Himiko tried to jump out of the way, then realized that she didn’t have to because she wasn’t there anymore. Himiko followed Teruko and tried to make her sense her presence, but Teruko only seemed distracted, as if a gnat were buzzing around her. That very morning Himiko had thought she would cross over, leave behind her old, tattered life for a new one that would return her daughter to her eternal embrace. But she hadn’t made it. She’d ended up stuck in this house. And without Mieko. Appealing to the kamisama for mercy, Himiko begged to be released from this limbo: Please, honorable spirits, let me die so my memories can die. You took away my daughter; take me away, too.

		As she paced the kitchen, her desperation grew. She refused to be confined here for another minute. She opened the back door and tried to leave. She crossed the threshold, only to find that she was back in her kitchen again. She was trapped, and only she could free herself. So it was. She was prepared to finish whatever business the gods designated. As long as it didn’t hurt Mieko. As long as she didn’t have to think about that visit to the morgue. Anything else. Whatever it was, maybe if she did it suitably, she’d walk away with a sense of honor, having finally done something right. A feeling deep in her gut led her, a feeling that no Japanese woman should have to lose her child to something ugly and foreign to all she’d known, that she shouldn’t have to die alone, her spirit broken and her life unexamined. Teruko had come to clean her house, but perhaps a more meaningful cleansing had to take place.

		The teapot whistled.

		Himiko drifted into the living room and realized they were not alone. She saw two pair of shoes—extremely narrow ones with pinched toes next to Teruko’s, shiny and plum-colored with a flat bow across the top and a modest heel. Himiko had seen the shoes at Cowan’s. Expensive.

		She heard noises in her bedroom and went to investigate.

		When Himiko saw Atsuko standing over her bed with her hands on her hips staring at the contents of her closet and dresser, she shrieked. Atsuko startled, looked around, and then returned to her task. Himiko couldn’t bear the thought of Atsuko Yamamoto in her house, much less in her bedroom. She wore rubber gloves and rubber house slippers. She was determined to remain free of dirt and bacteria, Himiko thought angrily.

		Atsuko sifted through Himiko’s belongings and separated them into categories. She held a low-cut spring dress splashed with brightly colored flowers against herself. She threw another blonde wig on the bed, and tossed her socks and stockings into a garbage can. Himiko watched as Atsuko rolled up bras, slips, and girdles and secured them with rubber bands. She put them in one box, shirts and blouses in another, dresses in another.

		Then Himiko saw Atsuko pick up her wedding kimono and inspect its embroidery. She intended to take it! Besides her mother’s everyday kimono, it was Himiko’s last remnant of Japan.

		Put that down! Himiko ordered. Atsuko shuddered and pulled her jacket closer. Even more loudly, Himiko repeated her demand. Atsuko’s hands shook as she dropped the kimono on the bed. Maybe being stuck in limbo wasn’t so bad after all, Himiko thought as Atsuko ran out of the room.

		She ran towards the kitchen. “Teruko! Teruko! I think this house is haunted!” Himiko followed and watched with amusement as Teruko smiled placidly at Atsuko.

		“Stop saying that,” Teruko said. “You’re scaring me.” She asked Atsuko if she had finished packing the things in the bedroom. Atsuko told her about the wedding kimono.

		“You can’t keep it, Atsuko.”

		“Why not? Nobody will ever want to buy it at the thrift store. It’s not the kind of thing ‘good Christian women’ wear.”

		“It’s probably just the kind of thing good Christian women wear, behind closed doors.”

		“Be serious, Teruko.”

		“Just remember why we’re here. To close up the house. We have to save everything for Mieko. When she comes back, she’ll want them.”

		“She’s not coming back. She’s been missing for a week.”

		“For only three days. Sooner or later, she’ll come back home and—”

		“That young girl wouldn’t know what to do with a beautiful kimono like this. I’m the only one who can appreciate it.”

		“I’m not worried about a kimono when Mieko is missing. I asked my Linda if she’d seen her, but she hasn’t. The police have to find her. To let her know what happened to her mother.”

		Himiko realized that they didn’t know Mieko had died. The news would be out in tomorrow’s paper. Maybe then Teruko and Atsuko’s daughters would feel bad because they never truly befriended Mieko. Drawn to her beauty, they nevertheless only tolerated her.

		“We should have let the police clean this up,” Atsuko said.

		“No. We have to do it. Besides, they probably would just throw everything away.”

		“And just where is Setsuko Banks?” Atsuko asked. “I thought she was the one most friendly with Himiko.” Teruko explained that Setsuko had to take her girls to—

		“And Chizuye is always late,” said Atsuko. “Mexican influence.”

		Teruko turned away so that Atsuko wouldn’t see the disapproving look on her face. Himiko watched her struggle to find a way to tell Atsuko that her remark wasn’t right, but she couldn’t muster the courage.

		Atsuko ranted on. “The 1960s are over and she still dresses like a hippie. She’s just as silly as Himiko was. Good thing she never had kids. They would have probably formed a rock-and-roll band.”

		“Chizuye is never late,” Teruko said. “She’s a businesswoman. She had something to do at the restaurant this morning. She’ll be here soon. And don’t talk about kids. She had some kind of operation. She couldn’t have had any even if she’d wanted to.”

		Atsuko studied the kitchen with mixed feelings of revulsion and attraction. She sniffed the air with displeasure.

		“How could you have had tea in this house?”

		“She invited me. It was only that one time.”

		“She never invited me.”

		“You didn’t want to have tea with her. You said she was crazy, the kind of woman you wouldn’t have associated with in Japan.”

		“That’s right. She gives us a bad name. Ugh. Even with the disinfectant, I smell something. Don’t you?”

		“No.”

		“Maybe we should put our shoes back on.”

		“Relax, Atsuko-san, it’s just the smell of liquor and used candles,” Teruko said.

		Himiko didn’t think her house smelled terrible. Maybe she didn’t clean religiously like Setsuko and Teruko and all the other meticulous Japanese ladies, but her house never smelled. She burned incense, too. Something Indian that Mieko had bought at a record store on Washington Street.

		“Well, you know what those smells are from: from bringing home men and making sex.”

		Teruko smiled politely, but shook her head in gentle protest. “Before her husband died, Himiko lived a quiet life,” Teruko insisted.

		Atsuko ran into Himiko’s bedroom and came back with the wig and a red brassiere. She smiled like a woman who’d won her argument. “Quiet women don’t wear these. Only women who want too much of the wrong thing.”

		The wig and bra disturbed Teruko, but she hid her feelings behind her unflappable exterior. “So what? I think she looked pretty in the wig and maybe she needed the bra for a red dress. White or black bras show through.”

		“She looked like a fool and made us look foolish to everybody in town. And you sound pretty foolish yourself. Who wears red but a you-know-what?”

		“I don’t really care what everybody in town thinks,” Teruko said quietly, as if she knew it was a lie. To some degree, all the Japanese women cared what other people thought. Even Himiko.

		The Japanese women in Junction City didn’t fit into the Kansas landscape of Aryan faces, ghostly blue eyes, coffee and pancakes, German potato salad, Chevy station wagons, and blue-and-white checkered tablecloths. Struggle though some of them might, their Japanese culture separated them. The big war had ended twenty-six years before, but they were still Japanese. Everybody in town thought of them in that way, except themselves. Ironically, Junction City was originally Native American Indian territory, useful because it was located at the junction of the Kaw, Smoky Hill, and Kansas Rivers. Germans had bought it from the Native Americans and the military built Fort Riley nextdoor, changing the town forever.

		“Maybe Himiko was wild in Japan, too,” Atsuko said. “I don’t know how she passed the screening tests for army brides.”

		Teruko nodded to make Atsuko happy and returned to the kitchen.

		Himiko recalled the army’s many questions. “Are you a Communist? Why do you want to marry this man instead of one of your own? Do you think moving to America will afford you personal financial gain? Are you suffering from insanity? Are you an imbecile or idiot? Are you now—or have you ever been—a prostitute?”

		That experience had stripped Himiko and the rest of them of their dignity, because the US Army had treated them like animals.

		“The nerve of that American army,” Atsuko called out to Teruko.

		Teruko returned to the living room with a tray that held a teapot, tea cups, lacquer coasters, and cloths. After setting it down on the tatami, she turned over Himiko’s tea table and set it upright as far away from the dandelion wall as possible. She pulled a pile of zabuton from the corner.

		“I told them we weren’t all bad girls just because we fell in love with Americans,” Teruko said.

		“What are you doing?” Atsuko asked.

		“Well, we have to have tea, don’t we?” Teruko put the tray on the table and set out the cups. Why couldn’t Teruko tell Atsuko instead of always asking her permission, Himiko wondered.

		“Why?” Atsuko asked.

		“Because we always do.”

		“We can’t have tea here.”

		“We have to,” Teruko answered.

		“Why?”

		“It seems like the right thing to do,” Teruko said.

		“I’m not having tea here,” Atsuko said.

		Teruko’s smile masked her impatience. “Nobody said you had to. But the others will want tea.” She paused. “If you’re that uncomfortable, go home, Atsuko.” She wasn’t going to back down. “Whoever helps here today will have many nice things said about her,” Teruko continued. “If they hear that one of us left because we thought the house didn’t smell good, what will they say?”

		“I had to come. I wanted to see the inside of this house!” Atsuko said, then began to clean off the tea table, her way of conceding.

		Teruko donned rubber gloves and began to clean the dandelion wall. “Poor Himiko,” Teruko said as the cloths turned red. Forcing back tears, she threw them into a bucket. She looked around the room, her eyes pained. What was the source of her pain? Himiko wondered. Surely not that Himiko was gone? Maybe the ugliness of her death. Maybe guilt for not being as good or helpful as she’d always thought she’d been. “I don’t know what I’d do if something like this happened to me.”

		“It would never happen to you because you chose your husband well and you have a good daughter,” Atsuko said. “Like me. I made the best choice of husband and my daughter is like an old-fashioned Japanese daughter. Mieko Hamilton? No.”

		“But she was a polite girl, devoted to her mother, until she got older.”

		“Exactly.”

		“But my daughter is changing, too. They become teenagers and they change.”

		Atsuko looked frightened. She wasn’t thinking about anything but her own future.

		“It’s funny, isn’t it?” Atsuko said, “how one moment someone is full of life and the next, they are ashes.”

		The wall was pink now. Teruko snapped off her rubber gloves and went into the kitchen to wash her hands.

		“Use disinfectant,” Atsuko called out. Then she took out her own tea cup from her handbag, admired it, and placed it on the table.

		Teruko returned with fresh cloths and wiped Himiko’s tea cups, first with a wet cloth and then a dry one. As she carefully arranged the cups, coasters, and teapot on the table, Atsuko moved her tea cup away. Himiko felt the pang again of not being good enough. Teruko hid her disapproval under another smile.

		“A fancy cup for a fancy lady,” she said, always knowing the right thing to say to make Atsuko happy with her for at least five seconds. The two women sat on zabuton around the tea table. Himiko guessed that the cleaning had tired them. But no one had told them to come here and take care of her belongings. Or maybe someone had. Maybe it was the gods or maybe it was simply she. Had her madness somehow lured these women here to help her?

		Teruko removed a folded newspaper article from her wallet.

		“Listen. I cut this out from the obituary column in today’s paper. I almost missed it.” Teruko unfolded the paper and began to read.

		“‘Death Notices. May 3, 1971. Himiko Hamilton, thirty-nine, widow of Chief Warrant Officer William Hamilton, passed away in her home from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. A Japanese war bride, Mrs. Hamilton was a resident of Junction City for twenty years. She is survived by her daughter, Mieko, eighteen.’” The reading exhausted Teruko. It made Himiko feel tired, too, and very small. All that love, struggle, and disappointment had been reduced to a single paragraph.

		Atsuko seemed bothered by it, too, but then she said, “I’m glad the rest of us have been blessed with perfect lives, perfect husbands, and perfect daughters.”

		How could anyone boast such a thing? Himiko wondered.

		“Are our lives so perfect, Atsuko?” Teruko asked. “Everybody has troubles. You and Kazuhiro fight about living in Kansas.”

		“Our lives are ideal!” said Atsuko hotly. “We’re nothing like her. We’re Japanese. So what if we argue now and then?”

		Shocked at Atsuko’s callousness, Teruko gasped. “Atsuko! We must respect the dead.”

		“Only because they no longer have to fear the darkness. The rest of us must wait, without any idea when our time will come.”

		I am suspended between two worlds. There is no harmony here…. Himiko extended her arms as if to embrace the entire room… nor here. She needed them. She didn’t know why and she hated the truth of it, but she needed them.

		“Sometimes even the dead must wait,” Teruko cautioned, feeling Himiko’s presence. “In limbo.”

		Atsuko shifted uncomfortably. She glanced at the pink wall and searched the room for a sign of a ghost. Satisfied, she resumed her headstrong attitude.

		“Himiko should wait forever after what she did to her husband,” Atsuko said.

		Is that why she was stuck here? Himiko wondered. But they hadn’t killed their husbands and they’d been drawn here, too. What were their crimes? What were their connections to her life?

		“But you know what he was doing to her,” Teruko said.

		“Nobody really knows,” Atsuko said.

		Nobody would listen. Himiko willed her words to sink into their hearts.

		“Maybe she wasn’t a good wife.” Atsuko added.

		But Himiko had been the best wife. She’d cooked three meals a day, even when Billy didn’t come home to eat them. She’d had sex with him whenever he demanded it and he demanded it a lot, sometimes several times a day. But Himiko had liked that. Although she’d looked at other men, she wasn’t interested in them, despite the fact that Japanese women used to think she screwed strangers just to pay her telephone bill after Billy’s death. She’d never cursed Billy or spoken badly about him. Whenever he lost his temper, which happened several times a day, too, she’d soothed him like a baby and told him everything would be all right. Maybe, in the early days, she’d even believed that. Of course, she’d killed him, but that was different. It didn’t mean that she didn’t love him, just that she got tired of him, very tired.

		“He never let her out of the house and hardly let her have guests. Remember during the big snow storm? The phone lines were down and —” Teruko stopped talking as her thoughts drifted to the past. Atsuko waited expectantly.

		I didn’t have any tea or rice left, Himiko said.

		Both women looked toward her as if they could see her and then they looked at each other in the way people do when they have seen a ghost.

		Billy had gone to Oklahoma to visit his family. He said, “Don’t leave the house,” and took Mieko with him. I was starving to death, standing behind— Himiko stroked Teruko’s hair and she startled.

		“—she was standing behind the frosty glass,” Teruko said, “like she was made of wax.” Teruko looked at the pink stains on the living room’s north wall. “It means there wasn’t enough love.”

		“Maybe she wanted too much,” Atsuko persisted. Himiko had never asked Billy for anything. Except soy sauce and good rice. And dreams…for Mieko, Himiko thought. If I could have had her love, nothing else would have mattered.

		As Himiko stood at her front screen door watching the mailman place letters in the box, he waved at her. Drunk and ugly, Billy yanked her away from the door. He’d been jealous of suitors real and imagined since the day he’d laid eyes on her in Tokyo. Guessing that he’d never had anything important to call his own, Himiko realized that she was his first possession.

		“And just whaddya think ya doin’, Himi?” He stank like mold. “What’d I tell you about flirtin’, huh?” She’d never flirted in her life in the way he meant and she didn’t have the energy to start. Ignoring Billy, she turned to walk away. He grabbed her by the arm and pushed her against the screen door. The metal mesh began to make an impression upon her cheek.

		“I don’t wanna have to tell you again, Himi. Stay in the house, don’t be lookin’ at the mailman or any other asshole, you hear me?”

		The accusations and vulgarities angered her as they always had. He slammed the back of her head, and her lips and teeth scraped against the screen. Blood oozed through the mesh. She was cut again. She vowed never again to bleed at the hands of Billy Hamilton. Then he threw her to the floor.

		As she measured the distance to his rifle, which he’d just cleaned and left leaning against the living room wall fully loaded for his next hunting trip, she contemplated running for her life, but he locked the screen door. She wiggled closer to the rifle. He misinterpreted it as pleasure, lifted up her skirt, and yanked down her underwear. He started to flick his tongue against her behind. Her hand closed on the rifle. In one move, she grabbed it, stood up, and pointed it at Billy. His laughter burned her ears.

		“Soy sauce sucking bitch,” he muttered.

		It was the last thing he ever said.

		Her finger was already on the trigger just like she’d seen him do when he made her go jackrabbit hunting with him. Quickly, she lifted the rifle to her shoulder and pulled the trigger. The bullet spun out of the muzzle, flying into his heart as he lunged forward to stop her. If he hadn’t moved maybe, just maybe, she would have hit his stomach. He fell forward, his head at her feet. She trembled with fear and loss all at once. She felt as if she were in a Western movie, forced into a duel to protect her honor and by sheer luck she’d won.

		Billy Hamilton had been the one man she had loved and loathed with equal intensity. Now he was gone and she was alone in America. No, that wasn’t true. She had Mieko. She was reminded of that as she looked up to see her daughter standing in the hallway.

		“Mom? Mom, are you… are you okay?”

		Himiko shook her head. “When have I ever been okay?”

		“Is he…”

		“Yes.”

		

	
		Chapter Three

		A Gentleman from Oklahoma

		

		The bitterness of their recollection of the day that Himiko Hamilton shot her husband left them silent. Holding their tea cups close, they sipped the delicate brew in meditation.

		The deafening gunshot echoed in her ears for years. The pellets had torn though his favorite shirt – right through the heart she never knew he had. They let me go on self-defense, declared Himiko, worrying that they’d forgotten, hoping that they didn’t think of her as a cold-blooded murderer. Teruko and her daughter Linda had been walking their poodle that day. She’d seen me run out of the house.

		Himiko’s hand went to her bottom lip. The scar was gone, with all its unevenness and regret. Feeling hopeful, she wondered what else death could heal.

		“No matter what he did to her or what he said, it’s still no reason to kill your husband,” Atsuko said.

		Looking away in disagreement, Teruko thought about Himiko running out of her house in a slip, blood gushing from her lip.

		“You didn’t see her that day,” Teruko said, “the fear in her eyes like a beaten animal. If someone loves you they should never make you feel that way. I wanted to help her, but what could I do?”

		Himiko was certain that these women were here for tea, but not like all the other teas Himiko had wanted to be invited to. This was different. This time, these women had come for tea because they hadn’t had a choice. Just like Himiko, they were stuck in some strange netherworld in which she would remain if she didn’t… complete herself. She wasn’t sure what that meant, but these women were going to have to help her. She knew that. It would be their penance for making light of her for all those years. And Mieko. It had something to do with Mieko. She dreaded what that could be.

		

		Himiko heard voices outside her house. She peered out of the dining room window and saw Chizuye Juarez waiting for Setsuko to emerge from her car. Leaning toward the window to try to hear them, Himiko found herself melting through the glass. It was a warm feeling, as if she’d had too many cups of hot tea.

		“I wish Himiko could have seen all the Japanese women at her funeral,” Setsuko said wistfully. Yes, thought Himiko, all the Japanese women who’d been too embarrassed to say hello to her in public because she was “crazy” and “no good,” because they thought her daughter was wild and would be a bad influence on their precious children.

		Still, Himiko would have given anything to have tea with them, be invited to tea, have more than the paltry possibilities that littered her life. But she drank alone.

		“Ever since she shot her husband, she’s, well, she’s kind of haunted me,” Chizuye said. That surprised Himiko. “Makes me remember that, underneath my comfortable American clothes, I am Japanese.” Chizuye smiled and lightened up. “But don’t tell anybody!” She studied Chizuye’s neatly creased pants and pressed tunic. While her look was wholly American, her face was a Hiroshige print come to life.

		“You’re very Japanese, Chizuye-san,” Setsuko said.

		“No, not me!” Chizuye protested.

		“Yes, you always care about what happens in our community,” Setsuko said. “After all, you were the one who went looking for Himiko-san when she disappeared.”

		Chizuye answered with impatience. “Somebody had to. You were too afraid of what you might find. Because she was your friend and you knew what was possible.”

		“But I never dreamed she’d....” Setsuko held her covered lacquered dish closer as they walked toward the house. Himiko wondered if Setsuko had ever dreamed her dream, a dream of impossibilities and shattered maternity. Would she make the same choice if something terrible happened to one of her daughters?

		“What’d you bring?” Chizuye asked.

		“Maki-zushi. What did you bring?”

		“Spinach quiche, Sue!” Setsuko cringed at the sound of the American name.

		“Chizuye, please, I tell you many times not to call me that.”

		“It’s easier.”

		“Like ‘Chiz’?” Setsuko pronounced it “cheese” and it was Chizuye’s turn to cringe. But she smiled.

		“No, Setsuko, like ‘Chiz,’ short ‘i’ sound.”

		Himiko envied them the ease they felt with each other—how they could talk about things so small, how they gracefully dodged the bigger things. In the Japanese community, they had been the first two to say good-bye to the men who had brought them to America, who had asked them to leave behind everything that they’d ever known, for love. They were the first widows. Maybe that was their bond. Except Setsuko had two daughters that she loved dearly while Chizuye had no one except for her mother-in-law Mama Juarez.

		They entered Himiko’s house. Setsuko added her polished, no-nonsense pumps to the shoes by the door. Chizuye removed her sturdy ankle boots that looked like they could cross a rocky river, yet still had a touch of femininity. Setsuko stood inside the doorway staring at the pink stain on the wall. Forcing back tears, she stepped into the room as if the air were pressing too hard against her skin.

		“Teruko?” she called out. Bustling from the kitchen, Teruko grinned too widely and bowed too deeply.

		“Setsuko! What a pleasure! Thank you for coming to help today!” Her mirth annoyed Himiko and probably Setsuko as well, but Setsuko smiled graciously. Setsuko was a master at this, the Japanese disease: perfect politeness—or death. Because it had gotten Setsuko invited to a lot more houses for tea than Himiko ever had been, Himiko admired her for it.

		“Atsuko is here, too!” Teruko cooed.

		“What an unexpected pleasure,” Setsuko said. As Atsuko entered from the hallway like the Queen of England, Setsuko struggled to maintain her civility.

		“Hello, Setsuko. I rarely see you, but you look younger every time I do.” Atsuko smiled and bowed so low that Himiko thought she might fall over. Impressed, Himiko noted that Atsuko was superior to everybody in her mastery of faux politeness. “Are you getting along okay with Sergeant Banks gone?”

		“Yes. I’m all right. It was his time to move on and I can’t—”

		“Colored people don’t live very long,” Atsuko interrupted. “The food they eat, you know.”

		Setsuko stiffened. “My husband ate mostly Japanese food.”

		Teruko rocked back and forth, trying to figure out how to avert a disaster. “Atsuko’s husband hates Japanese food even though he’s Japanese American!” she blurted.

		“He does not hate Japanese food!” Atsuko declared. Under Atsuko’s pinching gaze, Teruko grew smaller.

		Chizuye, unwilling to pretend politeness, said, “What a shock to find you here, Atsuko! What are you doing? Slumming?”

		Atsuko masked her disdain with a superficial smile.

		“Lovely shoes,” she replied as she noted Chizuye’s boots. “They look just like my husband’s hunting boots. Did you buy them at Gibson’s outlet?”

		“They are your husband’s hunting boots,” Chizuye retorted.

		Everybody but Atsuko laughed.

		Himiko was sure that this strange gallery of helpers must have been called here, perhaps by something bigger than them all, something that knew they were capable of more than their hearts had allowed them thus far. But what could that have to do with Himiko? Hadn’t she loved her mother with fierceness and tenacity? Hadn’t she loved Mieko even more than that? Once upon a time, hadn’t she loved Billy Hamilton with a trust and openness that now seemed foolish and naive? She’d paid her dues. Why did she have to be subjected to these do-gooders?

		“Why are you both so late?” Atsuko scolded. “We finished the kitchen already and I’m almost done with the bedrooms.”

		Setsuko and Chizuye were busier than Atsuko, Himiko thought. Atsuko was a housewife with only one child. Setsuko had two children and worked two jobs, one at the rec club on the base and another at Reynoldson’s Nursing Home. Although childless, Chizuye had a lot of responsibility running the administrative operations of Rancho Esperanza, her mother-in-law’s restaurant. Teruko and Curtis ran their barber shop. It was easy for Atsuko to be on time.

		Groping for a way to fill the silence that her remark had created, Atsuko said, “We must have tea.” It was exactly the right thing to say. Everyone relaxed and smiled.

		“Oh, yes,” Setsuko said, “tea sounds very good to me right now. Everything must start with tea.”

		Atsuko sat down and the others followed suit. They noticed a fifth tea cup. Teruko polished it and set it at the center of the table.

		“Tea is the milk of the gods, isn’t it?” Teruko said.

		Chizuye waved away their comments, finding them ridiculous. “Tea is just a drink.”

		“Oh no!” Teruko said. “It’s much more than that!”

		“I couldn’t live without it,” Setsuko declared.

		Himiko couldn’t live without tea either. It brought everything into balance.

		“I think it improves my eyesight,” Atsuko said with a smile.

		“And my insight!” Setsuko tittered.

		In an odd moment of camaraderie, Setsuko and Atsuko laughed together at their little joke. Then Teruko took the teapot to the kitchen and put water on to boil.

		Himiko felt that they had committed to taking a journey together, one that might free them all in different ways. But the last thing that four Japanese women – no matter how hard some of them tried to separate themselves from that fact – would talk about is why they had come, what had propelled them into the home of an outsider.

		“What kind of tea would you like?” Atsuko asked. “We have plain green tea, roasted rice tea, and a little premium green tea.”

		“Plain tea, please,” Teruko requested as she returned with a kettle of water that she placed on a trivet on the table.

		“It’s ‘peasant’ tea, Teruko,” Chizuye said.

		Teruko replied, “I like it.”

		“You have such simple tastes,” Atsuko said with a laugh.

		Teruko only smiled. “Makes life easier.”

		“Roasted rice tea is fine,” Setsuko said.

		“I like premium,” Atsuko declared.

		“Of course,” Chizuye shot back.

		“We’ll let Atsuko choose,” Setsuko offered.

		Atsuko pulled out a small, beautiful tea tin from her handbag and held it up. “I brought my own! Shall I treat you?” She loved feeling more important than anyone else, Himiko thought.

		Setsuko and Teruko nodded eagerly. Atsuko measured just the right amount of a fine grade of tea into the kyusu and poured hot water from the kettle into the kyusu to brew it. The aroma wafted into Setsuko’s nose, and she closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Yes, she could hardly wait.

		“Once in a while I still drink green tea,” Chizuye said as she looked at Atsuko and anticipated her reaction, “but I choose my drink like I chose my husband: strong, dark, and with a lot of sugar.” Atsuko flinched. Chizuye gave her a saccharine smile.

		Teruko poured tea into everyone’s cups except for the fifth one.

		As Himiko looked at them around her tea table, the irony of it made her bite her lip. How she had coveted this while she was alive! But even now, she was still missing from the tea circle. But who could blame them? They were all so contented. She could see it in the way they held their tea cups and the kinds of cups they’d chosen from Himiko’s mix-and-match collection: Teruko’s simple cup held in the palm of her hand, centered and balanced like life with a good husband and steady daughter; the dutiful mother Setsuko with a pretty cup to match her face, a pleasant design that could fit in anywhere; Atsuko with her fancy cup from home, a cup full of a brew that her daughter thought tasted like pond scum. Chizuye didn’t care what kind of cup she used and grabbed a plain brown cup with a bamboo stalk etched on its side.

		“Is anyone else coming?” Chizuye asked.

		“I stopped asking for volunteers after Atsuko insisted on helping,” Teruko said. Atsuko beamed with pride, but the women suspected her sincerity.

		“It is my obligation, as leader of our Buddhist church chapter,” Atsuko said. “Himiko was a member. Being here is my duty and…and my honor.” She must have to lie a lot, Himiko thought. What a performance. How tiring it must be.

		“At least fifty Japanese women volunteered to help!” Teruko said. Everybody murmured in approval, except for Chizuye.

		“Fifty? Jesus. You’d think it was a blue-light special.”

		“Chizuye-san! This isn’t a shopping trip! Don’t make light of it!” Atsuko snapped.

		“Are you shopping for something, Mrs. Atsuko Yamamoto? Is that why you’re here?” Chizuye asked. “Good luck, because not even the Tin Man could find a real one.”

		Clucking her tongue, Atsuko turned her back on Chizuye and ignored her.

		“Shame on you, Chizuye!” Setsuko said. “This is a difficult occasion for us: the first time a member of our Japanese community has passed on.” As Setsuko scolded her, Chizuye lit a cigarette. Himiko marveled at how Setsuko believed in the existence of a Japanese community even when that very community treated her less warmly because her husband was colored.

		“What ‘community’?” asked Chizuye. It was a question that made everybody uncomfortable. But Himiko knew better than anybody the truth of it. They knew each other, but not really. They didn’t care enough to know, but they didn’t want to admit it.

		“Us,” Setsuko said softly. “We’re a community.”

		“Us?” Atsuko asked before she could stop herself.

		Chizuye knew that there was no “us” for Atsuko. She snapped up Atsuko’s mistake and used it. “Exactly!” Chizuye said. “Who’s got time to chit-chat, right, Ats?” She pronounced “Ats” with a short American “a” and punched the word for emphasis. Atsuko was indignant. “Now that I’m finally having tea with the Great Atsuko Yamamoto, you get a nickname.”

		“Thank you, but you can keep your... gift.” Dabbing at her forehead with a lace handkerchief, Atsuko elongated her neck and turned up her nose. “At my house we address everybody by their formal names,” Atsuko said.

		Himiko felt the gathering disintegrating. Who could save it? She willed Setsuko to find a way to unite them. She was certain they had to stay together, just this once, this day.

		Setsuko spoke up in earnest. “But we are all Army wives, and we are all Japanese.”

		“So what?” Chizuye said. “That won’t buy us a ticket to Nirvana. Let’s face it, girls, after we get through dealing with our jobs and our families, we’re ready to go to sleep. And if any of us are willing to drive across town and have tea, we don’t even talk about what’s really on our minds—whether coming to America was such a good idea.” Inhaling deeply from her cigarette, she watched the smoke slowly drift from her mouth and nostrils. Everybody else watched, too. Only Atsuko showed her disapproval by waving away the smoke with her handkerchief. “Countries last. Love is mortal,” Chizuye went on. She blew the next puff of smoke directly at Atsuko. “You know I’m right,” her look said.

		“Even when people die, love lives on,” Setsuko insisted. Setsuko pressed on. “For our husbands, for Himiko, and for Japan, too. After all, we’re here today because we’re Japanese.”

		Chizuye bit down on her words. “No, we’re here today because we’re scared.”

		Himiko knew she was right. They were scared that they would be the next to die or that their souls would be left in limbo like Himiko’s. If they knew what happened to Mieko, they would be scared of that too.

		“We’re here today to help Himiko!” Teruko said too brightly, as she rubbed her fingers together anxiously. “Let’s finish the work at hand and then share some more tea and talk.” They were all too happy to leap into action and leave Chizuye’s words hanging.

		

		The women completed their cleaning a couple of hours later. The kitchen was in move-in condition. The bedroom and bathrooms were spotless. In the living room, they’d cleaned the walls and floors. Every surface had been dusted and wiped. They drifted back into the living room and sat around the tea table. Teruko brought fresh tea. She placed the teapot on the table with the o-manju, arare, maki-zushi, and quiche the women had brought. They all looked tired and incomplete. Himiko couldn’t let them go home without finding out why. She longed to join them at the tea table, hold a warm cup in her hands, and feel whole and clean. She wanted to tell them about Mieko. She wanted to warn them how easily the thing most dear can slip away.

		“Okay, now that the cleaning is done with,” Atsuko asked, “I have to ask something that I’ve wondered about for years.” She looked at Setsuko with friendliness. “Tell us, Setsuko-san. Is it true that Himiko was a dance hall girl in Japan?”

		Looking uncomfortable, Setsuko clasped and unclasped her hands. “If that’s what she said. I never really knew her until after her husband died. I would see her walking on a humid summer day in a heavy coat and the yellow-haired wig.”

		“She was crazy!” Atsuko said.

		Chizuye slammed her fist on the table and the tea cups shook,. “She was not crazy.”

		Teruko nodded in agreement. “It is the Japanese way to carry everything inside. It wore her down.”

		Atsuko winced at this betrayal, but Teruko was right, at least as far as Himiko was concerned. She wiped up the spilled tea and left the wet napkin near Chizuye’s tea cup on purpose. She went on, determined to prove her point. “She came from Japan, but the way she dressed! I remember the district church meeting.” Atsuko got up and began to walk in a comical, exaggeratedly seductive way. “She came in a low-cut dress and that yellow-haired wig, walking like a Korean.”

		Chizuye glared at Atsuko. “And just what do Koreans walk like?”

		Atsuko’s prejudice hung thick in the room like a transparent fog. “Well, I… I…” Atsuko stammered.

		“You look Korean to me,” Chizuye said to Atsuko. “Say thank you and count your blessings.” Tense with anger, Atsuko forced a wide smile that revealed nearly all of her teeth. Chizuye smiled back.

		“Atsuko, we have something in common with all the Oriental women here, the Vietnamese, the Thai and the Koreans,” Setsuko hotly protested. “We all left behind our countries to come and live here with the men we loved.” The only time Himiko saw Setsuko get angry was when prejudice reared its ugly head. Himiko remembered when the county spelling bee had tried to disqualify her daughter on the basis of pronunciation. The quiet Setsuko taught the judges that an accent did not mean something was wrong.

		“Okay, okay,” Atsuko said, backing down. “It’s not that I didn’t like Himiko. It’s just that so many things she did were not respectable. If she acted like that in Japan, people would think she was... well, a prostitute.” Himiko reeled from the blow of these words. She saw the other women were upset too. Atsuko grew more adamant. “I tell you, something was not right inside her head. I mean, whoever heard of a Japanese shooting her husband with a rifle? I told you that day at the cemetery.”

		Himiko felt a chill rush through her and the sound of a five-year-old Mieko’s laughter harmonized with her breathing. She knew that she was going to have to take them back to that day, as she had lived it so they could understand, finally understand. And that would only be the beginning. Circling the tea table, Himiko whispered each woman’s name with command.

		“Teruko.” Teruko shivered and dropped her tea cup.

		“Setsuko.” Setsuko stood up as if she had heard her and understood what she had to do.

		“Atsuko!”

		“Did you just say something?” Atsuko asked Teruko. Teruko looked at her as if she was crazy.

		“Chizuye.” Nodding as if she had heard Himiko, Chizuye rose and went to the picture window. She looked at the pink-sherbet sunset.

		“You’re wrong, Atsuko,” Setsuko said quietly. Everybody turned to look at her. “Listen, Atsuko,” she whispered. “Listen.”

		The real cleaning had begun...
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		The wind danced over the graves. Setsuko and Himiko ambled down the gravel driveway that led into the cemetery. Their daughters huddled awkwardly in the background, there only because their mothers had required it, trying to be supportive of Mieko even though they thought her strange.

		As they neared the grave, Himiko could hear Atsuko complaining about the pretty black pillbox hat that she’d bought at a department store in Salina. Atsuko had laughed at it at Billy’s funeral. Today, one year after Billy’s death, Himiko wore the hat again with her black coat and black pumps, her widow ensemble.

		Every year, Japanese women came to the cemetery on Memorial Day to place flowers on the graves of Japanese POWs and on their husbands’ graves if they were widows. They gathered at Billy’s grave as the daughters placed flags on the graves of fallen family friends. The graves numbered in the thousands sending the girls farming out in all directions. Mieko stood by a limestone wall staring at bison in an adjacent compound.

		“Let’s get on with it,” Himiko said.

		Atsuko took Teruko by the arm and guided her to a shady tree nearby. Setsuko stood by Himiko’s side on the soft, mossy cemetery earth. Chizuye pulled up in her truck, jumped out, and came to stand on Himiko’s other side. Perhaps widows understood that another widow—even a self-made one—needed help dealing with absence, even absence of pain. Himiko pulled a can of beer out of her coat pocket. Its frost had made the coat damp against her thigh. She opened the can, and the popping sound made everyone jump. She poured the beer over Billy’s grave and Atsuko gasped.

		Hating to be the one to admonish Himiko before the others, Setsuko spoke in a low voice, directly into her ear. “Shame on you, Himiko!” Himiko remembered her mother telling her of the old Japanese custom of pouring sake on the tombs of loved ones, and didn’t think her action was wrong. But apparently the crudeness of beer cast a different light on her offering. Nevertheless, Himiko wasn’t about to apologize, especially since she’d consumed a bottle of wine to soothe her nerves.

		“I am celebrating the first Memorial Day since he left me. He liked beer when he was alive. Why shouldn’t he like it when he’s dead?”

		“Sounds fair to me,” Chizuye said. She said a silent prayer over Billy’s grave and walked over to the Japanese soldiers’ graves.

		“Teruko, come. We’ve seen enough,” Atsuko said, pulling Teruko away in mid-prayer and looking at Himiko as if all the prayers in the world—Christian or Buddhist—couldn’t help her. They went to Atsuko’s car and got in.

		The wind suddenly grew cold and fierce, buffeting Himiko to and fro until she came face to face with something that the others could not see.

		It was Billy.

		Himiko screamed and turned to run, but he grabbed her and took the beer can out of her hand. Her scream made the daughters turn and gaze. Mieko only glanced and then turned away with wet, embarrassed eyes.

		“What’re you doin’ givin’ me this cheap crap? That’s all the thanks I get?”

		Himiko recoiled from Billy’s touch, and Setsuko looked at her in surprise. Was she able to see him?

		“I’m sorry, Billy. I forgot you like Budweiser beer,” Himiko muttered under her breath. Setsuko shifted uncomfortably, hoping the others hadn’t heard her.

		Scowling, Billy grabbed Himiko’s hand and kissed it. His lips felt cold and velvet. Made brave by the kiss, Himiko stopped cowering and looked through the misty presence before her.

		“What are you doing here, Billy? I believe in reincarnation, but I thought I would be gone before you came back.” Billy laughed menacingly.

		The women hurried back to the gravesite as Setsuko tried to pull Himiko away from what she believed she saw. Or maybe Billy’s spirit really was there.

		“Himiko, perhaps we should go,” Chizuye said.

		“I’ve come back for you, Himi,” whispered Billy.

		“What is she doing?” Atsuko asked in a panic. “Take her back home before someone sees this spectacle.”

		Billy seemed unaware of them. Looking at Himiko with profound sadness, he indicated his shirt. “I don’t like this shirt and tie. Why did you bury me in these clothes? Why didn’t you just put me away in jeans and my favorite shirt?”

		“I wanted to, but I couldn’t fix the hole in it from when I shot you.” The absurdity of her remarks made Himiko laugh.

		Laughing with her, Billy took her by the hand then bent her fingers back and yanked hard on her arm. “You’re coming with me.”

		As she tried to twist out of his grasp, Himiko collided with Setsuko and then Chizuye. “No, I want to stay here with our daughter. She’s not mad at me for what I did. She says you deserved it.” Mieko turned at this and took a hopeful step toward her mother.

		Billy pulled Himiko closer to him and rubbed his scratchy beard against her cheek. “C’mon. Let’s go someplace where we can be alone forever, Himi. Let’s kiss and make up.”

		Using all her strength, Himiko pulled away from him and landed on the ground. “I don’t want to be alone with you anymore.”

		He came at her again.

		“Setsuko! Help me! Billy’s going to take me away.” Discomfited and upset, Mieko ran toward the bison, disappearing over a hill.

		Setsuko drew near and put her arm on Himiko’s shoulder, a gesture of compassion that she had never made before. “Let’s go home now,” she whispered.

		“Take her directly to the mental hospital,” Atsuko snapped. She pulled at Teruko’s arm and motioned her toward the car.

		“Is she going to be all right?” Teruko asked. Setsuko nodded, her eyes pleading for privacy. Teruko and Atsuko left, Atsuko gathering all the daughters protectively. Setsuko’s daughters pulled away and got into their mother’s car. Chizuye got a towel from her car and patted Himiko’s sweaty forehead.

		Slouched against a nearby tree, Billy stared at her as if he knew that, in the long run, he’d win. “I’ll wait, darlin’,” he said. “I’ll wait forever.”

		“Come, Himiko, let’s go,” Setsuko urged. “We’ll make tea and talk.” Taking her by the elbow, Setsuko led her away.

		Before she could get very far, Billy lunged at Himiko with fists flying.

		“Setchan, help me. He’s going to beat me up again.” Himiko crouched to avoid his swing and fell onto the cold earth. Billy stood over her like a god about to make a decree. Realizing that she was lying on a grave, Himiko tried to roll out of the way, but Billy’s legs pinned her down.

		“See, baby? You’re all ready to go, sweet and ripe. Come to me, Himi.” Pressing his boot against her stomach, Billy pushed her into the moist earth.

		“Come, Himiko,” Setsuko insisted. “You must go home and rest.”

		Billy kicked his widow aside and disappeared into the mist. Gazing after him, Himiko tried hard to think of the young man who’d come to the cabaret in Tokyo and danced with her night after night.

		“Himiko? Did you hear me? You must go home and rest!”

		As Himiko dragged herself to her feet, she looked long and hard at Setsuko.

		“I wish I’d died in World War II,” she said. “It was an easier war than this one.”

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		

		The memory of that day drained Setsuko. Fiddling with her purse, she gazed at the front door.

		Please, don’t leave, Setchan, Himiko implored. Setsuko put down her purse and slid it under the table.

		“Do you think Himiko really saw Billy Hamilton that day?” Her lips quivering as she spoke, Teruko traced the kanji character for Himiko’s name — fire — on the top of the tea table.

		“That’s what she said,” Setsuko responded. “Why else would she have acted so strangely?”

		“Because she was strange,” Atsuko said. “She acted like a lunatic in front of the girls! Maybe Mieko is used to such antics, but not my girl. And there’s no such thing as ghosts. She no more saw Mr. Hamilton that day than we can see her right now. And—” pausing for a moment to look around the room, “— we can’t.”

		Looking out at the sunset, Chizuye said, “There have to be spirits all around us, I think.” Measuring her words carefully, she continued. “Sometimes you feel the weight of their footsteps, the coolness of their gaze. They come back because something is unresolved.”

		“Or maybe you just had a little bit too much to drink,” Atsuko retorted.

		“I don’t drink,” Chizuye said. “Shows how much you know about me, Ats.” It was true they didn’t know each other, Himiko thought, but they would after today, she was sure of it.

		“Do you feel it?” Teruko asked. “I can. She’s looking at us and you’re right, Chizuye-san, I can feel her weight in the room.”

		“Well what does she want, because I have a lot to do,” Atsuko said.

		“Maybe she doesn’t want her death to be in vain,” Setsuko said. “Maybe because we’ve shared so much—”

		“I’ve shared nothing with you all,” Atsuko declared.

		“Haven’t we?” Teruko asked. “Didn’t we all come from Japan, fall in love with foreigners, and leave our country behind?”

		The reality of their bond settled upon them with discomfiting clarity, like the calm after a storm that teases you into believing the storm is over. For a brief moment, Atsuko thought about Himiko and her beautiful, mysterious daughter. The last time she saw them was at Dillon’s Market buying lemon custard donuts. Teruko blinked hard to erase the memory of Himiko in her slip. If only she’d done something that day, maybe she could have made a difference in Himiko’s life. Setsuko imagined what it must have been like for Himiko when she told her father she was going to marry Billy Hamilton. He probably protested just like her father, hating them because they were American, unable to see beyond that. Chizuye fell in love the first time she saw Gustavo. If Himiko’s first time seeing Billy was anything like it, then Chizuye understood. Sometimes you have to take a chance. Sometimes the unknown is more real than what you know. Looking around her, Chizuye tried to register Himiko’s restless spirit.

		

	
		PART II

		GATHERING TEA LEAVES

		

	
		Chapter Four

		The Divided Heart

		

		It was a time of change for her country. The first winter after the war was ending. A new constitution had been adopted. The emperor was no longer a sovereign; his role was simply ceremonial. Before, Chizuye had thought of him as a deity. Now he’d spoken on the radio in a scrawny voice not befitting a divine being and he was all too human. It was time for her mother to stop being a mystery, too. Chizuye had to stop fantasizing about her and think about her in real terms. She needed to know her mother so she could know herself. Now that the war was over, she had to start living. Really living.

		Maybe she had been thin, too, like the delicate branches of a young peach tree. No pictures existed to confirm Chizuye’s fantasy. Her mother had shied away from every opportunity to record her for posterity, fearful that part of her soul was being stolen whenever a camera took her picture. Chizuye felt that it was up to her: She was her mother’s recording, the only thing that would remind the world of her mother’s time on earth. If she could live for them both, it would be a life worth living, a life that respected history and yet still moved toward a future. What kind of future? Chizuye dared not guess.

		Chizuye’s father took pains to tell her that her late mother had been a nice-looking woman with a sweet temperament. His description seemed banal to Chizuye. What did it mean? That she was nice like a piece of everyday pottery? That she wasn’t pretty like pink azaleas or a lotus blossom in full bloom? And what was a sweet temperament? Like mitarashi dango that was overtly sweet or subtle Nagasaki sponge cake that wasn’t sweet enough?

		Nobody ever had described Chizuye as sweet. Kind perhaps, but never sweet. Resigning herself to being a reed-thin, everyday-pottery kind of girl whose temperament wasn’t generous enough to suffer fools—and there were plenty of them after the end of the war—Chizuye knew that she had not inherited another of her mother’s traits, a “delicate constitution.” Having survived the end of the war with a grit and ferocity that her father said could rival any soldier’s, Chizuye was certain that her constitution was cold and hard as iron. As a young woman in the early 1900s, her mother had been all right until she’d married and become pregnant in the 1920s. But the stress of weight gain, pregnancy-related disorders, swollen legs and feet, and morning sickness had been too much. She died in childbirth after thirty-six hours of grueling labor, and had named her daughter with her last breath. Chizuye, she’d whispered. The name of her mother’s mother, another iron woman, a farm wife who could have run a country with her resolve. People in her village came to see her whenever their teeth ached. She was efficient and fast. Wrapping a string around the offensive tooth, she’d give it one swift yank and hurl it into eternity. Chizuye possessed the same mettle.

		Her mother had whispered, “Chizuye…”

		Chizuye had responded with a cry of shock, terror, and awe as she landed in a new world as her mother vanished into another.

		Chizuye’s scream reverberated through the house and made the neighborhood dogs bark. Jerking up, she smelled the freshness of morning as she massaged the corners of her mouth, which were cracked and bleeding. She tasted the blood. Something large and wild and confusing had shocked her out of sleep, like a rabid animal. Half-blind from slumber, her father stumbled into her room.

		“Are you all right?” he asked as he tied his robe. He wore only one slipper and his hair stuck out in several directions. Chizuye wanted to laugh at this disheveled state of her usually meticulous father, but she didn’t. She couldn’t laugh at the one person who was dear to her in life. Since the end of the war, he had become extremely particular about grooming himself, never appearing in her presence without combing his hair, washing his face, brushing his teeth, and getting dressed in the suit he would wear to the restaurant. Guessing that he believed she’d seen enough of him haggard, smelly, and ragged during their trials late in the war, Chizuye wished she could tell him that it didn’t matter. He could wear his robe all day long and she’d still love him in a way that had grown stronger after their war experience.

		“Why did you scream like that? You scared me.”

		“I was dreaming about the war.”

		“Dreaming? More like a nightmare. Forget about it. We must move on.”

		But she couldn’t. She knew she should, but the nightmares were tenacious.

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		

		The air seemed thicker than other Augusts, so thick she had to swallow rather than breathe it. Not only that, but it was gray, like chawan-mushi left too long in the sun. She envisioned another city on fire, another family left homeless. Chizuye couldn’t see the Yokohama skyline anymore. Did it still have one? After traveling on foot for half a day, she and her father were deep into the countryside, hoping to find sustenance. Most of the time, Chizuye had carried him on her back. The firebombs had fallen all night, and the smell of burnt trees, earth, and bodies hung in the air. As night crept closer, Chizuye began to lose heart. She thought of the food the customers in her father’s restaurant had wasted, all the plates she’d returned to the kitchen half full. Grilled fish, broiled eel, roasted chicken, rice bowls smothered with sweet eggs and green onions. Her father was tired so they stopped walking. He lay down and she covered him with both of their blankets. He was pale and withered. She heard a twig snap, and looked toward the sound.

		Out of the brush came a weaving figure, so gaunt it was like a flickering shadow. Chizuye cut off its advance. It wasn’t just her country’s war anymore, but hers against anything or anybody who could bring harm to her or what she loved.

		“What do you want?” she asked.

		The figure opened its mouth, a hole in his face with a few crooked teeth and miry flesh, the sucking membranes of a parasite. He laughed and jabbed his finger in her face. “I’ll tell you what I want.”

		Chizuye grabbed his finger and twisted it as hard as she could. A cruel snap cut through the night air and the man fell to the ground in silent anguish. She had no time for his insolence. Her instincts were razor-sharp. He muttered something under his breath and, when Chizuye finally made out what he was saying, a chill rushed through her blood. He was saying her name.

		She seized him by the shoulders and stared into his filthy face. At first she didn’t recognize him. Then she saw it. Encrusted with so much dirt that it was hardly perceptible, a small, round scar sat between his eyes. Chizuye stepped away. It was Shuji, the cook from her father’s restaurant, the greasy one who had fondled her. She’d taken care of him with his own cigarette, grabbing it from his lips and burying it in the flesh between his eyes. He’d left, never to be seen again. But here he was.

		“Get away from here,” she said. At that moment, fear was a stranger to her. “This is our camp and you aren’t welcome. Now go on.”

		He lunged at her so suddenly that she fell back and tumbled to the earth. Jumping on top of her, he held her arms above her head and ground his lips into hers with the fierceness of a starved hyena. She jerked her knee up against him, trying to struggle free, but he only rammed against her harder, so hard she thought her bones would crack. He tore at her shirt and roughly kneaded her breasts. As he ripped the front of her pants, Chizuye cursed everything that had led to her weakened state. She hated being helpless. Refusing to cry, she hoped this hyena would consume all her flesh and the marrow in her bones so she’d never have to feel again.

		“All I’ve done for you, feeding you, helping you, cleaning for you like a slave. Do something for me now.” He sniffed hard as his sweat dripped onto her face. “Come on, Chizuye. I’ve got news you’ve been waiting to hear. Don’t you want to know? Sure you do. And then you’ll be nice to me. You’ll be very nice. The war’s over, princess. That’s right. Over.”

		Chizuye’s breath caught in her chest and her knees went weak with fear.

		“The war’s over and we lost to the Yankee pigs,” he spat out. “Now we can rest. We can lie down together and forget about all the bombs and Yankee bastards.”

		He shoved and bumped against her groin, his penis as miniscule and fleshy as an earthworm. Chizuye shut her eyes and wondered if he were telling the truth. If so, she was devastated that she’d struggled so hard and survived so much only to end up here, pinned by a wild animal. She’d thought that the Yankees might beat down her country, but they weren’t going to beat down her spirit. No, it was one of her own countrymen who was doing that. A feeling of utter loathing filled her. Chizuye hoped the cook was telling the truth, even if she wouldn’t be alive to experience it. She hoped, for her father’s sake, that the war had ended and that the Yankees would be more merciful than her own Japanese.

		Suddenly, the man cried out, grunted, and fell forward upon her. His breath blew against her neck in hot spurts as his face pressed into her flesh, his hair on her face, his oiliness making her nauseous. The warm fluids of his manhood—or was it urine?—cascaded upon her stomach, a river of anger, sorrow, and terror that inspired only her pity.

		“Chizuye?” She heard her father’s voice call out in a throaty whisper. “Chizuye, are you all right?”

		She opened her eyes. Lights danced in the sky like fireflies because she’d had them shut so tightly. Shuji began to weep.

		“Chizuye?”

		The face of her father loomed above her and the pathetic Shuji. He held the big carving knife from the restaurant, a knife Shuji must have used countless times to cut chicken and vegetables, in his hand. He twisted Shuji’s arms against his back with the other hand.

		“I’ve got him,” her father said with the first shred of fierceness that she’d heard since before the war. Chizuye pushed Shuji off her.

		“I’m sorry,” Shuji croaked. “I’m sorry.” He got down on his knees and cried like a lost child.

		Another one, Chizuye thought. She stood and took the knife from her father’s hand. She looked up at the stars, trying to forget what she smelled like, how hungry she was, how lost she was.

		Her father bowed his head with respect. “Let’s go home, Chizuye.”

		She wondered where in the world that might be.
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		“Papa, you have monkey hair,” she announced. He looked at her in mock-reprimand as he tried to suppress the chuckle that was rising in his throat. It was something he used to say to her when she was a little girl.

		“Is that so?” he asked. “Then we have to move, right away. See any nice trees you might like to live in?”

		Chizuye smiled.

		“Anyway, we’ll have to move into a tree if you scream like that again,” he said.

		The nightmare came back to her; it was a dream after all and not about the war: her mother, a vision of pale silks twisting and writhing as Chizuye was pushed out of her into a chilly, blinding, raucous world, into the shaking arms of a widower who turned beseechingly to heaven and asked, “Why is this baby here? Why is my wife no longer?” And then he screamed himself. The boundary between past and present made its irrevocable marks, and all that was possible was mere bittersweet nostalgia, an odd taste for a man whose wife had been ten years younger than he and for an infant girl who was tasting life for the very first time.

		When Chizuye was five, her father explained to her that she had nothing to do with her mother’s death. The doctor had advised her not to have children, but she’d wanted a baby so badly that she ignored her own health. She gathered all her strength as a gift for her child. Chizuye felt guilty, but what could she do? One day she would have children, the first being named after her mother. This is how she would bring everything into balance. And she’d be the best mother, nurturing the mother-child bond as it should be, as she, as a daughter, would never know.

		“I can’t remember her,” Chizuye said. The war had ended a little over six months ago. With each passing day, the need to understand her world better grew stronger. This included knowing more about her mother.

		“She loved you before you were born, even more than she loved me,” he said.

		“I always pretend to remember,” Chizuye continued. “Was her voice soft? Were her fingers thin and long like mine? Did she dream of a daughter like me, one she could glance at across the tea table as if I were special?”

		Her father sat down. He looked tired, as he had at the end of the war. He squeezed his callused big toe hard between his thumb and forefinger. Tears filled his eyes.

		“You are special,” he whispered, as if it wasn’t right for him to express such emotion, especially to a daughter. Chizuye digested this sentiment, turned her face to hide the moistness in her eyes, and nodded. It wasn’t right for her father to feel so emotional toward a child, but she was grateful nonetheless.

		“Sorry I woke you,” she said.

		“No,” he protested, “I heard the dogs first.”

		He was lying, but she loved him for it. To hear him tell it, she’d never inconvenienced him or made him unhappy in her life.

		“Want to walk with me?” Chizuye asked. Since the end of the war and the rebuilding of his restaurant, her father had started to put on a little weight, filling in his war-frail frame, but not enough to suit her. His bones still showed at his shoulders, on his rib cage, and in his jaw. He looked so much older than before the war, and weary of life, as he would say some nights after they closed up the restaurant, came home, and sat under the kotatsu warming their feet while having tea. She understood. The demands of running a restaurant after such a trial were exhausting in their own way. He had no wife to help him. Yet she had no husband either and probably never would. She only thought about it when she saw Japanese men trudging through the streets begging for food, huddled in makeshift cardboard homes, or wandering with a lost look in their eyes. It was the look of orphaned children who hadn’t had enough to eat, men whose souls had been spirited away by demons that marveled at the impotence of their prey. Former soldiers, they’d returned to their hometowns with broken spirits that repelled Chizuye. She felt guilty about it, but she couldn't help it. They were simply unattractive. She was foolish to dream of being a mother and wife. It wasn’t in the tea leaves.

		Chizuye and her father had returned to Yokohama – gone home, so to speak. Their modest dwelling had been partially leveled by bombs, but half of the house was still standing. Her father had salvaged wood from other houses that could not be saved to reinforce theirs, creating a tiny house that was invulnerable to the outside world because of its strong walls and solid foundation. Despite its small size, it was a place to live and Chizuye was grateful for that.

		“Papa, you’ve saved our home,” Chizuye had said when he’d finished his task.

		He’d nodded, but hung his head in shame. “I’m sorry,” he said.

		Although she blamed the Japanese military and brutal imperialism for all that the Japanese civilians had had to suffer, Chizuye wanted to tell her father that it wasn’t his fault, that he didn’t need to apologize. But she knew that it wouldn’t do any good.

		“It’s just a shack now,” he said, “but no more sleeping in fields, yes?”

		Some of their furniture was still there, dusty and scorched but usable. Chizuye had cleaned it up, scrubbed the floors and walls, and aired the linens still neatly folded in the cabinets. There were some unbroken dishes, the kitchen was nearly intact, and a teapot sat on the ground completely untouched. That such a delicate item had survived the shelling and fires was a good sign to Chizuye. When the house was livable, she made her father tea in that pot and they drank together in the one room where they would eat and talk, and where he also would sleep. He gave her the small room off the kitchen as her own.

		The restaurant, which he refused to call it anymore, was her father’s other concern. “The place” couldn’t be salvaged. The ceiling had been burned and the roof had caved in. Except for one building that miraculously had been spared, the entire neighborhood was piles of wood and charred stone. When her father had seen that his restaurant had not survived, he’d wept. An old woman passing by had looked at him with disdain.

		“Why are you crying?” she’d asked. “It’s all your fault. All you men. This was your war, just like they all are. You started it.”

		She jutted out her jaw defiantly. Then her father took a threatening step toward her. She stepped back in fear and uttered a small cry.

		“Shut up, demon,” he said with vitriol. Chizuye had never heard her father speak that way, especially to a woman. His decorum and sweetness had vanished. “Are you all right, Papa?” she asked. He grunted. Despite the old woman’s rudeness, Chizuye agreed with what she’d said. She loved her country, but why did it always want more? Why did it have to go shopping for other countries like a child gathering toys? The woman ran off. The harshness that had burned in his eyes flashed again as he kicked a pile of wood in what used to be the kitchen.

		“Who am I to think I can have a restaurant again?” her father had asked as Chizuye salvaged pots and pans from the ruins. It was a question that she couldn’t answer. “Who will come?”

		An American soldier with hair the reddish-brown color of spring mud glanced at Chizuye’s father, who met his gaze without the humility that most Japanese people exercised when they accidentally looked an American in the eye.

		“Is there a restaurant around here that serves American food?” asked the soldier, who looked like a boy. Chizuye’s father looked at her, with her required year of English studies, for translation.

		Once Mr. Kitakawa understood the question, he shook his head.

		“All I want is a hamburger,” the soldier said. “Been a long time since I had one.”

		Hamburger, Chizuye thought. It sounded absurd, but it was the plain truth.

		Over the next few weeks, Chizuye and her father realized that in the new Japan, they would have to cater to American tastes and find a new location on a thoroughfare Yankees frequented.

		They ended up on a narrow roadway near a busy train station, not the most scenic location in Yokohama, but then there wasn’t much scenery left in the seaport. The restaurant was tiny, with only four small tables. Using their last name, they christened it Kitakawa’s Place. To Chizuye’s father it was a fall from grace, but to her it was a miracle, it was the start of their new life.

		

		“Will I dream about her all my life?” Chizuye asked. Her father sighed as the dogs barked again, maybe at a rat or bird. Their barks dwindled to whines of resignation.

		Chizuye knew her dreams didn’t matter. She didn’t feel sorry for herself because the dreams of so many other young women didn’t matter either. Japan had lost the war, its men were debilitated, the country was destroyed and, in some way, women carried on. The war had changed them too in ways they had yet to realize. She could feel it in her bones.

		“Let’s get dressed and walk a little bit,” he said. “Let’s walk to the station and take the train to work. I’ll make you breakfast there.” He stared again at his slipperless foot and scratched his head.

		“Have you seen my slipper, Chizuye?”
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		“Hello, ma’am. Can a man get something to eat here?”

		Chizuye looked up and gazed at the broad chest of an American in army uniform. She tilted her head upward to his face and a gasp leapt up her throat. His eyes, round, large, and surprised looking, were the color of hyacinths. The noren that hung at the doorway to keep out dust and demons brushed against the top of his sand-colored hair.

		“I’m sorry,” the man said as he closed the door. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

		His cadence was slow and soft. Out of the sunlight, his tight curls were persimmon-colored and cropped close to his head. Tiny brown flecks danced across his upturned nose and pink cheeks. Chizuye liked the way his eyes lit up when he spoke. All the English studies in Japan couldn’t teach that openness. It was nonexistent in the Japanese language. Chizuye was delighted to get this opportunity to practice English. She’d been the top student and her teacher had said that she spoke almost like an American.

		“No, it is fine,” she said.

		“I’d like to eat,” the man said, happy that she could speak English. He took a step forward and the smell of fresh butter emanated from his skin.

		Chizuye nodded and turned to the tiny restaurant. Three tables were filled with gawking Japanese people, two of whom were only having a bowl of rice because it was all they could afford. Chizuye cut them a severe glance, but they still gaped. Even her father stared.

		Suddenly, she was taller than everybody in the room, except the American. Her arches rose, her torso stretched, and her chin lifted as she beckoned him to follow her to the last table, the one right by the kitchen.

		“You sure?” he asked. “I don’t want any trouble.”

		Chizuye tugged at the hem of her dress and looked back to find the American gazing at her rear end. She smiled at him. After all, he was their customer and, therefore, godly for the duration of his meal. Let him look. It didn’t cost her anything. His sleeves were rolled up; she saw the sworls of soft, brown hair on his forearms.

		They remained the center of attention, but the customers became more discreet, only casting furtive glances. Chizuye had the impression that she was being judged, as if she were responsible for the American, as if she’d stood out on the street and hailed him, just to make an otherwise comfortable lunch anxious. She didn’t give a damn what they thought. They needed American customers and lots of them. This young man was the first, and she hoped he’d go back to his barracks and encourage his friends to come to Kitakawa’s Place.

		“Could you please order for me?” he asked. “I want some kinda beef.”

		“Sir, we have only chicken and fish. We cannot get beef at this time, but we work on it.”

		“Oh. I see. Well, we’ll have to do something about that. Me and my buddies, we like beef. You choose something you think I’ll like.”

		As Chizuye walked away, her father placed a bowl of Chinese cabbage before him, a smelly offering that Chizuye thought wasn’t fit for compost. As she watched him, the American winked and smiled at her, and light caught one of his eyes. It sparkled like amethyst.

		Her father came toward her. “We want him to come back and bring others like him. But don’t smile so big.”

		

		As winter settled in, the rain beat down the leaves of the trees, and the temperatures changed drastically. So did the composition of their customers. Frost wafting from their animated mouths, their cheeks burnt red from the chill, the Americans arrived in droves to eat the country-style cooking that had made their old restaurant so popular. Often, soldiers lined up outside to wait for a table. Hailing her father as “Papa-san,” they told him to get a bigger place or they’d throw him in jail. At first her father didn’t understand it was a joke. He was terrified as he worried about where he would come up with the money to move to a bigger location.

		The Americans liked their food fried until it seemed like cardboard: the meat, the vegetables, sometimes even their bread. Eager to please the bird-nosed, ruddy-faced foreigners who’d made his restaurant busy and given him back his life—and who’d brought the fighting to a miserable, shattering end—Chizuye’s father offered a variety of fried foods, everything from tempura to cutlets to fried steak and fried chicken tempura style.

		That’s how it was. If the Americans found something they liked, they courted it like a beautiful woman, until they got what they wanted. Arrogance, Chizuye thought. They were louder than the Japanese customers had been and they complained often—usually because they wanted bigger portions. They came early and stayed late, crowding too many people at the small tables and getting too drunk on the beer they brought with them. Chizuye thought that if only they could be quieter, she’d stop thinking how different they were from the Japanese. But she did admire their openness. They looked everyone, including her, in the eye when they spoke. Their emotions were usually raw and direct, none of that vague subterfuge and relying on intuition that was the way of life among Japanese people. Chizuye always knew where she stood with the Americans or, at least, she thought she did. Her life had been hard enough that she knew that things were not always what they seemed.

		Late in winter, Chizuye’s father bought the small place next door and doubled the size of the restaurant. A customer had given him three vinyl booths and sold him four table sets, so now even more Americans could be accommodated.

		

		One night as the sun was slipping under the horizon, the light settled on the restaurant so that each particle of dust carried a tiny candle. The table lamps were turned on low and the ceiling lamps weren’t yet on. There was only the glow of American faces, some with Japanese girlfriends in tow, and an occasional Japanese man with his mistress. The kiss of the departing sun washed away all that the Japanese patrons didn’t have anymore and all that they never would. Chizuye liked this time of day. She saw hope, no more heartache.

		The sun blinked once more and the night descended like velvet, its blackness pierced by glimmering stars. Turning away from the window, Chizuye resumed her position on the stool behind the counter, tapping her right foot against its bracing bar. It was a slow night. The curry stew she’d had for dinner made her face flushed and moist. She dabbed at her cheeks and forehead with her handkerchief.

		The door opened as slowly as the summer night, the thick air cutting into the cool restaurant air. Their air conditioner—the generous gift of a customer who couldn’t stand to eat his fried food in the sweaty heat of a Yokohama summer—wasn’t much, but if the door stayed closed a long time the place was bearable. A brown-skinned man in an American uniform swung his Herculean physique through the door and closed it so gently you’d think his grandmother was trying to take a nap in the next room.

		“Sorry,” he said.

		Chizuye wondered what he was apologizing for. She looked him over. There was so much of him, yet physically fit and neatly dressed. And his smile. So open. So engaging. Embarrassed, she couldn’t look at him.

		“Dinner, sir?” Chizuye slipped off the stool, but her foot became caught in the bracing and she stumbled. As she prepared to hit the hard tile, she was suddenly lifted upward by her arm. The stranger held her around her waist with his other arm and gently stood her up.

		“Are you all right, miss?” he asked.

		“Yes,” Chizuye said, as she got her bearings. She smelled his scent of citrus and musk.

		“You sure?” he asked again.

		“Yes,” she stammered.

		His skin glowed like burnished copper. He looked South American, like the natives she’d seen in the photographs her great uncle had sent from Brazil, where he’d emigrated in 1935 to work on a coffee plantation. As a little girl, Chizuye had been awestruck by people the color of earth and clay with brown eyes so large and round that their souls seemed to sing through those apertures. They wore brightly colored woven clothing decorated with stripes, flowers, or animals and leather sandals on their feet. Until she’d seen them, she’d believed that the Japanese had the blackest hair in the world, but nothing compared to the rich twilight of their hair. Now one of them had appeared before her. She tried to imagine him in the Brazilian clothing from the photographs, but the majesty of his stature in his pressed American uniform defied her. Her stomach felt warm, as if she’d had a cup of tea, extremely hot and steeped to olive green the way she liked it. The kind she hadn’t had since before the war. The feelings he created embarrassed her.

		“I hear good things about this place,” he said as his eyes washed over her like a slow tide.

		Chizuye, who loved to speak as much English as possible, could only manage to say, “Good.”

		“Table for one, please.”

		“All right.”

		Then he smiled and she felt as if he’d lifted her up again, high off the floor, high above the stool, the restaurant, Yokohama, all of Japan.

		“This way, sir,” Chizuye said.

		“Please don’t call me ‘sir’” he said. “Call me Gustavo.”

		“Yes,” she stammered nervously.

		“And you...?” he asked.

		“Me?” Chizuye pointed at her nose.

		Gustavo laughed heartily. “I’m sorry for laughing, but I still can’t get used to that,” he said. “In the States, we point to our chest.”

		Chizuye began to laugh, too, but quickly covered her mouth.

		“Chizuye?” Her father’s voice landed on her laughter like a sledge hammer, even though he smiled at Gustavo as if welcoming a diplomat.

		“Hello, sir,” her father said. “May I help you?” Her father turned to her and said in Japanese, “You must seat the customers immediately. They don’t want to stand at the door speaking bad English with you.” The harshness flashed in his eyes, for the first time meant solely for her, and it hurt.

		“Show our customer to a table.”

		“This way, sir.” Wishing she spoke English with even greater skill, Chizuye led Gustavo to a booth. As he sat down, he winked at her and smiled. She smiled back.

		From her stool, she’d be able to look at him if she liked. She didn’t care if her father saw her, and this surprised her, but not enough to make her stop.

		

		He ordered sukiyaki made with chicken and drank their watery green tea rather than the beer, sake, or the sweetened cold black tea that most Yankees wanted. Chizuye watched him whenever he wasn’t looking at her, which meant she didn’t have much opportunity to examine him. He was calm, mannered, contemplative, but happy. Yes, he seemed like a happy person, not one who had just finished fighting a war. He ate slowly, lifting his fork to his mouth then lowering it and placing it upside down on the edge of his plate. He took out his handkerchief and patted his lips. Americans never got used to the fact that Japanese didn’t use napkins. A customer told her that, in the US, they used cloth napkins and sometimes paper ones. Chizuye didn’t find that much different from the Japanese use of personal handkerchiefs at mealtime or any other time the face needed tending.

		Her father’s voice snapped her out of her reverie.

		“Yes, father?”

		“Come and meet Mr. Hirano.”

		Chizuye had met Mr. Hirano at least twice before and she knew her father knew that. It was a ritual that could only be headed in one direction. Approaching with a bow, she said hello politely. Mr. Hirano’s hair had left a grease stain on the back of the booth. A young man in an awkwardly fitting suit was sitting next to him.

		“Chizuye, this is Mr. Hirano’s son, Isamu.” She was correct. The meeting was designed to ease her into becoming Isamu Hirano’s wife. Dread crept over her.

		“Sit down and have tea with us,” her father ordered.

		She did as she was told. Staring into his tea as if it held the answers to life, Isamu had no more finesse than she at playing the arranged-marriage game. He rubbed his nose with his fingers, and his eyes looked sad, already rejected. Feeling sorry for him, Chizuye gave him an encouraging smile, and he grinned broadly in return. She immediately regretted her gesture.

		“Chizuye.” The weight in her father’s voice made her gut tighten. “You’re getting old. The war’s over now. You need to think about your future.”

		She’d seen the future in the eyes of starved and dying civilians, children, too. Today, she was alive. One day, like them, she’d die. What occurred between didn’t have to be uncomfortable. At least in her father’s restaurant, there would be adventure: new and different faces all the time, with stories about their lives across the ocean. She didn’t want to cook breakfast for Isamu Hirano or find his lost slippers. The thought of him straddling her, his bones pinning down her hips like the wings of an insect made her nauseous.

		“Your future, Chizuye,” her father said in the terse way he used when her mind was far away. But he looked at her as a sculptor would, trying to find a way to contain the fierce, unexpected energy of his accidental creation, making it more compact, more manageable.

		“Our future,” Isamu declared, driving in another pin.

		The room rolled before her eyes. She felt dizzy. Looking desperately for some familiar object to ground her, her gaze fell upon the stranger. The room stopped swaying. She could see.

		Gustavo rose. Chizuye couldn’t think about the future as her father defined it, she could only think about him. She heard another American call out, “Juarez.” Gustavo took a step toward her booth then stopped, judging impossibilities. He looked at her.

		“That is what Mr. Hirano is offering you,” Chizuye’s father said, having completed a description of her future with Isamu Hirano, a description that Chizuye had missed entirely. Her father and Mr. Hirano smiled at each other, sealing the secret deal. Her father had just given away his daughter. He looked sad but satisfied, as if he’d done her a good turn. Equally pleased, Isamu leaned forward on the table and sighed with relief.

		Maybe they thought they had her future planned, but they couldn’t have her heart. It was a wild thing—and it had just awoken. Her father had taught her the independence and will required to survive the war. Now she needed it. Her heart would seek its own satisfaction in the eyes of a perfect stranger.

		“Thank you. I’ll think about it.” Chizuye stood to return to work. She looked down at the shocked faces of Mr. Hirano and her father. Isamu was sweating profusely, rivers of perspiration cascading from his hairline. Feeling revulsion, Chizuye thought that it couldn’t be normal to sweat in such a way.

		“Sit down,” her father commanded.

		“I have to work, Father,” she said, trying to make her trembling voice as steady as a rock. “We have a business to run.” She walked away.

		The next morning, the birds’ chorus propelled Chizuye out of bed. It seemed to her that the starlings and sparrows had begun chirping their alarm earlier than usual and she wondered why they were so anxious. Eating breakfast before the sun had fully risen, she left food for her father on the stove. She hastily scrawled a note saying she was going to the restaurant early and grabbed a sweater. After her rejection of Isamu Hirano, one her father only pretended to be embarrassed by, she knew that a morning with him would mean harsh looks, made harsher by his disappointment and fear for her future. She’d rather be anywhere else.

		Dew lingered on buildings, trees, and flowers. Usually only Americans rode the streetcars at this hour. She was one of seven Japanese people in the car. At each end of the car, an American military policeman stood guard, face frozen, waiting for trouble that never seemed to come, fighting the thaw that the faces of bewildered Japanese grandmothers and sweet-faced, frightened schoolchildren had the potential to bring about.

		Being back at the restaurant made her transformation more real. As she unlocked the door, she felt his presence. She turned around and her eyes fell upon Gustavo Juarez as they had the night before. Despite his crisply pressed uniform, Gustavo looked lost and innocent. Without a word, she opened the door and they slipped inside. She bowed automatically. He bowed awkwardly. He took off his hat and held it with both hands.

		“Do you believe in love at first sight?” he finally asked.

		“You mean that people can see love?”

		He hesitated a moment. “I mean you see someone and you know it’s who you’ve been waiting for all your life.”

		Tears filled her eyes and she nodded, unable to speak.

		He slipped his hand around hers, and gathered it in the safety of his palms. His hat fell to the floor. He didn’t care. She didn’t either.

		

		“Papa, I intend to marry,” Chizuye said in the restaurant’s kitchen one night.

		A month had passed since her rejection of Isamu, and her father seemed resigned to the idea that his daughter would be a spinster.

		“You belong here with me,” he said.

		“I plan to marry Gustavo Juarez.”

		Her father knew. Gustavo had eaten almost every evening meal at the restaurant, and Chizuye had been seeing him when she got off work at night. He’d walk her home the long way through the park where they could kiss unseen under the willow trees. Sometimes on the nights her father worked late, they’d go out for ice cream and talk for hours. Lighting a cigarette, something that Chizuye had not seen him do since before the war, he put the pack back onto the cook’s shelf and leaned against the stove. She stood at the threshold, looking into the empty dining room.

		“He comes from far away and I will never see you again. Is that what you want?”

		“You’ll see me,” she said, knowing it was not true. America was a universe away.

		“What about my grandchildren? What about being Japanese?”

		Hadn’t her father learned anything from the war? How big the world was, how necessary it was to look beyond their borders and be a part of the world?

		“Chizu-chan,” he said, his voice shifting into a melancholy sing-song, like the way he’d spoken to her when she was a small child. Back then it had been sweet and playful. Now it was worried and oddly deferential.

		“Yes?”

		“Must you go?”

		“I’m sorry, Father.”

		Both were silent. He put out the half-smoked cigarette on the stove, staring at its embers as if they held the secret of life.

		“Write me, Chizu-chan.”

		“Of course.”

		“If you don’t like it there, tell me and I’ll come and get you myself. I’ll bring you back here. And you won’t have to marry Isamu Hirano either. You won’t.”

		“That’s not why I’m leaving.”

		“I know.”

		“I think I…love Gustavo.”

		“What do you know about love, Chizu-chan? You’re just a baby.”

		She was no baby. She was nineteen. A woman. Maybe her father was too old to remember love. She wondered if her parents had ever been in love. Theirs had been an arranged marriage and often she’d heard her father scoff at the possibility of people meeting and falling in love, something he said only Americans and movie stars did. Even so, he had never brought another woman into his life after her mother’s death and Chizuye didn’t think he’d done that for her. In fact, it seemed only natural for a widower with a small child, especially a daughter, to find a new wife. Maybe now she understood why. If something happened to Gustavo, Chizuye knew she wouldn’t marry again either.

		

		The day she boarded the ship to the States, she was as sad as she was happy. She saw other Japanese women with American husbands and wondered what their parents had said to them. Had they been disowned? Cried over? Pushed out the door with the relief of having one less mouth to feed? Where had they found their courage? She smiled at one woman, but she seemed too anxious to smile back.

		At the pier, Chizuye’s father bent over to hide his tears. Taking care of him when he became too old to care for himself was her filial obligation and she was shirking it, moving so far away that even returning for a visit was impossible. Maybe a photograph. Maybe one day she’d send him one of her child, a little boy who looked like him or a girl who was truly like the woman he’d loved. A moment of fear clutched at her. This was her country, all she’d ever known. How would she survive in America? Would she, could she? She was Japanese. She’d been the enemy. Now she was an American wife. Or was she? Was she really?

		Chizuye’s father finally turned to look at her. “You’re a good girl, Chizuye.” Then he stared straight ahead and bowed crisply. Returning the formality, she bowed deeply, staying in the bow to hide her tears. When she rose, her father was gone.

		

	
		Chapter Five

		Clear and Clean

		

		Moving the tips of her fingers in small, gentle circles, Atsuko massaged her cheeks first, then her chin and lips, her forehead, followed by the smooth eye area, and finally her nose. She took extra care there, sliding her fingers down each side of its bridge with a meticulous pressure, pinching the nostrils together, and the tip as well. She had to be beautiful, just in case. There was always the chance that the future might hold something that required her perfection and utter cleanliness. The finale to her daily regimen was cold water, never splashed or rubbed in, always gently patted. It refreshed her skin without tugging at it, and it soothed her in some way, like a cup of tea when she was tired or restless.

		These days, she was restless often, ever since the war ground to its grisly end. The war had come at the worst time in her life. She’d been seventeen, the perfect age for marriage and with a nice prospect, Mr. Noguchi’s son, Masayuki, who was following in his father’s footsteps in finance. She’d been ready to start her life. He would have married into her family, taken her father’s name, been obedient, perhaps even affectionate. When she and her parents had met with Masayuki and his parents, she’d observed the meekness of his bowing head, the gaze that was too shy to focus upon her. She’d taken in his slight frame and his weak chin as his head dipped in and out of each bow. She’d also seen the glance of reprimand from his mother, who repeatedly placed her hand firmly on the small of his back to strengthen a spine too soft for leadership, especially in marriage. He would have been perfect for her.

		Atsuko knew she’d never find anyone like Masayuki Noguchi again. He was irrevocably gone, disintegrated into powder somewhere in the Pacific. He’d died for his country and, perhaps, so had she.

		What had she been saved for, she wondered, except to breathe the humid, dusty air of Nagoya in the summertime, to imagine what life as Mrs. Masayuki Noguchi would have been like, and to serve her mother and father with a nearly fanatical sense of filial duty? She’d been raised to be a bride, to run a household as tightly and faultlessly as her mother had done before the war and be a mother to a model child, and now she was an old maid, nearly twenty-four and without prospects, primarily because her parents were too busy trying to hold their heads up after hearing the emperor speak to worry about whether she had a husband. Like all the Japanese, they had believed he was divine. His message about cultivating rectitude and nobility to atone, build peace, and keep pace with the world was appropriate, but hearing his diminutive, imperfect voice on the radio was mortifying. She thought he sounded like a cartoon character; she couldn’t help it.

		Be glad you’re alive, her parents’ glances seemed to say to her. Resign yourself to taking care of us. What more can you expect now? She tried not to resent them for it, told herself time and again that she might be imagining such attitudes, but often she wanted to walk out the door and leave them behind, wondering where their afternoon tea was. Sometimes she wanted to throw their tea in their faces and tell them that she expected much more than this, precisely because she was still alive. She wanted her life to count for something. But she didn’t know what. There had to be more for her than just getting through each day. Then she felt ashamed. She pinched her nose again, harder. It was a wonderful nose.

		Worse than being an old maid was the fact that she was an old maid who’d eaten cicadas to survive the war, and crickets and earthworms. How much more desperate would she have become if the war had persisted? What would have been next? A mouse? A dog? Her mother? Shuddering as she recalled watching an old man roasting a dog, she also remembered how wonderful it had smelled, how long it had been since she’d tasted meat. Nobody was scared to eat insects and pets when it came to survival, she mused with disgust, as vomit threatened to crawl up her throat. Her stomach lurched as the cuisine of the desperate so vividly came to mind.

		Her face that just a moment ago was tight and clean from its morning washing felt dirty. She rubbed it too vigorously and the care she took with her morning regimen evaporated. Once again, she was agitated. She had to be clean. She deserved to be clean. The war had made nearly everybody go without baths or any kind of washing, but Atsuko was different. Hadn’t she been the cleanest girl in the world as a child? Others could cope with being dirty, but Atsuko could not. She vowed never to be dirty again. She knew it was ridiculous to imagine it, but what if she had a daughter one day? She’d be clean, too, and never have to feel hunger or despair.

		Atsuko looked into the mirror and saw hopelessness. She raised her chin, pressed her shoulders back, and glared at herself. Atsuko had to believe she was better, that she’d survived the war for a reason. She had to parlay her strength—and luck—into something meaningful. The time to have the kind of life she’d wanted had passed, but she was determined to have another kind of life that was rewarding.

		She focused on a blackhead on her chin. There was dirt everywhere. She had to expunge it.

		

		As Atsuko waited for a train, she watched a Japanese boy of around sixteen crudely stuffing o-musubi into his mouth, half of the rice grains dropping as he inhaled them. War was no excuse for such vulgarity. Atsuko shuddered at the thought of a whole generation of Japanese men excusing their bad manners with a feeble statement such as, “My mother didn’t have time to teach me manners. There was a war going on.” Maybe being single was preferable to living with such slovenliness.

		Her eyes shifted from the boy who ate like an orangutan to a man patrolling the station. He looked Japanese, but he was wearing an American army uniform. His golden brown skin and handsome Japanese face made her feel uneasy, as if the world was spinning too fast, and everybody had fallen off and got back on in all the wrong places. Atsuko stared at this anomaly for longer than was polite. Then he tipped his hat at her.

		Blushing, she turned away, but she could still feel his gaze. She thought how ugly she must look with red marks on her cheeks. Stealing a glance at him, Atsuko confirmed her suspicion. He smiled and her neck warmed with embarrassment. She pulled her fan from her obi and snapped it open. She fanned herself until she realized that she was doing so at an alarming rate. Her wrist ached. Atsuko pretended to ignore the soldier, but he’d made her feel something she’d never felt before, something that Masayuki Noguchi’s nodding head and indirect gaze never managed. Her stomach seemed to have turned over again, but this time it was a light and beautiful feeling. Annoyed with herself, she sucked in her tummy and tried to control the strange sensation.

		Out of the corner of her eye, Atsuko saw the soldier stop at a vendor’s booth. The crusty old grandfather behind the counter, whose venomous anti-American feelings were scarcely concealed by a polite veneer, struggled to understand the man as he spoke with halting, animated gestures. Finally, the soldier looked at Atsuko for salvation. Startled by the directness of his gaze, she wanted to run away, but knew that would look ridiculous. She forced a calmness that hid her anxiety. She walked toward them slowly.

		“Woman?” the soldier called in rough Japanese, hailing her the same way he might address a washer woman.

		Atsuko cringed. “Woman?”

		She looked at him incredulously. He pointed at a newspaper, then at the vendor, and his face lit up in a cheerful, hopeful grin. He was handsome like the movie star Toshiro Mifune. She bowed. Wanting to appeal to her, he bowed uncertainly, in the way Atsuko thought American Japanese must do.

		“How do you do?” Atsuko offered. “I am Atsuko Saito. How may I help you?” His grin grew wider. He had a nice smile, slightly large ears, flawless skin, kind of brown for a Japanese, maybe Okinawan like so many American Japanese.

		He wanted to buy the paper for his mother. Even though she was a “one hundred percent loyal American now,” it would be a sentimental souvenir for her. The vendor was pretending not to understand, and he needed her assistance.

		Giving the old man a reprimanding glance, Atsuko counted out the proper fee for the paper and pushed it at the vendor with her white-gloved hand. Bowing to her with the deference he had not shown to the soldier, the vendor took the money agreeably. The solider dismissed him with a wave of his hand and bowed to Atsuko. It was a perfect bow. Life in the States had not ruined his capacity for bowing correctly. The vendor muttered “traitor,” but the soldier only smiled at her again. The name tag on his broad chest read Yamamoto.

		“Are you Japanese?” Atsuko asked using high school English. She wanted him to say yes, to apologize for having fought against the Japanese, to explain that he’d had no choice, that he’d been threatened by the US government. She’d heard that the children of Japanese immigrants had been forced to fight or lose their citizenship. She waited for his answer. If he answered as she hoped, there would be no problem. He would be, at heart, Japanese and, therefore, could be forgiven. Maybe.

		But Mr. Yamamoto’s black hair glistened in the sun as he adamantly shook his head.

		“I’m an American and I’m real proud of that. My mom’s a picture bride from Okinawa. My dad’s an Issei from Hokkaido. So my blood’s Japanese, well, Okinawan, too, but I’m American through and through.”

		It was hard to fathom the idea of a Yankee in a Japanese body, even as it stood here before her in the flesh. Growing bashful, he explained that speaking Japanese made him nervous because all his life he’d had to avoid it to prove his loyalty to America. Speaking it now in Japan felt anti-American, and an effrontery to “real Japanese,” as he put it, because he spoke it so poorly. That’s why he was infantry and not in army intelligence, like many Japanese Americans who spoke the language well. He was relieved she could speak English.

		“Japanese is a difficult language,” he mused, “ten million ways to count things, six ways to say ‘because’ or ‘so’ or whatever, you know. But I guess English is tough, too, huh?” Atsuko nodded. “How can I repay your kindness?” he asked.

		Atsuko could think of a million ways he could return the favor. He could have tea with her or coffee; she’d heard that Americans loved coffee. He could walk away and never be able to forget the sight of her—indigo summer kimono, eggplant purple obi, silk fan, and red scratches on her face—standing in the train station pretending not to watch his retreat. He could thrust aside all decorum and ask her—a stranger—to lunch. She would like that. With her luck, though, someone who knew someone who knew her parents would see them and then the calm dignity they’d striven to maintain would disintegrate. Quickly. She’d be reprimanded not to associate with Yankees and reminded that only desperate, ill-bred girls with no chance for marriage in Japan would think of stooping low enough to spend time with a foreigner, especially an American. It could lead to admiration, affection, even love and a clean daughter and then…. Atsuko caught herself before the story in her head made it impossible to maintain her outward composure.

		But Mr. Yamamoto was different from the average Yankee, wasn’t he? In his blood was nothing but Japan. She tried hard to convince herself that it was only geography that had made him an American (wasn’t it?), but then she thought about why his father had emigrated to the US in the first place. Had he been poor? A criminal? For heaven’s sake, an untouchable? And his mother? Why had she been a picture bride? Had she been ugly? Had she shamed her family in some terrible, reprehensible way? Atsuko fanned herself again, maintained her pleasant, frozen smile, and hoped that Mr. Yamamoto didn’t notice the thin film of perspiration that coated her face and neck. He was sweating, too, and she had a feeling that it wasn’t just from the weather, because the hat he’d politely removed from his head was being twisted and wrung in his nervous hands.

		His gaze, trailed by a lazy, sweet smile, went from her face to his withered hat.

		“I took it off because my mother would box my ears if she saw me standing here talking to you with my cap on. But she’d box ‘em anyway on account of me ruining a perfectly good cap.”

		Atsuko tried to picture a small Issei woman doing that, but her imagination was overpowered by the picture of her own mother reacting to news that she’d met an American Japanese man, or a “Japanese American,” as he referred to himself. She’d snap her fan closed so hard that one of its spines would crack.

		“Japanese Americans not Japanese anymore!” she’d declare. “They speak loud and marry foreigners. They don’t even take a bath every night!”

		Atsuko studied Mr. Yamamoto’s golden skin, his hair, the cuffs and collar of his uniform. He looked clean!

		“I could give you a ride home in my Jeep?” Mr. Yamamoto half-stated and half-asked. Atsuko could picture herself getting into the Jeep, but the image of her mother hitting her on the head with her fan cut short her reverie. She’d been severe before the war, but now she was even stricter about how women should live their lives. They should bathe nightly, if not daily and nightly; hold up their chins; speak only when necessary, which was not often; never wear their hair down, always wear kimono no matter the weather; never flare their nostrils, scratch, cross their legs, eat between meals, eat in public. And she’d become physically harsh. If she didn’t like something Atsuko did, she hit her with whatever was within her grasp. In summer, it was usually her fan. In rainy season, unfortunately it was her umbrella. Once, in the winter, she’d picked up a dirty shoe and whacked Atsuko with the bottom of it then scolded her for being dirty.

		“Sorry, sir,” Atsuko said, feeling inept and naive, wanting so badly to accept his invitation. “No, thank you.”

		“It’s no trouble,” he insisted. “Honest.”

		“No, thank you. Please take care of yourself.” Feeling that her desperate grasp at a calm and curt goodbye sounded stupid, Atsuko turned toward the trains and walked away. She realized that hers was long gone. Sighing, she sat down to wait for the next one. Her mother was going to demand an explanation for her tardiness. Atsuko often wondered whether it was concern for her, or concern that dinner wouldn’t be on time, that made her mother insist on punctuality. She didn’t care. All she could think about was Mr. Yamamoto. He’d come at the exact moment in her life when she needed to believe that her life wasn’t over because she was old and unmarried. Most of all, she needed to believe in love, which suddenly seemed possible, even if only in her mind.

		Mr. Yamamoto came and sat beside her and offered her a piece of candy. She’d thought he hadn’t seen her make her way down the long train platform to the last bench. But he had. She took the candy, but immediately felt obligated and wanted to give it back. He popped a piece into his mouth. Atsuko saw the outline of the sweet against his jaw as he slowly rolled it around. She ate hers too and closed her eyes when he said his name aloud.

		“I’m Kazuhiro Yamamoto,” he said. “Most people stateside call me Kaz.”

		She hoped that eating his candy wasn’t too forward, an invitation into her heart. She just wasn’t the kind of girl who fraternized with Americans, any kind of American.

		

		Atsuko met Kazuhiro at the same train station several times. At first the meetings were accidental; he was assigned to patrol the station nearest to the district in which she did her errands. Her clothing was too formal for the times, and made her stand out. She noticed this as she walked down the streets, and saw people gathered in huddles eating rice and cabbage. Just the day before, she’d seen a small boy of seven or eight with tattered clothes and swollen, dirty feet standing on a street corner. In his eyes was the look of a rabbit in a forest full of foxes. She’d felt embarrassed when she walked by him. She’d lived that way, too. Now she had to live a different way, even if it meant wearing the two kimono and two yuukata she had left, over and over again. Often, the less fortunate looked at her as if she were a lunatic who’d convinced her asylum that she was sane.

		Atsuko sought Kazuhiro out, but never conspicuously. She was always nonchalant, unhurried, slightly uninterested. He was never so. He craned his neck like an ostrich looking for her, then ran toward her with an all-American enthusiasm that drew unnecessary attention to them. It annoyed her. She tried to conceal how much.

		“Why do you run up to me like that?” she asked.

		Seeming not to have thought he’d done anything wrong, he said, “I guess I’m afraid you’ll disappear.”

		“Just walk,” she gently advised. “I’ll be here.”

		They went out for meals and sometimes had picnics at a nearby park. He told her about California and the small town outside of Los Angeles—Gardena—where he’d grown up. She told him about her father and mother, but she hadn’t yet told either of them about him. What was the point? With his tour of duty ending in six months, he’d go back to the States and she’d never see him again.

		

		Before she knew it, five months had passed. The sadness of Kazuhiro’s pending departure burdened their meetings. She had a wild dream of him proposing marriage and whisking her off to the States, but he didn’t ask her and she didn’t want to leave Japan anyway. This was her country, why would she want to live anywhere else? Besides, he must have a girlfriend back home. A plain, simple Japanese American girl who spoke English well and could only say “hello” in Japanese, who probably smelled like butter and did not bathe every night and couldn’t prepare a decent cup of tea. But who was young. And beautiful. Probably nineteen or twenty, with long American legs and shiny hair with a flip in it. She’d never had to eat a worm or take a bath in a tub on a public street. She’d never run from bombs, been face down in the mud, or salivated at the thought of a cicada roasted until it was crunchy. And her complexion was as unsullied as a pearl.

		One afternoon after patrolling the train station all morning, Kazuhiro met Atsuko carrying a large box wrapped in colorful paper. Certain that it must be a farewell gift, her stomach turned with anxiety. The gift would mark the end so ceremoniously that it hurt her everywhere, especially in the corners of her eyes. Taking off his hat and grinning, Kazuhiro motioned for her to sit beside him on the station bench. Slipping a crumpled handkerchief out of his pocket, he dabbed his face nervously.

		“This is for you, Atsuko,” he said. He spoke to her mostly in English and she pretended to understand every word, although sometimes when he spoke really fast, comprehension eluded her. To encourage him to learn more Japanese and be comfortable about speaking it, she responded in Japanese.

		“Slow down,” he would ask politely. “And don’t speak so formally.” He put the gift beside him. Atsuko ignored it.

		“What will you do when you return to the States?” she asked, even though they had never before addressed his departure. It was like a secret that, if spoken aloud, would ruin their happiness. And they were happy, she thought. He always sat close to her; she could smell his cologne, a soft pine scent that made her think of the mountains. He looked at her unabashedly. His gaze gave Atsuko the impression that she was quite important to him. Yet he was going. He had to. It was time and it could not be helped. Couldn’t they just say good-bye as though merely for the evening, pretending they’d see each other again in a few days? But he wasn’t subtle. Sometimes this annoyed Atsuko because it was a sign that he was more American than she wanted to admit. A wasp flew precariously close to her cheek and Kazuhiro smashed it between his big palms, which came together like large books. He cleaned them with his handkerchief then tossed the wasp into a nearby garbage can. She marveled at their strength. Such hands could carry large boulders, build things, move things…even her—far, far away. Even so, the gesture was disgusting. No Japanese person would use his hands to kill an insect. Atsuko sighed as she considered how Western this man of Eastern origins was.

		“Don’t know what I’ll do,” he said. “Depends, doesn’t it?” He looked at her again. She looked away. “Depends on what you like to do.” Then he looked down at the ground and scuffed his boots by turning one toe inward and against the other. “Y-y-you want to come with me?”

		The stammering, casual proposal was better than her dreams. She trembled as he picked up the gift and awkwardly presented it to her.

		“Come on,” he said softly. “Open it.”

		Atsuko sensed his eyes trying to hurry her along as she slowly took the paper off. She quickened her pace. Inside was a beautiful white dress with taffeta and lace. She’d never seen anything like it.

		“It’s for you to wear,” he said, “on our wedding day.”

		The dress was so white that light glanced off of it. She closed her eyes.

		“Don’t you like it?”

		Looking down, she saw that her hands were bunching up the dress. Startled by the strength of her grip, Atsuko released the dress and studied the imprint of her fingers on the taffeta.

		“I thought you’d look pretty in it.”

		“Thank you,” she said. “It’s a nice dress, but I will wear kimono only and so will you.” The implication that was buried in her response soaked in and Kazuhiro began to grin, until he pictured himself in kimono.

		“I’ve never worn a kimono in my life.”

		“And I am Buddhist.”

		“I’m Methodist, but the consulate doesn’t care.”

		Atsuko rankled. “No consulate. Buddhist ceremony only.” The bench felt harder. “So is it yes or no?”

		He smiled. “Whatever you want, Atsuko.”

		She nodded. He kissed her hand. She’d imagined more, but this was enough, and maybe even sweeter than the daring kiss she’d envisioned. This, their first kiss, brought stinging tears to Atsuko’s eyes, because although she knew so little about matters of the heart Kazuhiro’s soft lips against her war-worn hand made her feel that she’d just opened her eyes for the first time.

		He knelt on the ground before her. “Everything’s going to be all right, Atsuko. Next year this time, we’ll be in the States. We’ll settle down and have lots of children, and I’ll make you happy. Every day of your life I’ll make you happy.”

		Couldn’t they live in Japan? Atsuko wondered. Couldn’t Kazuhiro quit the army and settle down in Nagoya with her family? It might assuage the dismay that her parents were going to feel when she told them about him. She couldn’t picture herself living in the States. She couldn’t raise their daughter in the US either. How would she remain Japanese in America? And what if – she couldn’t think of it – what if she had a son? Would he be clean?

		“You do want to, don’t you?” he asked. “You do want to come with me? Be my…you know?”

		Atsuko nodded, but she was uncomfortable because it wasn’t entirely true. He knew it, too.

		“There will be other girls like you who married Americans,” he said, not knowing if it were true. “We’ll find friends for you, Japanese girls to hang out with.”

		The thought made Atsuko shudder. They weren’t like her. They couldn’t be. She was upper class. She came from a good family. He understood so little.

		“The army is my life, Atsuko. One day I’ll retire and then maybe we’ll settle in some big Japanese American community in California where you can get Japanese food and go to a temple, too. Right now, I gotta go wherever the army sends me. America’s a big country. We might not end up in California. I could get stationed in Alaska, New Jersey, heck, even the South. To be honest, I’m not sure if there will be other Japanese girls there.”

		Atsuko had always pictured an arranged marriage, a situation so formal that she would have met her future husband perhaps only once before the ceremony and wouldn’t have had the slightest say about whether he would be the man with whom she’d spend the rest of her life. She’d never imagined the face of the man or the scent of him as he leaned in to kiss her or whisper something he didn’t want others to hear. She’d never imagined how his hand might feel when it caressed hers or touched her. Now she could envision everything, even though her suitor was not the handpicked son of a business associate of her father’s but a Japanese – well, technically he was! – in a Yankee uniform who used words like “yeah” and “okay.”

		Atsuko examined the white dress, while Kazuhiro shifted nervously.

		“Look, if you don’t want to go, I understand,” he said. His bottom lip trembled and he looked like a little boy. “I don’t know how I’ll live without you, but….” His voice trailed off and he hung his head. Although she felt like weeping out of frustration, her sense of public decorum would not allow it. Patting his arm, Atsuko smiled at him through her tears.

		“I will go with you,” she whispered as she imagined the slap of her mother’s fan against her cheek.

		

		Telling her parents was a nightmare. One evening long after dinner, Atsuko brewed a new pot of tea, which made her mother stop in her nightly task of taking out the bedding.

		“At this late hour?” she asked. “What is the occasion?” She smiled and slipped her legs under the kotatsu. Atsuko did the same. The heat began to warm their limbs. Atsuko figured a state of drowsiness would dull her mother’s reaction.

		“Thank you for my tea and this extravagant gesture. I hope it means good fortune is coming our way,” her mother said. In a way it did, Atsuko thought, because she was finally going to be married and to a nice man with a gentle, honest manner. To her parents, however, it would only signify the loss of the help and support they had depended upon in their retirement.

		“Mother,” she began as she poured the tea, “I have something to tell you, very good news, news that, in some way, may provide you with relief.”

		Her mother nodded.

		“I wish to marry.”

		The drooping head snapped up.

		“His name is Kazuhiro Yamamoto.”

		“M-m-married?” she mumbled. “You?”

		This annoyed Atsuko tremendously. It mocked her as being undesirable. Fueled by unkindness, she set aside her mother’s tea and turned off the kotatsu.

		“Yes, Mother. I am getting married.”

		“An old man?”

		“Younger than I.”

		“Really?”

		“Really.”

		“Good family?”

		“As good as ours.”

		“Have you checked the registry?”

		“They don’t have a registry. Because they’re not Japanese.” She rushed the sentence so she wouldn’t lose her nerve. It restored full consciousness to her mother. Her composure solidified into concrete.

		“Not Japanese?”

		“They’re Japanese Americans. The parents came from Japan. And Okinawa.”

		“Okinawan? You want to marry an Okinawan?”

		“No, Mother,” Atsuko said tersely. “I want to marry a Japanese American.”

		Her mother began to articulate every fear that Atsuko herself had imagined about Kazuhiro Yamamoto. “Americans don’t take their shoes off in the house. They don’t take a bath every night and, when they do bathe, they don’t clean off their bodies first, they just jump into the bathtub and sit in their swill,” her mother said in a fervent voice. “And they don’t even drink green tea! And if they do,” she paused as full contempt registered, “it’s with sugar.”

		While the question of proper bathing was compelling, was the matter of marriageability going to come down to whether a man drank green tea?

		“Mother,” Atsuko said in as restrained a voice as possible, “he’s not American by blood. He’s Japanese inside. He loves tea.”

		“If he is so Japanese, why does he wear an American uniform?”

		“If he is an American, then why does he have a Japanese face?” Atsuko shot back in a tone that transformed her mother’s tears into hot anger.

		“He put a gun on his shoulder for America and killed our men, not to mention innocent schoolgirls. They shot down almost two hundred at once in Okinawa. They knew they were children, but aimed right at them.”

		A chill shot down Atsuko’s spine. She wanted to remind her mother, who always denigrated Okinawans, that it wasn’t fair to evoke them just to cast the Americans in a negative light, but she knew there were other examples of mainland Japanese women and children, who had not started the war or waged it, but who nonetheless had paid a very high price. She had no explanation for the absent logic of her heart, the easy dismissal of the politics of war when she fell in love with the enemy. She was silent.

		“What about us?” her mother asked. “Who’s going to take care of us? Didn’t you think about that?”

		She’d tried not to.

		“How can you be so ungrateful? We are your first responsibility.”

		Atsuko couldn’t stop herself. “Is that why you had me? To have a servant?”

		Her mother slapped her hard. Atsuko knelt in shame. Her mother read this as acquiescence and smiled. Atsuko vowed that her daughter would never have to take care of her, that she would live a life unburdened by the responsibility her mother burdened her with.

		“Don’t worry. You’re a good girl and wise. You’ll forget him.” Atsuko wasn’t surprised that her mother had tried to wrest control. “A real Japanese man will come along one day and you can have a proper marriage. You’re too civilized to lower yourself to consorting with Americans.”

		Scarcely able to listen to what she knew were false compliments, Atsuko could only recall the tone of surprise she’d heard in her mother’s voice when she’d announced her intention to marry. Was her concern for Atsuko or for herself, as neighbors would whisper about how their daughter had “run off” with an American? That’s how it was always phrased; Atsuko had never heard it said in any other way. The thought of being referred to in such a way made her shiver with abhorrence, but what did those people know? She was in love. She was fortunate enough to have found an American who was Japanese. She couldn’t turn her back on her destiny. Her combative mother was capable of taking care of herself.

		Her mother had returned to her inexhaustible list of negative American idiosyncrasies that she “knew” Kazuhiro was cursed with. “He doesn’t understand the etiquette of bowing. He probably bows to superiors and inferiors the same way! I’m sure he has no concept of filial piety and—” Atsuko could take no more of him being labeled a wild boar, especially by a woman who’d never looked into his eyes.

		“You say he’s American, I say he’s Japanese, but that isn’t the point, Mother. What really matters is that he is Kazuhiro and…and he loves me and wants to marry me.” Atsuko took a deep breath. “I’ve already said yes.”

		The thud of her mother’s head hitting the floor as she fainted spoke more loudly to Atsuko than any of her verbal assaults. Atsuko’s father came running. From the look on his face, he’d heard everything.

		“You unthankful girl,” he barked as he lifted her mother’s head and laid it on his lap. “All we’ve given you, all we’ve taught you, and you want to consort with a Yankee. You’re going to run off with him, huh? Like some stupid nobody from nowhere?” Atsuko loathed her father’s choice of words.

		Her mother began to revive and spoke. “You were raised to know better. Everyone will say you’re a bar girl or prostitute, and you’ll deserve it. But what about us? What will they think of us? Don’t you care?”

		Atsuko whispered that she was sorry. It seemed the respectable way to end the conversation. Her father seethed, and the anger in his eyes told her it was about his refusal to allow change in any area he thought was under his control. Her mother wept anew. Atsuko bowed repeatedly and asked for their forgiveness.

		“You don’t honor our requests, we don’t honor yours,” he said. “Our forgiveness is not available.”

		Her father’s remark allowed Atsuko to leave the room to pack her things, much to her parents’ surprise.

		Her parents stayed at the kotatsu. On her way out the door, she looked at her parents one last time, hoping for a sign of forgiveness. She remembered reading about a home for war widows and their children, and headed to the nearest police box for directions. She hoped the public facility would be clean.

		After four months of grueling and insulting psychological examinations in which the US Army interrogators had the gall to ask Atsuko whether she was a prostitute, Kazuhiro and she were married at the US consulate. He wore his military uniform and a wide grin. She’d never seen him smile like that and it made her panic, made her wonder if she were crazy to marry a foreigner and go to live in the land of the enemy. But then she looked at his classically Japanese face, which assured her that he was not a foreigner. Not really.

		Atsuko didn’t wear the dress he’d given her. Instead, she wore a white wedding kimono with pale lilac orchids and silver cranes. Her mother said she looked beautiful, although she didn’t know how she could tell because she cried and blew her nose so much that her eyes were nearly swollen shut. Atsuko’s father refused to attend.

		Her mother had finally given in because Kazuhiro went to her doorstep and begged for forgiveness on his knees. It was, he told Atsuko, something he had seen in an old Japanese movie whose story he didn’t really understand because there had been no English subtitles. But even with the language barrier, he could see the look of remorse on the actor’s face, which could have melted the snow off Mount Fuji. It worked with Atsuko’s mother.

		But when he and Atsuko visited her father at the family-owned bookstore and Kazuhiro tried to explain the integrity of his intentions, Atsuko’s father threw up his arms and suppressed tears as he said to Atsuko, “All these Japanese books in my shop and he can’t read a single one of them. You think he’ll be able to understand you? No.” His sharp tone made Atsuko cower.

		But as far as Atsuko was concerned, she was the only Japanese book that Kazuhiro Yamamoto ever needed to be able to read.

		

	
		Chapter Six

		Good Girl

		

		The last feathery fragments of mohnaka clung to the shiny tea plates, so luminous that they looked like pools of water with autumn leaves scattered upon them. Setsuko could see her reflection in the gleam, the mohnaka creating a strange pattern on her face. Because any confection was such a rare treat after the war, she couldn’t ignore the remaining traces of tea cake. Neither could Fumiko, who’d arrived conveniently just before tea time. Setsuko watched as her cousin licked her finger between her cherry-colored lips, and pressed it against her plate, capturing every crumb. Setsuko wanted to follow suit, but her mother Fusae would be upset if she found her wiping her tea plate clean. Still, she was tempted. And Fumiko knew it.

		Smiling wickedly, she pushed Setsuko’s plate closer to her. “Go ahead, little cousin,” Fumiko teased. She tossed back the remainder of her tea like a railroad worker swilling sake. Her thick, raven-colored hair billowed. Setsuko, whose hair was too thin and straight to move so exquisitely, envied her older cousin her hair, but not her bold manner, which she’d been taught was inappropriate for a young lady.

		Setsuko sipped her tea, peering over the edge of her cup to study the amused look on her cousin’s face. Fumiko held her head high, chin pointing slightly upwards. Setsuko decided her regal pose was pretense.

		“Don’t look at me like you think I’m acting,” Fumiko said. “I’m a city girl now, but you can’t understand that because you’re stuck here in Imabari. You need to escape.”

		“What’s there to see in the city?” Setsuko asked. “From what I’ve heard, most of them are empty lots full of burnt wood and ashes.”

		“That isn’t the point, Setchan,” Fumiko said. “It’s the freedom. Before, we didn’t have it. Now everything’s different. Look at me. Not only do I live far away from home, I work, Setchan! I have a job. Women working real jobs.”

		Setsuko wondered what was so exciting about that. She’d done her share of work sewing buttons on army uniforms during the war. The government had assigned the task to school-age girls living near the uniform factory outside Matsuyama. Even though she’d sewn with a rapidity that made the supervisors recall the legend of her mother’s handiness, Setsuko had never known greater tedium. Still, there was something refreshing about the bold look in Fumiko’s eyes. Fumiko had looked downward for too long, studying shoes and the smallness of allowed steps; now she looked upward to discover there was a sky, birds, stars. It was good for her. But Setsuko felt free enough simply being able to eat more than rice and potatoes, to forget the crush of cicadas between her teeth, to gaze at a sunset and know it wasn’t the last one she’d ever see.

		Fumiko wet her finger again and pressed it against Setsuko’s tea plate until she’d captured every last bit of mohnaka. Setsuko was disgusted by her purposeful exhibition of bad manners. Ever since Fumiko had started taking the ferry across the inland sea to Kobe, she had grown brazen—almost as salty as Kanto women and their red miso soup, no longer sweet and mild like the Kansai women and their white miso. Her language had changed, too. Instead of the lilting, formal cadence of the Shikoku provinces, Fumiko’s Japanese was clipped and rushed, an urban dialect she had picked up in Kobe.

		“Don’t speak so fast,” Setsuko protested. “I can hardly understand you anymore.”

		Fumiko had an uncanny knack for language. She shifted between Japanese dialects with ease and, after one year of required high school English and a second year “just for fun,” she spoke English with a command that made Setsuko marvel.

		“May I serve you tea or coffee?” Fumiko said in English. Although she’d had never met a Yankee, Fumiko’s English sounded like school recordings. Her skill was the reason her mother had agreed to let her work as an interpreter in Kobe. The US occupation had created a high demand for bilingual speakers and, though Setsuko’s immediate family had never needed their daughters to work except during the war, Fumiko’s branch of the family was not as comfortable. Setsuko’s mother had married into the well-to-do Mitsuzuka family with land holdings and an inn, but her sister, Fumiko’s mother, had married a merchant who died when an US B-29 fire-bombed his store with him in it. They were dependent upon the generosity of Setsuko’s father, whose stern nature and bitterness had escalated since his beloved nation had miserably lost the war to the Yanks.

		Fumiko had told Setsuko all about her life as an independent woman, a phrase that struck Setsuko as strange. Setsuko’s mother ran her household and the family inn in Matsuyama independently from her father. But that was different. Before the war, women didn’t live alone in big cities, working jobs to support themselves. Now, Fumiko left Imabari on Monday mornings and returned on Fridays. Even though she rented a small place on the outskirts of Kobe, she still made more money than she ever could have made at home. This was because Fumiko wasn’t working for the Japanese government, but for the Americans in one of their central intelligence divisions, a secret only Setsuko knew and had promised not to divulge. Fumiko didn’t want anybody at home to know. They wouldn’t understand, especially Setsuko’s father. Especially if he was drunk.

		Setsuko liked being entrusted with this information. It was her first experience of subterfuge. She liked to imagine that her cousin was a former spy, mysterious and exciting to the Westerners who had recruited her before the war’s end and now rewarded her with an office job. Fumiko swilled her tea and indelicately thumped her cup against the table. Setsuko’s fantasy disintegrated.

		“If my mother catches you eating like that and gulping your tea, she’ll tell your mother.”

		Fumiko expressed her displeasure. “Why are Japanese people so stiff and proper? Maybe if we thought less about decorum, we wouldn’t have lost the war. Look at you, sipping your tea one drop at a time. Just drink it.”

		Setsuko sipped even more slowly. In exasperation, Fumiko stuffed an entire piece of maki-zushi into her mouth, struggling to close her lips around it. She didn’t even put her hand over her lips to conceal her chewing. A grain of rice slipped out of the corner of her mouth and Setsuko looked away. Fumiko laughed and licked the stray grain into her mouth with a flick of her tongue. Carefully holding a piece of maki-zushi in her chopsticks, Setsuko brought it to her mouth and took a small bite. She placed the rest on her plate, cupped her left hand over her mouth and chewed, as Fumiko watched with mock interest.

		The maki-zushi was delicious, its seaweed wrapped tightly around the vinegared rice, cooked fish cake, and vegetables. Living in the country afforded some advantages. The farms were producing vegetables again. Their orchard provided the sweetest persimmons. Whatever they couldn’t consume themselves, they could barter with black-market vendors eager to acquire fresh produce to sell in the cities at exorbitant prices.

		“You want to walk me to the ferry tomorrow morning?”

		“If my mother says it’s all right,” Setsuko said. She loved walking to the ferry almost as much as meandering in her persimmon orchard, where she’d sit on a blanket under a tree, hide from the housekeeper, and read books until her eyes were red. But she didn’t want Fumiko to think her too eager to accompany her.

		“Just tell her you’re going to do it. Don’t ask.”

		Her cousin’s command was preposterous. Setsuko wasn’t reared to defy her mother. She had no reason to do so.

		

		The journey to the ferry saddened Setsuko. During the war, the area had been heavily bombed by B-29s. The grass had mostly grown back and there were even clusters of wildflowers, but scorched earth remained and many trees were gone. The once bountiful river was pronounced cursed by the locals because several war victims, including women and children, had died there. Burned by Yankee fire-bombs, they’d jumped into the river to soothe their wounds, but their bodies had adhered to each other, their flesh cooking in steam. All this weighed heavily on Setsuko’s mind as they walked to the pier.

		Fumiko ventured, “I bet you’d smile a little more if you came to Kobe to visit.”

		“I don’t want to,” Setsuko said. “There are too many foreigners.”

		“Exactly!” Fumiko said. “I need family with me.”

		So she’d guessed correctly. Her cousin was lonely in Kobe and needed a companion to be “independent” with her. “Too far away,” Setsuko said with secret enjoyment. “And I’d have nothing to do while you worked.”

		“They have dress-making schools in Kobe. They’re very fashionable.”

		Setsuko had heard of them. They’d been started by Japanese matrons and war widows as socially acceptable sanctuaries to which middle-class families could send their daughters to keep them busy and safe until the US occupation ended and the Yankee boys returned home to their Yankee girls. In addition to being kept preoccupied, the girls learned a task useful to their future roles as wives and mothers. But the idea of going to Kobe terrified her.

		“Mother needs me at home.”

		“She has the new maid to help her.”

		“I’d go only to learn to sew as expertly as my mother.” Her answer pleased Fumiko. “But that’s if I would go, but I won’t.”

		They arrived at the pier and Setsuko looked at the sea, promising adventure. Linking her arm in Setsuko’s, Fumiko brought her closer to the ferry. The skirt of her bright yellow Western-style dress looked garish against the crisp white and indigo of Setsuko’s yuukata.

		“You could stay in my little house and cook all that nice little inaka-ryori that you make so well, and I’d show you all of Kobe.”

		Setsuko had heard about the bustling port city since she was a child: its international aura, its restaurants, the resilience of its people, and after a year of post-war life in the quietude of Imabari, the lure of Kobe was distinctive. She feared adventure and yet was fascinated by it. She’d never been away from home.

		But passing into a whole new world was for carefree creatures like her cousin, women whose beauty ensured that everyone wanted to know them, help them acclimate, make sure they had the best of everything. That had been true of Setsuko’s mother when she had first arrived in Ehime prefecture to marry Kihaida Mitsuzuka. People said the same about Setsuko and her oldest sister Misao, but Setsuko didn’t believe it. Next to her cousin, she felt like a rice cake.

		“You could come with me right now,” Fumiko said.

		“No, I can’t,” Setsuko said.

		“Ever?” Fumiko asked.

		“Ever” did sound like a long time. “Not now, not today, not without permission or a chaperone.”

		“I’d be your chaperone.” Fumiko’s lipstick seemed to intensify and color rose up into her cheekbones like rays of morning sun. She became so bright that Setsuko shielded her eyes for a moment. She fought this.

		“A proper chaperone. Nobody asks the fox to guard the hen house,” Setsuko said.

		Fumiko’s eyes twinkled and she scrunched up her nose prettily as she smiled. “But, little cousin, you read all those boring books about people all over the world. Kobe is probably the only place in Japan where you can actually see them. Last week, I met a merchant from Afghanistan.”

		“Afghanistan?” Setsuko said longingly and recalled photographs in her mother’s books.

		“I met an Englishman, too. I even know a Bostonian!”

		“What’s that?”

		“Someone from Boston, a very proper city in America where everybody is related to the first Americans, the honorable ones who came over on a ship called the Mayflower.”

		“I remember that from English studies. But weren’t a lot of them pirates?”

		“I’ll let you borrow my clothes. After we’re there, we’ll send a telegram to your mother. Come on, old woman.”

		“You go to Kobe by yourself,” Setsuko said. “I can’t worry my mother like that.”

		“How about if you just come for one night?”

		“No,” Setsuko said.

		“Come on, Setchan. Our mothers were married at sixteen. I’m twenty! An old maid! The time for adventure is now. Before your father marries you off to some stuffy landowner or, worse, a farmer who needs someone to pluck his rice for him, you’d better live a little.”

		“Father would never do that.” Setsuko thought of the wives and daughters of the tenants who’d farmed her father’s lands: their dour faces, curved backs, hands callused like men’s.

		“Times are tough, Setchan. There aren’t enough men to go around, especially ones who aren’t crippled and maimed and half-crazy in the head from being stuck in submarines or shot at every time they blinked.” She looked out to sea. “Even your father will never recover. Others are just as much ghosts as he is…” She wiped a tear from her eye and then grinned quickly. Setsuko marveled at her emotional dexterity.

		Fumiko pulled her toward the boat again, but Setsuko pressed her feet into the ground in protest. Her cousin smelled like flowers and new tea, Setsuko thought, as Fumiko’s hair swept across her face. Fumiko tugged until Setsuko was on the deck of the ferry. The vista from the high deck swayed her. She gazed upon the water and thought of the mysteries beyond its horizons. She sank into a seat and trembled with anticipation as Fumiko smiled victoriously.

		

		Fumiko’s tiny house stood at the back of a larger one owned by an old friend of her mother’s. The next morning, Setsuko looked out at the owner’s Shiba dog basking in the sun. She’d had a dog like that, but it had been eaten by Japanese soldiers. Instantly she loved that dog and longed to pet it.

		“What time did you send the telegram?” she asked.

		Fumiko chewed a large bite of okonomiyaki.

		“You’re such a good cook, Setchan,” Fumiko murmured. “We’re lucky to have eggs. I have to thank your mother for giving me all these vegetables.”

		Anything was good after the long war years, Setsuko thought. Yes, it was getting better, but not fast enough for girls like them, who had had so much before the war. At least there was rice now, good rice, if you had something of value to give to the farmers who had more than enough to eat. Fumiko moaned with pleasure as she finished her meal. It wasn’t that good, Setsuko thought.

		“What time, Fumiko?”

		“What?”

		“The telegram.”

		“Oh. First thing this morning.”

		“Mother will be frantic.”

		As they’d walked the streets of Kobe last night, Setsuko had to admit that they’d been everything she’d imagined. Now that she had done Fumiko a favor and come to Kobe to alleviate her loneliness maybe tonight Fumiko would make good on her promise to teach Setsuko how to wear make-up and arrange her hair. Then Setsuko could go home with something to show for the reprimand she was going to get from her father.

		

		Setsuko walked to meet Fumiko. Fumiko’s work finished at four, and Setsuko went to meet her. Fumiko had drawn her a map. Unlike the quiet Shikoku countryside, Kobe was full of energy, ready to lead its country into a new era. Setsuko only had ever seen Japanese people, except for the rare European foreigner who had come to the inn before the war, but Kobe had a dazzling array of humanity. Foreigners looked at her with an intensity to which she wasn’t accustomed. So she looked away and mostly listened to the cadence, lilt, and rhythm of their voices, the different ways English could sound.

		Fumiko came out of her office. “I’m starving!”

		They stopped at a stand for ramen. Setsuko heard a song on the cook’s radio and marveled at its jazzy instrumentals and the high-pitched, swinging voice of the woman singer, whom she pictured wearing a red-sequined evening gown. It was a very odd song called “Tokyo Boogie Woogie.” She found her head swaying to the music, and embarrassed, willed herself to stop.

		“What is ‘boogie woogie?’” she whispered to Fumiko as her cousin slurped her ramen through her crimson lips.

		Fumiko winked. “I’ll tell you in a few years.”

		A nearby man grinned toothlessly at this response. “Be careful of boogie woogie!” he said in a Kanto dialect. The war had displaced so many of Setsuko’s people. Why was this old man spending his last years far away from home? She thought of her mother reading the telegram, saw her frown, then look relieved, then send a return telegram: Setchan. Come home. And she would. She’d head for the ferry immediately and return to Shikoku without regrets.

		“Come on,” Fumiko said, as she paid the bill, “I’ll take you back to my place. I’m going out and you can’t go.”

		“Where are you going?”

		“None of your business.”

		“Why can’t I go?”

		“Because you’re too young.”

		“I am not.”

		“You are. Enjoy it.”

		As she tried to keep up with Fumiko’s hurried pace, Setsuko heard the compliments that American soldiers tossed at Fumiko. Each time Fumiko was flattered and happy to translate.

		“Wow, she looks kinda like a white girl. Thought they were s’posed to be yella.”

		“Hello, China doll. I believe I’ve got a case of yellow fever.”

		“Want a date for tonight, tomato?”

		Although they could have been talking to either one of the young women, Setsuko knew they were admiring her cousin.

		The next morning, Setsuko woke up early to the sounds of the city. She made miso soup with wakame and waited for Fumiko to wake up. She waited an hour. Fumiko finally woke up, washed her face and put on make-up, ate quickly, and left telling her to stay put.

		Setsuko had no plans to go outside. She was content to watch from the window. Setsuko felt afraid and yet excited. Between cleaning Fumiko’s clutter and working on a new pattern to show her mother when she returned home, Setsuko peeked out at the fast-walking city people who seldom smiled.

		At 4:30, she braved the busy streets following the map Fumiko had drawn for her. The streets were full of ruddy Yankees in their jeeps. There seemed to be more of them than Japanese. One of them waved a yen note at a vendor as he bought roasted potato. Setsuko arrived five minutes early and Fumiko was waiting for her.

		“We’ll have fun tonight, Setchan. We’ll eat rich food and then I’ll fix your face and we’ll talk about girl things. I have unagi kabayaki and sake. Look!”

		Setsuko wondered how Fumiko had managed to get them. Old men sold them from their carts around the city, but Japanese people couldn’t afford them. Adventurous Americans were their customers.

		“Then I have to go home,” Setsuko said.

		Fumiko pouted.

		“We haven’t had eel since before the war. Do you eat it often?”

		Fumiko’s coldness chilled even the humid air. She walked fast, forcing Setsuko to run to keep up. She didn’t speak.

		When they arrived home, Fumiko sat and Setsuko sat across from her.

		“You bought this eel yourself?”

		Fumiko clenched her chopsticks tightly in her fist and banged them on the table. Setsuko didn’t flinch. What had been bothering her since she’d first seen her cousin paint her lips the color of persimmons was coming to the surface.

		“There’s never going to be another time like this, Setchan, never,” Fumiko said with a pleasantness that belied her determination.

		Setsuko understood. If anybody could take advantage of Japan’s post-war transition and the US presence that was fueling it, it was Fumiko.

		As Fumiko served the eel and sake, Setsuko imagined the foreigner who must have bought it for her, his large, pink hands waving yen in the uncouth way she’d observed that morning. She imagined her cousin holding his hand as the eel merchant took the American’s money with a smile, but looked at Fumiko in the same way he might look at the grease he poured into the garbage.

		

		The after-dinner sake made Setsuko feel a deep affection for her cousin, quirks and all. Fumiko took out her pencils, powder, rouge, mascara, and several tubes of lipstick and painted and powdered Setsuko’s face. On Fumiko’s command, Setsuko closed her eyes, pursed her lips, turned her cheeks, and lifted her chin. At the end of the process, she looked at her transformed reflection in the mirror.

		“I think you looked cuter without this junk.” Setsuko blinked in surprise. She thought she looked pretty. “I mean, you’re only sixteen, Setchan. You don’t need this. I wish I had your eyes and rosebud lips.” Fumiko looked sad. “Auntie would kill me if I were responsible for getting you into trouble.”

		“I’m already in trouble. My father will probably burn my back.” Setsuko thought of hot wax dripping on her back as her father tipped the candle.

		“He still does that? My father never did that to me. It’s the sake.”

		Setsuko was quiet. Realizing her discomfort, Fumiko moved on, “Anyway, I meant trouble with guys.”

		Fumiko lit a cigarette and took a slow drag. The smoke made Setsuko cough. It smelled bad and Fumiko looked cheap with it dangling between her fingers. She was the one in trouble with guys, Setsuko was certain.

		It was a ridiculous proposition for Setsuko. She wasn’t like Fumiko. She was afraid even to talk to a boy. And she was afraid to break the rules. She’d already done that, but she’d be going home soon and the adventure would be behind her. She’d know what it was like to take a risk, to be brave for just a few days. That would be enough. “My parents will find a suitor for me as soon as Takemoto and Haruko are married,” Setsuko said.

		“Too bad for your sister, marrying a common farmer,” Fumiko said.

		“Not so common anymore,” Setsuko said. “He made a lot of money in the black market during the war.”

		“I’ve always thought that arranged marriages were like arranged furniture,” Fumiko mused. “You put it where you think it fits and it stays there forever but never looks quite right.”

		Setsuko knew her aunt was hoping to arrange a marriage for Fumiko, too, with a merchant’s son from Wakayama. Setsuko brought this up and Fumiko scoffed.

		“I’m not marrying some moth-eaten buffoon from anywhere.”

		“But you have to.”

		“Just like you have to stay home and be a good girl, right?” Fumiko’s eyes bore into her. “Setchan, the Japan we knew is gone.”

		“That doesn’t change the way things are done,” Setsuko retorted.

		Fumiko sighed and snuffed out her cigarette on a plate, which horrified Setsuko, but she didn’t let it show. The blue flowers so delicately rendered on the white background were now smudged with dirty ashes. “It was a mistake to bring you here with me. You have to go back. Right away.”

		The fear in Fumiko’s voice made Setsuko uneasy. Quickly, she ran to the sink, scrubbed all of the make-up off her face, and focused her attention on the cup of steaming tea that Fumiko handed her. Fumiko’s perfectly manicured, crimson nails clicked against the porcelain tea cup as she drew her hand away.

		“I might as well tell you...” Fumiko began. “I might as well tell you because...” Fumiko stared at Setsuko over the lip of her tea cup, her eyes moist with fear. “…because you’ll find out anyway if you stay. And even if you don’t.”

		Training her eyes on the tiny tea leaves swirling in the bottom of her cup, Setsuko listened.

		“I’m…seeing someone, Setchan. And he isn’t Japanese.”

		The image of the American at the eel cart waving his yen leapt into Setsuko’s mind. This time, she saw Fumiko leaning into him, brazenly resting her head on his shoulder, smiling at him.

		“Setsuko!”

		Setsuko snapped to attention. Her lap was warm and wet. She’d dropped her tea cup. Fumiko gave her a towel.

		“Maybe you disapprove. Maybe you think I’m crazy. But I’m not, Setchan. I’m just doing what I feel is right. I’m not going to get stuck in the countryside married to some shell-shocked simpleton who wants me to help him harvest the rice, then clean it and cook it, too.”

		“But he’s a merchant’s son,” Setsuko said with respect to Fumiko’s intended.

		“Merchant’s son, farmer’s son, what difference does it make? If I don’t love him, it doesn’t matter, does it?” Fumiko refilled her cup. A wrinkle creased the space between her eyebrows. “That’s why I keep this job, so I can see him. We met at the consulate when I was delivering papers for my boss.” Fumiko waited for a response. “Are you ashamed of me, old woman? Please don’t be. He’s a tall, good-looking boy who loves me, too. And he’s from a good family. Bostonians. The Mayflower. Eyes the color of the sky in April.”

		What did she know about “Bostonians” or “The Mayflower,” Setsuko thought. She was just repeating what her American had said to her, learning a new way of thinking for a new way of life. Setsuko recalled her father’s warnings of the pink-skinned devils and their soulless blue eyes.

		“Go ahead. Tell me you think I’m crazy.”

		“Be careful, Fumiko.” Setsuko hoped Fumiko’s American would love her completely and eternally, hoped he’d care for her better than the stories her father told about Yankees that preyed on Japanese girls. Then she asked her cousin to take her back to the ferry as soon as possible.

		

		Setsuko left for the ferry the next morning. Practicing what she would say to her mother, she looked down at her feet. Fumiko’s shiny black shoes pattered in front of her. Near the newly constructed military PX a helmet clunked to the street and rolled to the curb as they waited to cross the street. Instinctively, Setsuko picked it up and dusted it off.

		A Jeep pulled over. As Fumiko tugged at her sleeve to pull her away, Setsuko saw the slender frame of a military policeman jump out. Although he was handsome and smiled with gentle eyes, she gasped at the sight of him. She couldn’t help it. He was the deep brown color of soy sauce, just like the Africans and Mediterraneans in her mother’s picture books. Setsuko had never seen anybody like him.

		“Thanks,” the nutmeg-colored man said as he took the helmet. Setsuko hardly heard him because she was too busy studying his smile and how it made his eyes light up. She smiled back.

		Fumiko pulled Setsuko away, but she resisted. “Come on, Setchan!”

		Setsuko found Fumiko’s behavior strange because she was usually so friendly to the Americans. In fact, she found her ability to greet soldiers with a wave and a “hello” exceedingly courageous. Setsuko couldn’t even look them in the eye. But this stranger’s big, soft eyes made her feel welcome.

		“Do you understand English?” he asked. Because of his height, he had to bend down to talk to her. “I just want to thank you for picking up my helmet. Thank you very, very much.”

		Defying Fumiko’s tugging and her own fear, Setsuko looked into his eyes again.

		“Don’t be scared of me, okay? I know I look different from you—I’m taller, right?—and I sound different, but we’re both just people.” His smile made Setsuko smile again. She wondered how his eyes could sparkle so, as if they had never seen pain or ugliness. They were safe, hopeful eyes, the color of Japanese eyes, eyes that wouldn’t give up their soul or honor without a fight.

		Fumiko pinched Setsuko’s arm really hard. Setsuko gave her a look that said, “Shut up.”

		“The rain came out of nowhere, huh?” the man said. “May I give you ladies a ride?”

		“No!” Fumiko barked. Her yell jarred him, but his smile persisted.

		Looking at Setsuko, the man spoke softly. “My name is Creed Banks. I’m a sergeant first class with the 207th Military Police Company. If you ever need any assistance, please don’t hesitate to contact me.” As he wrote his name and number on a piece of paper, he seemed amused at how hard Fumiko was staring at him.

		The short white soldier in the Jeep was studying Setsuko as she took Sgt. Banks’s card. Looking back and forth from a file to her, the young soldier called out, “Sgt. Banks!” Excusing himself, he went to the man’s side. The two of them looked at the file and conferred for a few moments. Seeing the opportunity to escape, Fumiko yanked at her cousin’s hand and began dragging her away. His face grave with concern, Banks pursued them.

		“Just a minute, miss!” he called out.

		Fumiko walked even faster.

		Banks ran to catch up with them. “I have an official matter to discuss with you.” He showed the young women a telegram. The soldier in the Jeep drove alongside his sergeant.

		“Are you Setsuko Mitsuzuka?”

		The way he said her name, pronouncing each syllable distinctly, was charming, Setsuko thought. Then the shock hit as she eyed the telegram. She was in trouble. She never should have listened to Fumiko.

		He told her that her mother had reported her missing and given her school photograph to the Japanese police. In turn, they had given it to the US occupational command. Military policemen were on the lookout for the young maiden from Matsuyama and Imabari.

		Setsuko pulled aside her cousin. “You didn’t send the telegram to my mother?”

		“I forgot,” Fumiko said without apology. Her job, lipstick, and being away from home were important to her, but not taking care of her cousin. Fumiko took in Setsuko’s distress. “I’m sorry! If your father tries to burn your back, I’ll protect you. I’ll burn his back, I’ll—”

		“I’m not like you,” Setsuko said. “I don’t care about Yankees or America or adventure. I just want to go home.” A sickening feeling spun in Setsuko’s gut as she thought about how frightened and upset her mother must have been to take such a measure. She felt guilty. She’d hurt her mother for the first time in her life, the person who meant the most to her in the world. Yet another feeling churned as well, a feeling of exhilaration, as if she’d become one of the characters in the novels she liked to read.

		“No worry,” Setsuko said to Sgt. Banks, struggling with English and self-conscious about her accent. She wished she could tell him that she was educated and spoke beautifully in her own language. “I go home.”

		He looked worried anyway.

		“The last thing you want to do is cause your parents concern, miss,” he said. “Your father is very upset. You better prepare yourself.”

		“Sorry for trouble,” Setsuko said. She bowed deeply.

		“Shall I give you a ride to the ferry?”

		Fumiko answered the question by pulling at Setsuko as if their lives depended on it but Setsuko stood her ground.

		“I come to Kobe to…to learn more about country,” Setsuko said, struggling with English. “Country change. I want know.”

		Her words seemed to strike Sgt. Banks deeply as he nodded with a solemn look that pierced her gut. “Of course,” he said. “It’s a difficult time.” Then, looking guilty, he said softly, “I’m sorry for all the trouble we’ve caused. I’m truly sorry.” Sadness washed over his face and his eyes moistened.

		“Let’s go, Setchan,” Fumiko said urgently. Setsuko nodded and allowed her cousin to pull her along. As they departed, she looked back to see Sgt. Banks offering a little girl a drink of water from his canteen. The little girl bowed several times. Then he gave her the canteen and she ran off down the dusty street.

		

		Setsuko could hear her father pacing in the hallway. She had never seen him so disappointed. It overshadowed his anger, causing him to forget about her back and candle wax. In fact, he wouldn’t even look at her.

		“You must never worry me like that again, Setchan,” her mother said sternly. “I couldn’t sleep. Are you all right?”

		Feeling profoundly ashamed, Setsuko curved her body into a deep bow and stayed there for a few seconds. She couldn’t breathe because her chest was tight against her thighs. As she lifted her head and looked at her mother’s moist eyes, her guilt grew, but her mother only suggested they stroll in the orchard.

		“Mother, did you ever travel far from home when you were young?”

		“Only to here. I never went back to Kochi again.”

		“When you look at the sea sometimes, do you ever feel like you want to sail on it to the other side of the world?”

		Her mother said nothing.

		“I’ve been thinking about dress-making school in Kobe.”

		“It’s a respectable endeavor.”

		“Would you let me go?”

		“As long as I know you’re safe in school. And as long as you come back.”

		Her father had burned the first Western-style dresses her mother had made for her. Setsuko found it ironic that she would now be learning to make such dresses herself in Kobe.

		

		In Kobe, Setsuko learned how to design, construct, and sew like a tailor. She often saw Sgt. Banks driving in his Jeep. Even though he wasn’t the only colored Yankee in Kobe, many Japanese people knew of him. He’d developed a reputation for friendliness and generosity, as though by his actions alone he hoped to apologize to them for the ugliness of the war. The old papa-san who sold broiled eel from a push-cart reported that Sgt. Banks gave candy and other small gifts to children, and taught them bits of English. When he was assigned to work the trains, he always had a smile for the older women and helped them with heavy packages, even though they were afraid of him because he was a Yankee and his skin was dark.

		After three months, Setsuko and Fumiko bumped into him outside of Fumiko’s office.

		“Hello,” he said in Japanese, removing his hat. He bowed slightly. “May I offer you ladies a ride?”

		Setsuko looked at Fumiko for a sign of approval. Fumiko looked him up and down critically, stopped at the sincerity of his smile, and reluctantly nodded. Her nose crinkled with superiority as Sgt. Banks helped them into the Jeep. The stares of onlookers didn’t faze him at all. He hummed an American song, climbed in, and started driving.

		“From where you come?” Setsuko asked.

		“New York City.”

		“So desu ka,” Setsuko said, mixing Japanese with English. “Family?”

		Both parents were dead, the sergeant reported. His mother had come from a Blackfoot Indian reservation in South Dakota and his father had been a coal miner who traveled around the Midwestern United States. His people had come from Cuba. Sometimes Sgt. Banks said things in English that Setsuko didn’t understand, but she nodded anyway.

		Fumiko feigned the greatest tedium. “If you’re going to bore me, at least do it in Japanese. English puts me to sleep,” she pouted. For the rest of the ride, Sgt. Banks did a fair job of speaking conversational Japanese and, when he made a mistake, Fumiko corrected him in the tone of an impatient teacher. Her condescension irritated Setsuko.

		“Stop here,” Fumiko ordered as they neared Kobe Station. It wasn’t the closest station to their home, but a sharp glance from her cousin silenced Setsuko’s inquiring look. “Right here!”

		“I’d be happy to drive you home,” Sgt. Banks said.

		“No, we’ve troubled you enough,” Fumiko replied with false sincerity.

		Guessing that Fumiko didn’t want to be seen with a Yankee, at least not in their neighborhood, Setsuko gazed apologetically at Sgt. Banks and bowed. “We have to stop at station. We buy newspaper.”

		“Now I don’t mean to pry, but you’re here with your parents’ permission this time, right?” Sgt. Banks asked Setsuko.

		“Oh yes.”

		“Very good. Back home, I raised my two baby sisters and if I didn’t know where they were at all times, I grew gray hairs from all the worry.”

		Maybe his gentleness came from caring for his sisters, Setsuko wondered. “Sorry for all trouble we cause you,” she said. “Thank you for ride.”

		“You don’t need to thank me. I owe you so much.”

		This confused Setsuko. What could he mean?

		“You girls didn’t start the war,” he said as he stared at a pile of rubble. “Men did, and then you all have to clean up the mess. Sorry for troubling you.”

		Setsuko was surprised to see that even Fumiko had been struck by the thoughtfulness of his words. She came back to the Jeep.

		“Thank you for the ride,” she said, without smiling. She was trying not to like him and hating the fact that it was so difficult.

		

		Setsuko ran into Sgt. Banks again walking home from dress-making school one day. Despite her shyness, she couldn’t avoid saying hello because he waved at her with a big smile and called out her name. Four of her girlfriends were with her. They all crossed the street to say hello.

		She introduced her friends, who were happy to practice their English but were only brave enough to say “hi” or “hello.” Michiko, a merchant’s daughter from Wakayama, said nothing, her face marked with a sullen hostility.

		“You girls coming from school?”

		“Yes,” Setsuko replied. “First dress design I make today.”

		“Congratulations. My mother used to sew a lot. I had to learn so I could sew on my sisters’ loose buttons or stitch a hem.”

		All the girls registered surprise, except for Setsuko. She had an uncle who was a tailor, so the idea of a man sewing didn’t shock her.

		“Oh, nothing fancy,” Sgt. Banks assured them, embarrassed that he might have sounded immodest. “Just basic survival stuff. Necessity’s the mother of invention. Know what that means? It’s an American saying that means it’s amazing what you can do when you have to.”

		“Yes, America good,” one of the girls said.

		“I like America, nice,” another said. Michiko did not agree.

		Beads of perspiration gathered on Sgt. Banks’s hairline where it met his tan hat. “It’s pretty smothering hot, isn’t it?”

		“Very hot,” Setsuko said.

		“I’m going to a movie house, nice air-con and a good way to celebrate the end of the week. Would you all like to join me?”

		Since the war, going to the movies was a luxury the girls seldom enjoyed, if ever.

		“No thank you, but kind of you to ask,” she said as her friends murmured their agreement.

		“Too much money,” Michiko said. Setsuko was embarrassed at her vulgar talk of finances, so clearly a request for an invitation.

		“I was inviting you as my guests.”

		Michiko perked up at this news and smiled genuinely.

		“Free movie?” she asked excitedly.

		“My pleasure. There’s nothing that my baby sisters loved more than going to a movie on Friday nights.” A nostalgic look swept over him, and he looked like a boy who couldn’t find his mother in a crowd, but could vividly recall the pattern of flowers on her dress. Setsuko was struck by his affection for his sisters. It made her family relationships seem strained by comparison.

		As she gazed at him towering above her, Setsuko saw a lonely man who needed a friend and she felt very comfortable being that for him. She would go to the movies.

		“A movie is nice idea,” Setsuko said. A big smile lit up Sgt. Banks’s face. “We meet you at movie house.”

		Setsuko and her friends hurried away. To save her from the stares of her fellow citizens, Sgt. Banks let her and her friends walk alone, and he followed at a comfortable distance.

		Sgt. Banks bought the girls popcorn, chocolate, and soda. He waited in the lobby while they took their seats. The lights went down as he slipped into the seat beside Setsuko.

		“This seat isn’t taken, is it, miss?”

		In surprise, Setsuko looked at him.

		“Is it?”

		Setsuko shook her head. She looked around them. The place was full of groups of Japanese men or white American men. Saddened that such decorum was necessary, Setsuko realized that Sgt. Banks was trying to protect her and her friends from any embarrassment or harassment. They were all little sisters to him, sisters he could praise and lavish affection upon until he was reunited with his family. She’d always wanted a big brother and now she had one.
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		Setsuko was working on her first American-style suit. She’d designed and constructed a dress. This was much more demanding, but her sewing talents had progressed to a level at which she could attempt a more complicated garment. As she fit the cut pattern pieces onto her dummy, she thought about making a dress for her mother, too. There was a knock on her dormitory room door.

		“Telegram for Miss Mitsuzuka!” she heard the kitchen boy say. The dormitory manager had rushed over with it. The boy shoved it underneath the door. She tore it open and read. It was from her father. As the result of a fall, her mother had an open wound on her left breast. The doctor had made another discovery: a lump about the size of a fig in the upper portion of the breast. Her condition was terminal.

		Setsuko packed her bags and immediately headed for the ferry.

		It was dusk when Setsuko approached the northern Shikoku shoreline. The Matsuyama mountains stood guard in their seasonal uniforms of cedar and maple, the blazing red and orange colors bleeding into the dark green. Setsuko wiped away tears with the sleeve of her fuzzy American-style sweater. She had to be strong. After the war, she proudly thought she could survive anything, but now she knew she couldn’t. She was a girl again, afraid of losing her mother. Setsuko studied the softness of her Angora sweater and the intricate woven pattern of her wool skirt. She’d begged Fumiko to accompany her home, but she’d refused. Underneath her haughtiness was a deep sense of guilt about abandoning her own mother, who was fending for herself. Proudly flaunting David Davenport, her tall American boyfriend with hair the color of straw, Fumiko had come to the pier to say good-bye. Setsuko had not met him before.

		“You should come home,” Setsuko had said.

		“Setchan, Kobe is my home now. I’m never going back to Shikoku.” She suppressed tears. “Tell my mother I’m okay.” She’d turned and briskly walked away with David dutifully following. Setsuko was shocked that Fumiko could dismiss her mother so easily.

		The day of Setsuko’s return was sunbun-no hi, the autumn equinox. The stately aura of her family home had been diminished by the US presence, but now the wooden fence that bordered the large manor on the outskirts of the property, which had been trampled during the war, looked brand new. The Mitsuzuka land rolled like a sea of earth, interrupted by partitioning fences erected by the US Army as part of its effort to impose land reformation and resettlement policies in the name of democracy. Part of the family for centuries, her father’s lands had been divided into sections and given to the peasant families who had worked it for generations. In her absence, Setsuko’s home had changed considerably. While Americans had left the Mitsuzukas their persimmon orchard, this was just a fortuitous accident and not an act of generosity.

		She stopped at the orchard’s entrance and grabbed an early fruit, hoping it would take her back, take her whole nation back to a time before greed and ignorance had led them into war.

		It was quiet at home. Setsuko assumed that her oldest sister, Haruko, and her husband were minding her parents’ inn, which bordered the inland sea in Matsuyama.

		“Hello! I’ve returned!” Setsuko called out to her mother, hoping to hear her gentle voice welcome her home as she always had.

		There was no answer today. Setsuko slipped into her mother’s bedchamber. Pale but still beautiful, Fusae Mitsuzuka slept bundled in futon. Only her head and silver tresses were visible. Setsuko drank in the serenity of her mother’s face a few moments longer, but decorum demanded that she greet her father first.

		

		She dreaded seeing him. She trudged up the steps. “I’ve returned,” she said. “Father?” she called out to him formally. Again there was no answer, but that wasn’t unusual when he began drinking sake at the break of day. Sometimes Setsuko couldn’t blame him. The war had given him a lot to forget. She entered his room.

		The sight that greeted her stunned her. The world rocked back and forth. Her legs buckled underneath her, and she grabbed hold of a chest of drawers to keep herself from falling into an abyss of reasonless darkness. Setsuko bent her head between her knees and tried to quell her nausea. Outside, rain suddenly filled the air, rushing down in torrents powerful enough to wash away the pain that had come to call that day. The sounds swelled in her head.

		She couldn’t survive anything, including the grisly departure of the man who had denied her right to climb trees or wear a beautiful American dress, who had carried her on his back during Yankee fire-bombs and saved her from being a carcass in a river of no return, a man who had been there for her in war and now would never be there for anybody else.

		She forced herself to look up. Her father had fashioned a thick rope from several indigo and white scarves. Link by link it curved over the wooden ceiling beam. She tried to keep her gaze on the rope, but couldn’t. Her father hung by his neck, his eyes staring straight ahead. He was dressed in a richly embroidered ceremonial kimono. Embarrassed about her clothing and the talcum powder on her face, she wiped her cheeks with one hand and covered her chest with the other, bending to her father’s will even in his death. She was afraid to touch him. But today she had to. The task had been given to her.

		The contact frightened her. She bit down hard on her tongue to keep from screaming, warm blood filling her mouth. Steadying his body, she held it against her and stretched her arms overhead to try to loosen the knot that fastened the rope. Her arms grew so tired that she couldn’t hold them up anymore. The smell of death overwhelmed her. Beads of sweat trickled down her face. She thought of her father’s sword and turned to get it. Bending her knees to absorb its weight, she lifted it up and sawed through a scarf. His body fell, knocking her down. Setsuko used all her strength to shove him off her. She untwisted several of the scarves to mask his face, thinking of the diligence and focus with which he had tied them. She unfolded a futon and wrapped his bloated form in it like a caterpillar in a cocoon. The world steadied a bit. Setsuko watched a string of small rain drops cascade into a single large drop on the window pane.

		Setsuko tried to pull her father’s wrapped body down the stairs as gently as possible, but still his head hit each step with a thud. It made her wince, but she couldn’t get him down any other way. At the bottom of the steps, she leaned him against a wall. Finally, she let the tears come. Like the rain, they grew in intensity.

		

		Two weeks later, Setsuko received a telegram from Sgt. Banks expressing his sympathy for her mother’s illness and her father’s death. In a month, he’d be shipped back to the US. Setsuko felt a tug at her heart as she read the foreign address he’d included. It might as well have been Jupiter. He wrote that she was kind, bright, and beautiful and that he’d never met anyone like her. He’d written that she was brave to have survived the war and remain open-minded. The bulk of his message, however, was an awkward farewell. The things he’d said about her were exactly what she felt about him, a core of affection that spun at the center of all her pain as she struggled to manage her grief over her family’s circumstances. She was going to miss him. Their impossible friendship was another casualty of war.

		After two months time, another letter came from him, from Korea. She wrote back, asking a friend who spoke English to help her. She told him about peeling persimmons for her mother and playing the game of Go with her. Even though her mother was growing weaker, she enjoyed being active in her waking moments. Setsuko’s letters were about the routines of her days. His were more direct.

		I’m thirteen years older than you, more like an older brother or father figure than a husband, but, truth be known, the only reason I’m here in Korea is so that I can be as near to you as possible. I’m not a rich man, Setsuko, but I’m an honest one. After returning home, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. When I take my R&R, I’ll take it in Tokyo and I hope that you will come visit me so that I can court you properly in the way that a girl of your breeding deserves.

		Her breath caught. Setsuko heard him speaking the words in her head. Reluctant to ask someone for help because of the substance of her letter, Setsuko wrote back to him in her limited English. She confessed that she’d never been farther from home than Kobe, and Tokyo seemed as far away as the States to her. Encouraged by her letter, Creed wrote more frequently and his letters grew heavy from the pictures and secrets he began to share. He’d been married to a mixed race Italian named Sofia, but divorced her when he got back to the US because she was having an affair. He had no children, but wanted to be a father, to have a big family and live in a quiet town. He liked tomato soup and lemon ice cream. Whenever he couldn’t sleep, he sang songs from a musical called “My Fair Lady.” Setsuko didn’t understand all the Western references, but she liked knowing what he was thinking. No man had ever shared such thoughts with her. She felt privileged. He also wrote about the war. He confessed that on Guam he’d killed one of the enemy, the Japanese enemy, her people. He said that he hadn’t been born to kill people, that it was against the beliefs of his Afro-Cuban father and Blackfoot mother. Whose war was it? At home, he was treated with disrespect. Despite the fact that he’d fought valiantly for his country, whites who felt they were superior to colored people regarded him with hatred.

		She told her sisters nothing of her correspondence with Creed but shared some of the pictures from Korea with her mother. She looked so tranquil, so beautiful, despite her fragile state. She had been ill for four months, but carried on. How much longer could she hold on? However long it was. Setsuko was determined to be at her side. “Read me your letter,” Fusae said. Her mother bowed her head to hide tears. She was accepting the natural order of things, just as she had when, as a young girl, she had married Kihaida Mitsuzuka.

		“Here, Mother. Genmai-cha.”

		“Thank you.” Her mother sipped the tea. Its steam rose, and behind it her face appeared softer. “Setchan, there is nothing wrong with doing something different in your life. I won’t be here forever,” she added softly.

		“You will,” Setsuko replied adamantly, thinking all the while of how young and desperate she sounded. “You will.”

		“After I’ve gone, there won’t be much for you to leave behind, yes?”

		Setsuko tried to protest, but no words came. Her mother smiled.

		“Your sisters have their own lives, and they will fight over the money and property. There is no need for you to be a part of that. The gods have given you a freer path to fly.” Her mother coughed and lay back on her bedding. “Why stay here and force yourself to live with the choices your elders made for you?”

		“But Mother,” Setsuko said, “I would bring shame upon the family….”

		Fusae adamantly shook her head. “We’ve lived through a devastating war. It’s changed everything. Someday family will be family again. And if not, then so be it. Blood is often less thick than a cup of tea shared with a true heart. I just ask that you stay with me…until I am gone. We can leave together, even though our destinations will be different.”

		

		Fusae’s condition soon worsened. She refused to go to the hospital or be treated at home. Her face, now gray, told Setsuko that she was in excruciating pain. A week after they’d talked, Fusae fell unconscious. Setsuko lit candles and held her mother. She felt her beloved soul floating away. For four days and four nights, she held her mother in her arms as Fusae Okazaki Mitsuzuka lapsed in and out of consciousness, never opening her eyes, only gently squeezing Setsuko’s hand.

		“Let me take her,” Haruko urged gently as twilight filled the room. “You need to rest or you’ll be sick, too.” The two older sisters had not come, despite having been sent three telegrams each. Even as Haruko offered to help, Setsuko knew she was afraid of death, as afraid as she’d been when she’d found their father swinging from a rope. But this wasn’t death to Setsuko; this was just farewell. She’d find her mother again. There had to be another world beyond this one, if only for Setsuko and Fusae Mitsuzuka to meet again some day.

		“No,” Setsuko said. “I’ll stay with her.”

		It was a privilege and a necessity. She could not let go of her mother, so her mother had to let go of her. Setsuko felt her go slack in her arms, felt the warmth of her flowing out and being replaced by coldness. Her last breaths were like threads of silk against Setsuko’s arm. Then she was gone.

		

		That evening, Setsuko walked in the persimmon orchard carrying all the dolls that her mother had given her over the years for Girls’ Day. Sitting in a cave of leaves created by the intersection of four bushes, Setsuko gazed at them. Her mother’s voice and her scent of pears and cream surrounded her. What do you think this doll is thinking? Maybe she doesn’t want to sit on this shelf? Maybe she’d like to sit over here? Maybe her kimono is too heavy or her wig is too hot? The delicate dolls were a symbol of the bond between her and her mother. Her mother had held her as she started her life and she had held her mother as hers came to an end. She walked to the river and cast the dolls into the current. Her childhood was gone. She was a woman now and she was going to have to stand on her own, make decisions on her own, live and die on her own.

		She thought about everything she loved about Japan—its mountains, its lakes, the temples, the Shinto shrines, autumn and its harvest of pears, spring and the cherry blossoms. So much to leave behind, but, without her mother, their beauty and glory faded. She wondered if other young women in love with Americans felt like her. So much had changed in Japan that the country they were leaving behind was not the country in which they’d grown up. She followed the river back to the orchard and plucked a persimmon. Tonight, she would eat it. It might be the last Japanese persimmon she would ever enjoy. She noticed that the birds had pecked at many of the fruits, but most of them had survived. That was a small thing, but one that gave her hope.

		

	
		Chapter Seven

		“Girl-san”

		

		It was tough in Tokyo after the Yankees took over the city. They were everywhere, pervading the capitol like a virus. Many Japanese girls did everything they could to hide from them, but Himiko couldn’t because she worked near the Imperial Palace, one of the areas the US had declared its own. Going to and from her job as a telephone operator, she saw the Americans every day. She feared their bravado as they yelled robust, overly loud greetings to each other. Many of them looked too young and innocent to have had anything to do with dropping an atomic bomb on women and children. Still, whenever a Yankee came near, Himiko shrank back against a building or turned down a side street. To safeguard herself, she stuffed her hair under a hat or wore pants, which girls had never done before the war. Even though it was the hottest August Himiko could remember, with steam thick enough to suffocate her, she maintained her boyish costume to ward off unwanted American gazes.

		Because her six sisters were too young to work, Himiko didn’t have the luxury of staying at home. Money had always been tight for her family, but at least they’d had enough. Himiko’s father had had his own store, which sold fabric and sewing supplies. Now it was nothing but ashes on an empty Shinagawa lot. He was reduced to selling broiled eel from a cart to any Japanese who could afford to buy it or to Yankees with courageous palates. Once the Americans tasted it, though, they fell in love with its rich, roasted flavor and brought her father a lot of business. It wasn’t enough, however, to keep seven girls in decent clothing and shoes, so one night, when the younger girls had gone to sleep, her father called Himiko to the kitchen table. The kerosene lamp light cast shadows on his face that made him look older and very tired.

		“Things are different now, Himiko, and we must be different, too. You’ll have to get a job.”

		She panicked. She’d never worked. It wasn’t something that girls did, at least not if their fathers were in the merchant class. Nevertheless, she didn’t want him to think she had a small heart. After all, she was the oldest. She had to be strong.

		“You’re smart and you speak nicely,” he went on, “so you go out and see what you can find.” The smoke from his cigarette swirled around his head.

		“The Nakamura name is respectable and we have to keep it that way. It’s all we have left. You’re a good-looking girl, so find something decent, in a store or an office. Be careful of places that do too much business with Yankees. Your sisters are depending on you.”

		

		The trading company in Palace Heights, as the Yankees had dubbed the Imperial Palace neighborhood, was a new world for Himiko. Despite her fears, she found a job easily. The occupation government was restructuring the Japanese government so quickly and systematically that construction was booming. The presence of American troops also boosted the economy. And so many Japanese men had died in the war that an abundance of jobs existed for women, jobs that men who’d survived wouldn’t dream of doing because they lacked any upward mobility. Himiko was hired as a clerk. She answered telephones and served tea.

		After a week, she still wasn’t used to being summoned by the term “girl-san,” a combination of the Japanese honorific “san” and the American word “girl.” While it literally meant “honorable girl,” it was a sign of her inferiority among the middle-aged Japanese salarymen who often rubbed her buttocks with their grubby hands or grabbed at her breasts when handing her a message. What disturbed her the most about their behavior was that they did these things inconspicuously, with serious faces that reflected only their deep commitment to their jobs. Yet they all knew what they were doing and that the women were powerless to stop it. Even with the dire circumstances the war had visited upon Japan, it was still assumed that ladies from good families did not have to work. Girls who did were looked upon as less marriageable, especially if they worked beyond the age of twenty-one, the boundary line between being young enough to marry and spinsterhood.

		Complaining about the fondling wouldn’t be considered civil, and it would also be a quick way to get fired, Himiko knew. At least social imperatives and some idea of proper business conduct kept them from verbalizing their lust. Public exhibition could remove a man from corporate ascent for good.

		When Himiko made the men their morning green tea, she imagined brewing it with the crushed bodies of ants and handing them their cups with the sweet greeting they expected from an honorable girl. May I please treat you with tea this morning, Mr. Hiroshige? As the plump, balding director drank her special tea, Himiko would smile and walk away. While he imagined the curve of her rear end under the shapeless, wide legs of her pants, he would not notice the taste of the tea. But despite Mr. Hiroshige’s lust, Himiko had to be nice to him because he had hired her. Every day, he asked her if she was getting along okay and Himiko perfunctorily thanked him for his generosity. On pay days, he’d whisper in her ear, “Himiko, let’s go to the tea room. Get your coat.”

		Himiko knew what happened to nice girls who went to tea rooms with older men. She always politely excused herself, usually saying she had to take care of an ailing sister.

		“Surely somebody else can take care of her one time,” he said.

		“I’m so sorry, Mr. Hiroshige, but only I can do it. Her needs are very special.”

		The ailing sister was Himiko herself. She was depressed, and hadn’t been at peace since her mother’s death. Add to that the drudgery of answering phones day in and day out, for a meager paycheck. She couldn’t even afford to get herself a new dress. Instead, she bought groceries and made sure her sisters had decent shoes. Her father had her buy whiskey for him. The thought of her life continuing in the same monotonous way made her not want to live. It was evidence of her birth-storm. Her mother said she’d been born in a storm and it would never stop raining. She could feel the rain now.

		It didn’t help that her sisters were ungrateful. Since they stayed at home and washed, cleaned, and cooked, Himiko’s forays into the city Monday through Friday only incurred their envy. Thinking that Himiko was fortunate to be at a company where she might meet a husband, her sisters united against her, making her an outsider instead of the big sister they’d looked up to before their mother’s death.

		“How many men do you talk to in the course of a day?” Kazuko asked one day while they were preparing dinner.

		She had asked the same question many times before. Looking up from slicing gobo, Himiko met her sister’s formidable eyes and decided she’d better answer. “I don’t. They speak to me and all I say is ‘Yes, sir’.” The burdock root was tough to cut, but she managed. And she would manage her life, too.

		“Does anybody pay special attention to you?” Kazuko continued.

		“No.”

		“Do they know you have sisters?” Himiko began to think that Kazuko would have made a good interrogator of prisoners during the war.

		“Maybe. I don’t know.”

		“Is there one you like more than others?”

		“I work at the switchboard, Kazuko.”

		Frustrated with what she perceived as Himiko’s secrecy, Kazuko banged a pot on the stove and the soup stock from the oden splattered.

		“Himi,” Kazuko continued, “maybe you don’t notice them, but I’m sure they notice you. You’re a working girl to them and they think they can have sex with you. Maybe you’re already used goods.”

		“You have a lot to look forward to, don’t you, Kazuko? You’ll be working soon, too.” Himiko left the kitchen as Kazuko began to cry and complain that Himiko was being mean.

		Himiko had made the grievous mistake of telling them about the men at work calling her “girl-san.”

		“Girl-san!” Kazuko would say, with the others chuckling in the background. “Your turn to do the sewing!”

		“Girl-san, you’re the last to take a bath,” Yasumiko would declare.

		Sitting on the bath stool, Himiko would scrub her skin hard with lemon-scented soap and her textured towel, washing away the dead skin and the day’s bacteria. Then she’d climb up to the tub. The water was no longer hot by the time her turn came. In addition to that disappointment, Himiko had to clean up the mess they all left behind. She longed for the days that had been stolen when her best friend, her mother, sank into a river that was now polluted with garbage, dead trees, human excrement, and the ruins of buildings.
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		Himiko had long looked forward to the wedding of her wealthy cousin, Tsuyoshi, because it meant a celebration. Her mother wore her best kimono, peach-colored with maple leaves of various hues outlined in gold thread. It had belonged to Himiko’s grandmother and Himiko had always coveted it. Her mother’s tall, slim frame and gracefully curving kimono shoulders wore it well. Never had she looked so stately and elegant.

		Himiko’s mother left the wedding banquet early with a headache. After fidgeting in her chair for a couple of minutes, Himiko slipped out and tried to catch up with her, deciding to walk along the high embankment lining the Tenryuu River that eventually wound its way to her home. Tossing pebbles into the water, she watched the ripples extending in circles in the river’s rapid currents. Himiko saw her mother on a small, stony abutment at the water’s edge.

		In the setting sun, her mother’s face glowed like fire. It brought tears to Himiko’s eyes, so moved was she by the face she saw every day of her life, cooking her dinner or washing her clothes, always beautiful, but now touched by the gods. Mesmerized, Himiko couldn’t approach or even speak her mother’s name, but only stare at the ethereal sight.

		Then her mother sat down, took off her tabi and geta, and gingerly put her feet into the water. Slipping her small hand into the current, she picked up a large stone, held it in the palm of her hand like a jewel, and contemplated it. Himiko felt privileged to be party to this private moment.

		Then she dropped the stone into the sleeve of her kimono. Himiko shrank back as her mother looked in her direction. She began filling both of her sleeves with stones. Himiko rushed nearer in confusion.

		“Mother, what are you doing?”

		If she was startled, she didn’t show it. “Go on home, Himi-chan. I’ll be there soon.”

		“But you’ll ruin the kimono, Mother. Let me help you carry your stones.”

		Her mother sighed deeply and tears began to roll down her cheeks. “Nobody can help me.” Her mother moved to the edge of the abutment and looked down at the water. Himiko’s stomach lurched.

		“Mother! No!” Himiko reached out to her mother, who tried to hold out her arms to her first-born, but couldn’t because of the weight in her sleeves. Despite her fear of water, Himiko inched toward her mother, who looked at her with an eerie sense of peace that commanded her to stop. Tears spilled from the young girl’s eyes. She was helpless to stop her.

		“Please, Mother. Please come home with me.”

		“I can’t.”

		“No. You won’t.”

		They stared at each other as Himiko desperately tried to think of something to do or say.

		“Mother! Let’s run away together. Let’s go to Manchuria and forget about everybody else. We’ll set up a shop. We’ll make new friends, change our names even. Let’s go, Mother.” Her mother seemed pleased at the suggestion, but looked at the river again.

		“You know I hate Father. I wish he’d shrivel up and blow away. Let’s go home and pack our things before everyone comes home from the wedding. We’ll run away and never come back.”

		“You’re an honorable girl, Himi,” her mother said with pride. “You stay that way.”

		She would never forget the look of love and hope on her mother’s face as she jumped into the current.

		Himiko cried out as she watched her sink, her long black hair swirling around her neck like a silk noose, her white face, a flower in a storm. The swirling water seemed to taunt her, as though it were aware the girl was quivering before it. It dared her to move. In a vain effort to reach her mother, Himiko put her foot into the river and then her whole body. The water was too deep, and she couldn’t swim. As Himiko called out to her, she smiled and slipped under the water for the last time. Closing her eyes, Himiko waited for the current to claim her as well, but she was spun downstream and thrown against an embankment of sand and moss.

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		

		Four other operators worked at Hiroshige’s trading company. One, Mariko Arikawa, was an extremely quiet girl who smiled and bowed whenever the men grabbed her buttocks. She was eighteen. Himiko had never seen a Japanese with such large bosoms. But despite the fact that she thought men had every right to pet, bark at, and own women, Mariko was as shy as she was quiet. One day when a clerk squeezed her breast, Mariko bowed and thanked him. Accepting her gratitude, he went on about his work, but Mariko cried. The other operators stared at her as if she were breaking the rules by crying over what was status quo for women working outside the home in the post-war environment.

		“Stop it,” their accusing looks seemed to order. “Don’t ruin it for the rest of us.”

		Himiko couldn’t watch Mariko cry, though. After work, they went out for tea. Mariko confessed that she was only fifteen and had lied about her age because she needed the work. Then she showed Himiko a piece of paper.

		The man who had given it to Mariko was named Watanabe. She said he was Japanese, but he’d taken an American name, “Ernie,” because it allowed him to do business with American customers more smoothly. The paper had a picture of a happy American woman dancing in a ballgown and an address for Ernie’s Place, his “Hollywood-type” nightclub. He needed girls to dance on stage.

		Mariko told her that the man was obese and greasy, but wore an impeccable suit and overcoat. He must be affluent, the two young women decided.

		“Let’s go be dancers!” Mariko said, startling Himiko with her uncharacteristic zeal. It was one way to escape the drudgery of working for slimy men with active fingers. Himiko wondered if they’d be like the long-legged showgirls in American movies, dancing in pretty dresses while people clapped enthusiastically. If a gentleman loved their performance, he’d throw roses onto the stage, and encourage everybody to stand and applaud. Roses instead of a pat on the rear end, Himiko thought, hands clapping instead of pinching. Mariko looked at her in utter earnestness, as if she needed Himiko to bolster her confidence and help her do such a thing.

		“What do we have to lose?” Mariko asked. “We don’t have to tell our parents.”

		Himiko wondered what had happened to Mariko’s shyness.

		“This isn’t like you, Mariko,” Himiko said. Mariko said that being an entertainer was special, something that could lift her above the salarymen at the trading company. If she became famous, she said, then she’d have her choice of several suitors.

		Himiko also liked the idea of fame and the suitors who might emerge from her audiences, but she couldn’t figure out how to conceal such an enterprise from her father.

		“We could say we got put on the night shift,” Mariko suggested. “We’ll make lots more money.”

		Himiko could save her money so that she could move out. Maybe then she’d have a chance to marry a nice man and start a family. She’d have only one child, not seven. A daughter, a daughter as beautiful as her mother had been. Or a son that she would raise to be different than the standard Japanese fare.

		“I can’t do this alone. Come with me, Himiko. We have to try.”

		A frail young man watched her from another table and smiled at her as if she was important. Himiko smiled back.

		She thought about the all-female musical theatre troupe, the Takarazuka Revue, but with a touch of American style. She thought of Marilyn Monroe, the American movie star she’d seen at the movie house. Marilyn Monroe would seize this opportunity without thinking, Himiko decided. Surely she’d taken chances to become who she was? Himiko would do it, too, and she’d be smart enough to keep it quiet until the time was right. Her sisters would be so jealous if she became a star.

		Himiko nodded to Mariko. The young man stared at Himiko intently as they left.

		

		The next day after work, Mariko and Himiko met Ernie Watanabe for tea at the same place. The young man was there too. When he saw Himiko, he bowed so respectfully that it embarrassed her.

		Ernie, who claimed to have been a judge before the war, boasted about the high quality of the patrons at his establishment and asked the young women to sign one-year contracts. If they didn’t, the pay would be less. The contract didn’t bother Himiko, but Ernie’s narrow eyes did, although his suit was indeed well-cut and made of expensive fabric. She tried not to look at him directly.

		“Can you guarantee we will be famous in a year?” Himiko asked.

		“Of course,” Ernie answered quickly.

		“What if our families forbid us to continue?” Mariko chimed in.

		“In that situation, I’d let you go with my best wishes.” He gnawed on a toothpick. “But you wait and see, you’ll love being a star so much, you won’t want to leave,” Ernie said.

		“Is the stage beautiful, with velvet curtains?” Himiko asked, immediately feeling stupid for asking.

		“Yes,” he said. “It’s an amazing place that will change your boring lives for good.”

		They signed the contracts and promised to report to work the following Saturday night. Ernie gave them a lot of money and instructed them to buy gorgeous dresses and cosmetics.

		“Come to Ernie’s looking like a movie star,” he said.

		“Marilyn Monroe,” Himiko said. Ernie nodded vigorously.

		Yes, Marilyn, Himiko ruminated. In the movies, she even woke up with perfectly brushed hair, flawless skin, and persimmon-colored lips, yet you knew she was real. When you stared into her eyes, you saw kindness, earthiness, and grace.

		On her way out, the young man looked at Himiko with a serious expression and tentatively said, “Miss?” As she stopped next to him, Mariko motioned that she would wait around the corner. He led Himiko outside and spoke urgently.

		“This is to be your last visit here, isn’t it?” he asked. Surprised by the question, Himiko nodded. “I was afraid so,” he said.

		He had large, sad eyes with tiny red veins in them. His black hair was cut with precision and parted down the middle. His gold-rimmed spectacles slid down his nose. He looked like a student. Himiko was close: he told her he was a part-time professor at Aoyama University.

		“When I saw that strange man talking to you, I felt that I would never see you again,” the professor said softly.

		Blushing, Himiko felt compelled to respond because he was so unpretentious and his serene voice drew her in like an old friend. She told him about her job at the trading company and dismissed Ernie as a relative of Mariko’s. She was surprised at her lie. Pleased to hear about a girl who made an honest living—a “respectable” girl, as he put it—he asked her if she’d stay and talk with him. As his tranquil nature soothed her, Himiko promised to meet him the next day. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe she was flattered that a man of intellect would be attracted to her.

		

		Himiko’s life changed in two ways after that. Professor Makoto Wakamatsu fell in love with her. He asked her to be his wife after ten afternoons together. He gave her violets from his parents’ garden and knelt on one knee like in an American movie.

		The second change was that she began working in Ernie Watanabe’s “amazing” establishment.

		Between a dry cleaner and a lot with an American army building at its rear, Ernie’s was not a real theatre, and did not have a stage, velvet curtains, applause, or roses. Catering to American soldiers who wanted to dance with Japanese girls despite their army’s anti-fraternization policy, Ernie’s Place was a dance hall. The rumor was that the US MPs didn’t give the patrons too much trouble because their supreme commander’s girl was from the Philippines. Another Asian. He understood the attraction and so did they.

		To his credit, Ernie’s Place had a dress code. Ties and shined shoes were required. Ernie greeted the soldiers as if they were members of the Imperial family. The music was strictly contemporary American rhythm and blues, but it was played by a Japanese band that sometimes didn’t get the rhythms exactly right—like Mariko and Himiko, pretending to be something that they were not.

		“Fifty yen a dance,” a fat, double-chinned bouncer said to soldiers who drifted in.

		Himiko soon realized she’d made a pact with a demon, and felt sick and frightened. She begged him to let her out of her contract, but his answer scared her even more.

		“You leave and I’ll find you and fuck you up!” he snarled. “Now go dance. And smile.” Himiko hadn’t been able to move. Nobody had ever addressed her in such a menacing way before. He spoke in Japanese, except for the word “fuck.” Himiko didn’t know what it meant, but it didn’t sound nice.

		

		“Good evening,” Himiko would say. “Welcome, welcome. Do you want to dance, soldier?” She said it like she meant it because if she said it in any other way, Ernie would slither up behind her, grab her rear end, and twist the flesh so hard that it would make her cry out and look even more foolish than she did.

		On her fifteenth night of servitude, Himiko stood in the throng of girls with crimson lips and powdered ghostly faces. Many stood with chests and chins raised high, ready to make the best of every evening. Others, like her, gazed through frightened eyes. To Himiko’s astonishment, Mariko acted as if she’d been born into this life. Trying to play the role, Himiko stretched her lips into an adequate facsimile of a smile, but apparently it wasn’t good enough. The Americans were drawn to the other girls and Himiko often didn’t have a partner.

		When she did, they pulled her too close and pressed themselves against her breasts, their flaccid penises growing firm with the desire for power. She’d shut her eyes and float a million miles away.

		In a long, white gown with a flowing skirt, she was dancing on a brightly lit stage with a faceless man who didn’t hold her tight or smell too strongly of cheap cologne. Backstage, he handed her yellow roses that matched the daffodil color of her hair. He said she reminded him of Miss Monroe as he stroked her curls.

		…and then Himiko’s GI partner would yank his arm around her waist and her fantasy would disintegrate. As her partner tried to kiss her, she registered his butter odor and his coffee breath, pulled away, and returned to the line of dancers.

		Aki, the oldest dancer, who was overweight but carried it well—mostly because she had voluminous, Mariko-like breasts that captured the attention of every man who looked at her—approached Himiko and pointed to a man standing in the dark.

		“Girl-san,” she rasped, as if old metal parts rubbed together in her throat. There was that term again, which made Himiko feel insignificant. A short, balding man in dress uniform stepped out of the darkness. What hair he had left stood straight up. “That Yankee soldier over there. He wants to take you to dinner.” Studying the man’s hands, which nervously went into and out of his pants pockets, Himiko got a small thrill out of being able to control at least one degree of her destiny.

		“I don’t leave with customers,” Himiko said. As she turned away, Aki grabbed her by her arm and dug her curved pickled-ginger-red fingernails into Himiko’s flesh.

		“One date won’t hurt, will it, Himiko? No one has to know.”

		Himiko said, “Dance is all that I do.”

		“You’ll never get anywhere thinking like that,” Aki snapped as Himiko walked away. Aki belonged to the small group of barely decent women who were thrilled to be in the cabaret. They were flamboyant dressers who believed there was nothing wrong with dancing in public with American strangers. She’d seen Aki stroke a man’s cheek with the back of her fingers and then run them along the inside of his lower lip. It had disgusted Himiko. She thought they were no better than whores. Her breath caught as she realized that anybody who walked into the club wouldn’t think she was any different from them. They’d call her a whore, too. Himiko would rather die first. She didn’t belong here.

		

		On that night, another man watched Himiko from the shadows. With an ardent smile on his face, he approached her when she caught his gaze. She tried to lie—No thank you, sir. Break time.—but he touched his finger to her lips to quiet her. He was stunning. Hair so corn-yellow that it looked fake framed his angelic face. He took her hand.

		“Will you dance with me, miss?” He pressed money into her hand. Himiko gasped at his offering.

		“Five thousand yen! No. Too much. Take it back. Please.”

		Himiko thrust the money at him and it fell to the floor. He picked it up, then looked up at her with eyes that begged a welcome. In those seconds, Himiko was intensely attracted to him and, as much as she tried to fight emotions she could not have for an American soldier, they refused to weaken. He looked at her with equal intensity.

		“Don’t be scared of me,” he pleaded in a gentle voice.

		“I dance with you” Himiko whispered, terrified and enthralled.

		“You speak English all right,” he said. She really didn’t. After one year of required English, she had only basic skills. His smile poured over her like tea and made her feel safe and a little crazy inside. Himiko saw Ernie staring at her sternly from his office door and she motioned to the young man that they should dance so she didn’t get into trouble. He held her elbow and guided her to the floor.

		As if he’d stepped out of a movie, the blond stranger took Himiko in his arms and swept her across the floor. He was such a good dancer that he made Himiko look good too. As they danced, he asked her how old she was. She lied and said eighteen. He told her that her accent was cute and that he didn’t ever want her to lose it. What did he mean by that? Himiko wondered.

		His name was William Hamilton and he said that she should call him Billy because William was too fancy a name for a poor boy from rural Oklahoma. He came to see her once a week and danced only with her. He never said very much, but he always brought her flowers. He taught her how to do the Lindy Hop, an American dance that made her feel free and happy, but only because she was dancing with him. Every time they danced, he held her a little closer, until they were so close Himiko could feel his chest heaving against her bosom. Soon, Himiko wanted to be even closer to him, so close that they would mesh into one. The intensity of her desire frightened her because it was not allowed. It was a luxury for movie stars and Westerners – and it was taboo with a foreigner. It was even looked down upon by Americans, because anti-fraternization policies prohibited American men from interacting with Japanese women. Most steered clear of Japanese women, except for those who sought them out solely for sex. Bar girls learned how to supply that without remorse, but Himiko wasn’t a bar girl. For those reasons, she struggled to bury her feelings and look upon her time spent with Billy as an interesting episode that would one day be a pleasant memory.

		But something else was gnawing at Himiko’s gut. She was afraid that she was falling into a well filled with women like Aki, naked and dirty, their faces scratched from the descent. Himiko had been determined to remain unsullied by American seductions. Many of the young Yankees were just there to hold a girl for a night and pretend she was the one he’d left back home, but many were aggressively vulgar, stroking behinds and grinding their hips into the women. Such behavior had strengthened Himiko’s resolve to stay clean, which meant avoiding any advances a Yankee might make.

		Yet she was unable to stop thinking about Billy Hamilton. But he was a Yankee, and that meant several things to her. They were people who had too much of everything and didn’t need much of anything. They’d won the war and walked the streets like they owned them. Her father said they had a lot of money and could buy anything they wanted—including people. He sold them eel, but guarded his soul. When he’d had a good day it meant he’d bowed to many Yankees, and he’d bring Himiko a treat. On one such night, he gave her nashi, her favorite fruit.

		“I don’t deserve this, Father,” Himiko protested, even as she devoured the Asian pear with her eyes.

		“Eat it,” he grumbled. “It cost me a piece of my dignity. Most of my customers were Yanks today.”

		“But you always say money is money.”

		“An American soldier came up to my cart tonight. He had eyes like a soulless demon. He called me ‘Papa-san’ and bought three orders of eel just for himself and gave me a big tip, though I refused it. They don’t understand ‘no.’ They push and push, not to make your life better, but to make themselves feel better.” Her father spat into the fire. “I spit on his tip. It was nothing but the patting of a good dog on its hairy ass.”

		Then her father grew grave and leaned closer to her.

		“Be careful, okay? The demons live inside of them, robbing the color from their eyes. They have tails tucked in their behinds, thick tails with sharp scales. At midnight, they roll out and whip back and forth, killing everybody they touch.”

		

		She wasn’t scared by his story. Himiko hadn’t examined Billy’s behind, but she knew he had no tail. Only the part about the money rang true. From the first moment he saw her, Billy spent yen like he had an endless supply. It disturbed her because it seemed so wasteful, but it made her wonder about his life in the US, a life about which he revealed little. He said he was “just a poor country boy,” but how poor could someone be who spent money so generously? Himiko dreamed about the big house he must live in, the fine clothes his family must wear, the elegant dances he must have attended in coat and tails, the abundance of food he must have had available to him every day, war or no war. Never could Himiko picture him as the demon Yankee her father had warned her about. Billy’s pale eyes were rich and magical to her.

		One night Himiko told Billy about her father’s suspicions about Americans.

		Billy laughed with an openness that charmed Himiko.

		“In the States, we call our rear ends our tails. My mother says stuff like, ‘I’m gonna swat your little tail if you slam that screen door one more time.’”

		Confused, Himiko asked again whether Americans had tails.

		“No, Himi, no tail.” He grinned. “Wanna see?” He tugged at the waistline of his pants as he pretended to begin to undress.

		“No, that’s okay.”

		Such incidents increased Billy’s attraction to Himiko and helped them move from small talk to talking about their lives—and, eventually, to the event that Himiko knew would one day occur.

		

		One night, Billy waited for her outside her work to invite her to dinner. Ernie had closed early because business had been slow, so she had about two hours before her father would start to worry about her. The small hotel down the street from the cabaret had a tea room, but Himiko wasn’t about to go there.

		“But it’s the closest restaurant,” Billy said. In her limited English, Himiko tried to explain to him that it was improper for an unmarried girl to go to a tea room with a man and that it would be interpreted as a sex date. She didn’t tell him she knew that tea room was frequented by American soldiers trying to seduce Japanese girls, or at least that’s what Aki had told her, probably because she knew.

		“People go there to eat, too,” Billy insisted. Himiko agreed, but tried to get him to understand again that Japanese don’t date like Americans do.

		“Why not?”

		“Different custom. We marry who parent give us.”

		“Then why are you with me? I haven’t met your old man and I have a feeling I never will. Is he arrangin’ someone for you?” Actually, it was the last thing on her father’s mind. Billy understood. He said it was kind of like “worrying about your beard when your head is being cut off,” because her father had enough on his hands recovering from the war. Himiko liked the American expression very much.

		“War,” Himiko said, “war change everything.” Himiko was unable to explain to him in English how desperately Japanese were trying to maintain their social imperatives during the onslaught of American culture. If there had not been a war that left Tokyo a giant ashtray, if the US occupation hadn’t arrived to show Japan how to run its country, Himiko wouldn’t be working. She never would have known Billy or Makoto. She never would have gotten near a tea room unless it was a nice one where she gathered with friends or family.

		

		Billy took her to an American restaurant, a tiny place near Ikebukuro Station that had red-and-white American-style curtains on the windows. An American-style air conditioner, the first Himiko had ever seen, stuck out of a window and whirred noisily in an attempt to make the air livable.

		Billy held Himiko’s hand tightly. He ushered her along, steering her with one hand gently on her waist. Electricity shot through her. Billy turned and looked at her with a sweet smile and Himiko guessed that he felt it, too. As he pulled her through the crowd of American enlisted men, Himiko observed that several of them had Japanese girlfriends. Nobody even noticed Billy and Himiko. They sat at a table at the back.

		The menu included Japanese and American food. Billy ordered a ground beef steak with American potatoes. Himiko ordered a bowl of oyako donburi, thinking it might be one Japanese dish that American hands couldn’t mess up, When the food came, Himiko watched Billy shovel his fork into slushy, colorless potatoes with a thick pat of butter on top. Thankful that the restaurant also had chopsticks, Himiko began to eat her rice with chicken, green onion, and eggs as Billy watched with interest. She was dismayed to find that they’d used American rice in the dish. Himiko took a bite of the tasteless pellets, concealing her displeasure.

		“Can I try that?” Billy asked. Himiko nodded, and he took her bowl and chopsticks and tasted her food. He thrust the chopsticks upright into the donburi and handed the bowl back. Himiko gasped.

		“What’s wrong?” he asked. “What’d I do?”

		Himiko explained that in Japan it was vulgar to stick chopsticks into rice like a flagpole. He removed them and handed them to her.

		“I sure didn’t mean anything by it.” He looked at the dismay on her face and shrugged.

		Aki had told her that they didn’t clean their bodies with soap and hot water before getting into the bath. Himiko could not believe it. They washed and soaked in the same water, Aki had said, sitting in the swill they’d just washed off. How did they ever get clean? Himiko wondered. Another girl had told her that Americans wore their shoes in their homes, dragging all the dirt and bacteria of the streets onto the floors where their children played. Himiko glanced at his fingernails, which were very clean and well-manicured. Maybe he possessed some natural sense for bathing the Japanese way.

		

		Billy drove Himiko back to the cabaret so she could take a train home according to her usual routine.

		He said, “I could drive you home if you want.” The thought of his American Jeep parked outside of her family’s modest home gave her chills. The neighbors would shamelessly spill out of their houses to watch the spectacle. Before the war, they’d respected each others’ privacy and only spied discreetly from the windows. Now, it was as if the Yankee B-29 fire-bombs had burned away the veneer of politeness. They boldly stood at the roadside ready to condemn anyone who treated the Yankees with anything more than surface civility. Their silence would be deafening as their eyes scoured the couple. Maybe someone would even speak up. Maybe the war had done that, too.

		“You look kinda worried,” Billy said. Before she could answer, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

		Himiko had never been kissed before. She didn’t know what to do, but his lips demanded that she press back. His tongue flickered against her lips, separating them and entering her mouth, exploring with a determination that made her feel he wanted to go deep into her body and swallow her soul. When Himiko couldn’t breathe anymore, she pulled away.

		“What’s wrong?” he asked.

		“Y-you kiss.”

		“Yeah. Did you like it, Himi?”

		“Hai. Y-yes.”

		“A lot?”

		“Very okay.”

		He smiled and kissed her again. This time, Himiko didn’t care that she couldn’t breathe. Whatever inhibitions she’d possessed a few minutes ago were gone. Her fears of Yankees vanished. All that mattered was Billy’s lips against hers, his breath one with hers. Himiko didn’t even care if anyone was watching. When they broke from the embrace, Billy’s wild-eyed look hypnotized her. Himiko didn’t understand why Billy was staring at her. She felt embarrassed, because her white cotton blouse was sticking to her skin, wilted by the humidity and by the strange feelings he’d aroused in her. As she pulled the cotton away, Billy enveloped her nervous fingers in his steady ones.

		“Let’s go to bed, Himiko.”

		His words came out matter-of-factly, like an invitation to a picnic they’d always known they’d attend. The request wasn’t dirty or careless or casual. Still, Himiko had never been with a man and she’d be asking for a lot of trouble if she did it outside of marriage—and with an American.

		“I don’t mean let’s fuck or nothing,” Billy continued, studying her grave expression. There was that mean-sounding word again that they hadn’t taught Himiko in her English studies. “No, I mean let’s make a bed and sleep in it together, forever, and all that crap.” He sounded sincere, but she was sure he wanted to have sex. Now. Himiko wanted to, but what if he left her behind to return to the States and marry a blonde sweetheart? What Japanese man would have her after she’d sullied herself with an American? She’d be forced onto the fringes of society or into spinsterhood. Himiko had seen how they’d treated Momoko Nishikawa, whose family were eta from centuries back. Her family had moved to her neighborhood to escape the stigma of being untouchables, but their history came to be known and nobody would have anything to do with them. Even Himiko’s kind mother refused to let her play with Momoko. When Himiko had asked why, her mother had told her that Momoko’s family was dirty, that they’d been handlers of animal and human cadavers in the past and that blood never could be washed from their souls or the souls of their descendants. If Himiko sullied herself with an American, wouldn’t she also be untouchable in a different kind of way, and wouldn’t her descent drag down her family as well? Himiko shuddered.

		“I go home now, Billy,” Himiko said urgently.

		“What’s the matter, Himi?”

		“I go home now!” Himiko started to walk away and he whirled her back to him. She looked up into his ice blue eyes. He kissed her again and a voice that Himiko couldn’t control, one that sprang from her gut, answered yes. She would sleep with him, marry him, go to America if he would have her. They made plans to have dinner the next night things were slow at the cabaret.

		

		That night couldn’t come soon enough for Himiko. They went to dinner at an old sushi bar in the heavily bombed Minato-ku area. The streets, narrow and devoid of signage, were an endless gray maze. When Billy brought her to the door of the establishment, Himiko balked. He didn’t understand. It was an old-fashioned place reserved for Japanese men. No notice was posted, but Japanese knew the unspoken code. Himiko was surprised that Billy had found the out-of-the-way place and been allowed to patronize it, but she guessed that even the staunchest old-time proprietors had to oblige the Yankees’ every desire now.

		“Why can’t you go in there?” Billy asked as he lifted the noren that separated them from the empty sushi bar. “You’re with me. You can go anywhere.” Firmly prodding her ahead of him, Billy entered the sanctuary. The hollow-cheeked, sallow-skinned sushi chef looked like he’d eaten cicadas through the war like her family had done and that he’d not eaten much else since. His stern, reprimanding look toward Himiko was cut short by the sharp glance Billy gave him. Billy plunked five thousand yen on the counter.

		“This is my girl and we’re hungry, got it, Papa-san?”

		The couple ate in silence at first. Then Billy said, “You’d like Oklahoma. There’s lakes to fish in and the fish like to be cooked.” He laughed. “Gives you somethin’ to do, huh?” Himiko didn’t fully comprehend, but she smiled and nodded.

		“Oklahoma,” she said. “Sound okay.”

		“I’ll teach you how to gut and clean a fish, fry it up in cornmeal, okay?”

		She nodded and he held her hand tightly. She felt safe.

		After they ate, the chef beckoned for them to follow him outside. A light rain began to fall. Himiko stopped. “Come on, honey,” Billy said. “Everything’s gonna be all right. Wait and see.”

		Himiko had been waiting all her life for the feeling of romance Billy inspired in her and it overcame her fear. Not that it had vanished, but it was dwarfed by the power Billy had over her heart. Himiko followed the two men down a very narrow alley and up a flight of dirt-encrusted steps. The chef unlocked a door with a key that he dropped into his apron pocket. He descended the steps as she looked at him, the last barrier between the present and an uncertain future. Himiko wondered how much Billy had paid him for the use of the room. She was happy it was a private apartment and not a hotel full of sex dates. This wasn’t a sex date. Himiko knew it and she thought Billy knew it. At least she hoped he did. The chef did not agree.

		Billy closed the door and sat on the bedding on the floor. Himiko removed his shoes and placed them by the door, making sure that they were in perfect alignment and beside hers: his black boots, thick, large, and sturdy, her small brown flats, which she’d bought to wear at her operator’s job at the Hiroshige trading company. Himiko was glad that the red pumps Ernie the demon made her wear at the cabaret weren’t sitting beside Billy’s boots tonight. They weren’t her style. They were just a costume.

		Billy lay down on the futon. Himiko smelled its musty odor, the smell that came from its owner not hanging it in the sun to air out regularly, and she almost ran, but then she felt Billy’s fingers close in a warm circle around her forearm.

		“I never thought I’d have a Japanese girlfriend,” he confessed. “I never thought I’d be in love with a Japanese girl.” He curled into a ball, curving toward her, willing her body to lie down beside him and be enclosed by his body. “Himi? Why don’t you say you love me, too?”

		The words choked in her throat. Tears welled up in her eyes at the thought of her emotional impotence. The Japanese way of trying to intuit feelings was inept, but she couldn’t talk about love like it was something tangible so she simply nodded. He began to kiss her like he had that night in front of the cabaret, but with an abandon that made the rest of the world shrink away into nothingness. He slipped her sweater over her head and tugged hard at her brassiere, popping it off and casting it aside. As he sunk his head between her breasts, he began to cry and, at that moment, Himiko knew that she was his and he was hers and their being together was as inevitable as the September rain.

		

		Throughout the months she was seeing Billy, Himiko had continued to meet Makoto for tea. Even though Billy had proposed, a part of her felt guilty about marrying a Yankee. When she recalled the look in the eyes of that sushi chef in Minato-ku, she also knew fear was a reason. She was afraid to be in love with an American, and she somehow hoped that her association with Makoto would bring her to her senses and recover the possibility of a decent future in her homeland. Himiko believed that Makoto would still have her, even if he knew about her job. He was insurance against possible failure—if her fears caused her to run from Billy. Himiko didn’t love Makoto, but she thought she could learn to love him, not in the gut-wrenching way she thought she loved and needed Billy Hamilton, but in a quiet and devoted way she was certain had been the means of survival for many a Japanese wife for centuries past, including her mother. Himiko felt sorry for him because he’d been unlucky enough to fall in love with her.

		One afternoon, Himiko arrived at the restaurant to find Makoto waiting outside with a basket.

		“Come,” he said. “I’m taking you for a picnic.” Himiko protested, but he was persistent.

		They went to a small park in Shinjuku that had been fire-bombed during the war and had not been restored yet. Himiko hoped that one day all things damaged in the war would be brought to their former glory.

		They sat on a blanket and fanned themselves against the heat. Makoto had packed o-nigiri and cold salmon. He ate quickly and finished before Himiko had begun. She could tell that something big was on his mind. She deliberately ate slowly, and longed for the background noises and human traffic of the restaurant. This place was too private.

		“Himiko, I must meet your father soon so that we may approach our courtship properly,” he finally said.

		She cringed. After he’d so romantically proposed to her, she’d avoided discussing concrete plans. The time had come to give him an answer. Still, she delayed.

		“After we’re married, you’ll no longer need to work at the trading company. I will devote my life to you.” His kindness shamed her.

		Himiko hadn’t told him about leaving her job or her pact with Ernie Watanabe. Or Billy. Makoto came from a good family; his father had been a professor, too. How could he tell them he wanted to marry a cabaret dancer? Why would he want to? Her strategy of thinking Makoto could save her from herself suddenly seemed foolish. Yet as he looked at her as if she were the only girl on earth, she wondered if it wasn’t too late, if she could restore her old life, accept Makoto’s proposal, and postpone the marriage until her contract with Ernie expired. Then she would continue the lie, announce her resignation from the trading company, and become a professor’s wife living in the outskirts of the city, maybe Saitama. She would have a dream life in her homeland, not in a strange country an ocean away. Billy would return to Oklahoma and marry a blonde girl with eyes like his. In a few years, Himiko would forget him. And he would forget her.

		Makoto said that they should marry right away. There was so much trust in his gaze that Himiko couldn’t think of burdening him with her. She was no longer respectable. She’d gone too far in liberating herself from custom to resign herself to the confines of a Japanese marriage, even with someone as nice as Makoto.

		Himiko said, “Makoto, I’m sorry…but…I cannot accept the marriage….”

		Thinking that Himiko meant that he was rushing things, he asked when she’d like to be married. Himiko saw a space open up between lies and truth, and she almost jumped into it.

		“I mean… I can’t marry you,” Himiko managed to mumble.

		He looked stunned. “But what have I done?”

		The truth beat against her heart like a whip, but only a lie emerged from her mouth.

		“My…my family cannot accept the marriage….”

		This baffled Makoto because his background was impeccable. Asking if he could talk to her father and reason with him, his eyes grew moist. His palm was sweaty as he laid it across her hand. If he only knew that Himiko had never told her father or sisters about him. Her own stupidity had led her into a life of secrets and lies that begat more ugly secrets. Even she couldn’t face the truth of who she now was: a woman no better than Aki or any of the other cabaret girls. Being a traditional wife would probably reward her conscience, but not her heart. It was what all nice Japanese girls were destined to be and, before Billy Hamilton, Himiko had coveted it.

		But now, the Americans were going to show Japan how to be a modern society. Maybe her own personal American could show her how to be a modern woman. It would be an adventure, and she didn’t have a choice. If she married Makoto out of pity or fear of the unknown, she would be treating him with a malevolence he didn’t deserve. No, Himiko had to finish the contract with Ernie or end up like that girl from Ikebukuro-ku who’d left Ernie’s and showed up one week later with a zigzag scar down the side of her face.

		“Himiko…. please,” Makoto whispered.

		She pulled her hand away and cursed her stupidity and bad luck. Part of her wished that she could erase the last few months, but she found that a larger part celebrated them. The culture of Japan had gone up in flames along with Hiroshima and Nagasaki, so what difference did it make if Himiko loved one man or another? Shouldn’t she choose the one who loved her most? Who needed her most?

		“I’m sorry,” Himiko said.

		When his tears spilled over, Himiko walked to the nearest train station. She couldn’t watch a man cry.

		As she rushed to the cabaret, she thought of the utter magic of Billy’s love-making, so unearthly and fiery that Himiko never wanted it to end. She was a prisoner of that magic.

		She took great care in dressing herself and wore tulip-pink lipstick. She walked onto the dance floor and waited for Billy Hamilton. At seven o’clock, he appeared with a bouquet of white chrysanthemums. She resigned herself to her fate.

		

		A month later, Himiko realized her body was changing. She wasn’t about to go to a doctor and risk her father finding out what she already suspected. At night, she dreamed of her mother sitting beside her and caressing her stomach. The circles became a whirlpool that sucked her down as her mother’s kimono sleeves wrapped protectively around her. They descended into a warm space, a womb in the ocean’s belly, where her mother sat with her until her child, a graceful girl, was born. When Himiko awoke, she wasn’t in a warm refuge at all, but in a cold room where her sisters snored like old farmers. Her lower back ached and her stomach was puffy. Himiko touched the center and wondered who was beneath it, and whether she was strong enough for life outside the womb.

		On one of her nights off, Billy took her to dinner and Himiko told him that she suspected she was pregnant. He said nothing for a long time.

		“You want I get operation?” Himiko asked as she devoured the steak he’d ordered for her.

		He stopped eating and stared at her with sudden hardness.

		“What’d you say?”

		“You…no want baby, yes?”

		Billy pointed angrily at her face.

		“Nobody’s gonna get rid of a baby of mine, you hear me, Himi?” He punctuated his command by slamming his fist on the table. The Japanese waitress thought he was yet another ill-mannered American and pursed her lips disagreeably.

		Himiko didn’t know why Billy was so emotional. In Japan, getting an abortion was like getting a tooth pulled. It was a medical procedure, nothing more, Himiko told him.

		“Not where I come from,” Billy said. “It’s against the laws of God. Don’t talk to me about that shit again.”

		Billy chewed his steak and stared stonily at his plate.

		“Billy?” Himiko finally asked, trying to express her thoughts that, in Japanese, would have come so easily. “You no leave me and go back America?”

		“Of course not,” he said. “I see our little girl. In my mind, I see her. Kinda Oriental-looking, kinda white-looking. Won’t she be beautiful, though?”

		“You mean…we…marry?”

		“Well, yeah, of course. Told you that from the beginning.”

		For the first time since she’d met Billy, Himiko heard a strange, mechanical tone in his voice that gave her a chill. She decided it was nervousness and the fact that she was pregnant. For a moment, Himiko thought about the sweet, pure romance of Makoto’s proposal.

		A couple of days later they were married under Japanese law and, the next week, Himiko began a series of screenings by the US army to determine if she was fit to be the bride of one of its red-blooded American boys.

		The building Himiko reported to was near the trading company in Palace Heights, where many former Japanese office and government buildings were now US military occupation offices. A young private who took his job too seriously commanded her to wait in a small room, where there were nine other Japanese women waiting. Like a prisoner, Himiko obeyed him, because his eyes gleamed a fiendish green. She looked at the other women as if they were part of a secret sisterhood, united in their love for American men. Such love sounded daring to some of their girlfriends, stupid to others. At that moment, it felt scary to Himiko.

		A sturdy, athletic Japanese woman came through a door at the back of the room. Sweating and in tears, like she’d been roughed up by an intimidating inquisitor, she tried to compose herself to walk to the exit. Himiko’s fear increased.

		She waited an hour for her turn. The private came through the door and said in English, “Miss Himiko Nakamura, come this way.” Did he know that she could speak English? Himiko wondered. What if she couldn’t? She felt like she was being arrested as she followed him into the back office.

		Three American soldiers, one a lieutenant, sat behind a table. The private ushered her into a chair across the table. It was a trial. Perfunctory introductions were made, but none of the men smiled or did anything to make her feel comfortable. They drank coffee, but did not offer her tea. The questions began: They asked her age, family information, things like that. Then the lieutenant moved forward on his chair, and Himiko felt like a child who was about to be punished though she didn’t know what she’d done wrong.

		“Please answer yes or no,” the lieutenant said. “Are you a communist?”

		Was he serious? Himiko’s gaze washed over his intense face. She shook her head back and forth, which annoyed him.

		“Are. You. A. Communist.” He punched out the words.

		“No.”

		He didn’t believe her. The next soldier scribbled something down on yellow paper and then looked at her in the way she imagined a soldier must look at another soldier before he kills for his country.

		“Tell me, Miss Nakamura,” he said, “why do you want to marry this man instead of one of your own native Japanese?”

		Himiko had asked herself this question many times, so the answer came easily. “I not marry Mr. Hamilton ‘cause he American or because he not Japanese. I marry him ‘cause he Billy Hamilton.”

		“And what does that mean to you?” one of the others asked.

		“It mean I love.”

		All three wrote something down. Sweat beaded on her upper lip.

		“Do you think moving to America will afford you personal financial gain?” the third soldier asked. Himiko told him that Billy had very little money because he worked for the Army. He laughed, but the other two didn’t. Eying her with suspicion, the lieutenant stood up and circled around her.

		“Have you ever been treated for mental illness or are you suffering from mental illness at this time?” he asked.

		“No.” But with his next question, he seemed determined to make her start.

		“Are you now, or have you ever been, a prostitute?”

		Himiko gasped.

		“Please answer honestly. You won’t be punished. We would just like to ascertain your background.” The three men stared at her as if they’d seen her on a street corner selling her body to their little brothers. Tears filled her eyes, but none of them seemed to notice. A big box of tissues sat on the table and she took one. “Please remember,” he added, “we’re here in the best interests of our boys.”

		When she left, she was still sweating, but she’d stopped crying. Himiko had survived B-29 bombs, the physical and emotional fallout of America’s bombing of Hiroshima, the grand Imperial defeat, the end of her belief in the emperor as a divine entity, and the death of her mother, and now this slap in the face, too. All for Billy Hamilton. Himiko had to return six times over the next five months before her marriage application was approved. Each time, waiting for the “truth,” they asked her the same questions.

		

		She continued to live at her father’s home while Billy was on assignment in Okinawa. He would be back in a few weeks. She diligently went to the cabaret and counted down the final months of her contract with Ernie. She had three months left and she hoped her pregnancy wouldn’t be obvious by then. She remembered her mother had merely looked well-fed at four months. Her father still believed she was working the night shift at the trading company.

		A month before her contract was to expire, she returned home from work and found her father waiting for her outside. Avoiding his gaze, Himiko said hello and tried to slip past him into the house. He yanked her to a stop by her hair and glowered at her.

		“Did you work hard tonight, Himiko?”

		“It was a busy night. There was so much filing.”

		“Hiroshige’s a little hard on you poor girls, huh?”

		“Uh…yes.” Himiko tried to pull away, but he held onto her arm tenaciously.

		“Tell me, my dear daughter. Do you call him Hiroshige or…Ernie?”

		Before Himiko could answer, he boxed her ears.

		“You no good whore!” he screamed. “How could you do this to my good name?”

		Himiko asked him who told him and he said that no one could keep a secret from him. Then he closed his eyes, fighting back tears. “You were the best of the lot,” he said. “Your sisters aren’t as smart as you or as pretty. I trusted you to keep your wits about you…and you end up in a cabaret. A cabaret!”

		He sunk into his body from the weight of his disappointment. “You’ll quit immediately and we’ll try to put this behind us so that we can still find you a respectable husband.” So he didn’t know about Billy or her pregnancy. He also didn’t know about the one month left of her contract. Himiko told him about the latter and Ernie’s threat.

		“In one month, you quit.”

		In one month, she might be showing.

		“Do you forgive me, Father?”

		“As long as you never disgrace our family again.”

		She didn’t dare tell him about Billy. Dancing at a cabaret was one thing, but marrying a Yankee? The storm loomed ahead.

		

		Himiko and Mariko were finally free of Ernie. The experience had made Mariko an outspoken woman. She called Ernie a stupid idiot to his face when she departed, told her parents about her American boyfriend, moved out of her family home to live with him, then sent Himiko a letter telling her she was going to the States with her boyfriend, whom she’d married at the American consulate. Himiko’s sister, Yasumiko, went out and found a job as a salesgirl because Himiko was too ill to work. The reason for her illness soon became apparent to everybody. Even her sisters felt too sorry for her to poke fun. The youngest began making tea for her and calling her “big sister” again. Her father watched her as if she was a time bomb, but he exploded first.

		Himiko was soaking in the bathtub when she got the sensation that someone was watching her. The glow of her father’s cigarette caught her eye. She sank lower into the water and covered her breasts with a towel. He slunk over to the tub and glared at her.

		“I saw your big belly,” he spat the words like poisonous darts. “Carrying a Yankee baby. Shame.”

		“But Father I’m married. His name is—“

		“To a Yankee,” he said. “You think that’s real marriage? I’d rather you were dead.” With a mixture of tears and disgust, he said, “Get your clothes and as soon as it’s morning, get out. Don’t ever show your face in my home again.”

		The water suddenly felt cold and Himiko was filled with desperation that she’d never be able to wash away all the dirt weighing her down.

		

		Himiko went to the door, passing by her six sisters. Mariko had arranged for Billy to pick her up. She could hear the hum of his Jeep outside and it comforted her.

		Himiko hadn’t planned to say anything, but Yasumiko started crying and tugged at her sleeve.

		Himiko looked at her father, who sat in the stark morning light behind her sisters.

		“Good-bye, Father,” she said.

		He looked away.

		“Good-bye, sisters,” she whispered, her throat parched. The six sisters Himiko would probably never see again began to cry.

		“Himiko,” her father called in a gravelly voice.

		She bowed deeply. “Yes, Father?”

		“Forget us.”

		Himiko caught her breath and tried to take a step, but couldn’t. All the important memories of her life, the smells and sounds and tastes, tumbled through her, and nausea overwhelmed her.

		Billy came and took her by the arm. He loaded her things into his Jeep, and helped her get in. Neighbors had emerged from their houses and watched her departure as if it were a public hanging.

		Kazuko flew out of her house screaming Himiko’s name. Looking embarrassed, Billy stared down and gripped the steering wheel tightly.

		“Himiko!” Kazuko shouted. “Father is crying.” A murmur of surprise and disapproval tore through the crowd. “Come, older Sister. You can come back home. He’s crying!”

		Billy’s hands moved from the wheel to Himiko’s leg, as if to keep her from leaving. Her father came out of the house. He snatched Kazuko by the hair and dragged her inside. With eyes filled with shame, Kazuko allowed herself to be treated like an animal.

		Then a teenage boy threw a rock at Himiko and screamed “whore.” Billy stood to leap out of the Jeep, but Himiko yanked him down and pleaded with him to drive away. He did and fast.

		“Billy...?”

		“What?”

		“Billy… you bring war into my heart...”

		He pulled to the side of the road and leaned his forehead against the steering wheel. Suddenly Himiko felt that he might leave her behind with their meaningless Japanese marriage that the US government did not recognize as legal. It had happened to so many Japanese women.

		“Y-y-you have to take me America now. No life for me here.”

		“Didn’t I already say I was?”

		“So many American leave girl, never come back.”

		His lip trembled and his eyes grew stormy. “You’re my girl. You’re going with me.” He took her hand and squeezed it too tightly. Wincing from the pressure, Himiko laid her head in the crook of his neck and sighed. He kissed her belly.

		America. She didn’t know what it really was, but she knew it was Billy’s country. She would go, and it wouldn’t matter if she was the only Japanese person there, as long as she had him. And the child growing inside of her. A child that magically was transporting her from one country to another, was changing her life in ways that she couldn’t begin to imagine.

		

	
		Chapter Eight

		Swan

		

		Her body folding like a silk fan, Teruko knelt beside her grandmother’s tea table, smoothing the skirt of her kimono under her knees elegantly. Beaming uncharacteristically, her grandmother nodded her approval.

		“Your mother will hardly be able to recognize you.” Her grandmother was complimenting herself, not Teruko. “I knew you had the potential. See what happens when something raw and ungainly is put into the right hands?”

		Although Teruko ached to see her mother, Grandmother Taniguchi kept postponing the reunion, saying that Teruko wasn’t ready yet. Everything had to be perfect. After the first half-year, her mother had stopped visiting or asking when Teruko would come home. Finally, six months later, Grandmother Taniguchi had invited her mother for tea. Teruko suspected that her mother thought it was to mark the end of Teruko’s long stay.

		But it wasn’t, even though she wanted it to be. She was stuck with her grandmother, forever a student of her perfectionism. She’d learned how to make tea correctly, put on her kimono properly, and arrange flowers artfully. She’d become a lady. Isn’t that what her grandmother had said to her that morning when she’d prepared breakfast? She gracefully maneuvered chopsticks, tea, rice, and seaweed salad, and Grandmother Taniguchi had wept with pride.

		“I’ve succeeded,” she said.

		Her grandmother’s accomplishment had proven that Teruko wasn’t broken, just young and clumsy and stupid. Her mother had been unable to transform her from a lump of river mud into a sculpture that her critical grandmother could admire. Teruko felt smug as she thought of the day her mother had sent her away, a hopeless soul. Today the tea cup in her hand floated to the table like a petal. The old woman’s perseverance finally made Teruko feel as though she’d committed a serious crime if she lifted her tea cup too quickly. Her severity allowed Teruko to find herself. She had decided that she didn’t want to be despised anymore and that it was a lot nicer to be praised. She’d cultivated aesthetic movement and a carriage that created an exquisite façade. She had fooled her grandmother so well that Teruko felt a little smug about that, too. It was all an act. Once she returned home, she would exhale and relax.

		

		Trying to breathe evenly—“like a lady, not a horse,” Teruko realized how anxious she was at the prospect of seeing her mother again.

		“Don’t stare at yourself so,” her grandmother declared as Teruko perused her kimono for probably the twentieth time. “What are you looking for?” Teruko was startled by her grandmother’s uncanny ability to sense her most vulnerable moments.

		“Loose threads,” Teruko mumbled.

		“I’ve cut them all off, isn’t it so? And there were a lot of them, so be grateful.”

		“Yes, Grandmother.”

		“And don’t worry so much. Prepare yourself properly and then proceed with poise. You look good. Not beautiful, certainly, but strong and attractive.”

		“Thank you, Grandmother.” Overcome with something close to a compliment, Teruko tried not to show her pleasure, because she’d be reprimanded, or her gratitude, because she didn’t want to give her grandmother the satisfaction.

		Suddenly Teruko’s mother burst through the door, hair and kimono in disarray. She’d been on a crowded train among bustling farm workers eager for their dinners. Her face was white as steamed rice, except for her cheeks, smudged crimson. Frozen in anticipation of her mother’s keen gaze, Teruko was stunned by her mother’s unkempt appearance. Grandmother Taniguchi’s mouth opened in shock at her daughter’s impertinence for coming to her home in such a state.

		“How can you travel like that? Maybe you’re the source of Teruko’s crudeness.”

		Not even her grandmother’s ranting could disturb her fascination with the scene before her (and she wasn’t crude; she was simply a little rough around the edges). Tears filled Mitsue’s eyes as she fell toward her mother and grasped desperately at her kimono, causing the obi to loosen and the kimono to slip from its meticulous wrapping. Horrified, grandmother fixed her kimono and glared at Mitsue.

		“Go wash up and comb your hair,” the old woman ordered. “Let us have tea and not speak of this spectacle again. Did the neighbors see you? They better not have!”

		But Mitsue looked at her pleadingly.

		“What is it, Mother?” Teruko asked.

		Mitsue looked at Teruko as though she’d appeared out of thin air.

		“Teruko?” her mother asked, overwhelmed. “Is that you?”

		“Are you all right, Mother?”

		She broke down then, her head shaking, hair tumbling further out of place.

		“W-w-war,” she whispered through tears. “W-w-we’ve gone to war. Against America.”

		Her grandmother collapsed onto her knees beside her mother. Her eyes were blank, their usual fire and vigor gone.

		Panic crept up Teruko’s neck. She rubbed her pudgy fingers together and swiped at the trickle of sweat between her breasts, not caring if she looked vulgar. Her grandmother saw it, but said nothing.

		“The boys have gone,” her mother whispered. “My sons have gone to fight.”
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		A stroke had partially paralyzed Grandmother Taniguchi. The muscles on the left side of her face had gone slack, crippling her ability to smile, but she had rarely done so anyway. Her vision was diminished and a slight limp in her right leg impaired the graceful motion with which she once crossed a room. She walked with a cane now, the thump and drag announcing her comings and goings, shaming her vanity. She needed Teruko’s help, so returning home was delayed, if it had ever truly been a possibility. Japan had been at war with the US for over a year now, but she still was living with her grandmother. Teruko resigned herself to taking care of her. She believed that Grandmother Taniguchi’s only solace was that she’d completed Teruko’s training in time to make her a perfect nurse and companion. Once she’d woven Teruko into her life, she’d been reluctant to unravel the ties and send her away. Teruko had mastered the skill of being a generous soul. She would offer tea and light refreshment, but she didn’t have to become the tea. She could remain solid. She could be nice without being too nice.

		Sometimes Grandmother Taniguchi was so self-conscious about what even Teruko might think that she postponed going to the bathroom, choosing instead to fidget or even urinate on herself. The first time Teruko found her kneeling in a pool of cold urine was painful. At first mistaking it for spilled tea, Teruko tried to lift up her grandmother, who stubbornly refused to be moved.

		“Let me clean you up.” Teruko said, anxious to get on with a multitude of household chores, which had grown since her grandmother’s stroke. Then she smelled the urine. Her nose wrinkled, but she stopped herself when she saw the look of embarrassment in her grandmother’s eyes.

		Teruko used the cleaning towel in her hand to dab at her grandmother’s legs and feet. “You spilled a lot of tea,” she said kindly. “I’ll have to put less in your cup next time.”

		Looking at Teruko in surprise, her grandmother, with Teruko’s help, rose to stand on her cane.

		“Indeed,” Grandmother Taniguchi said. “And it wasn’t hot enough.”

		“I’ll do better next time.”

		As her grandmother’s eyes descended upon her, Teruko saw herself in their stillness. She felt herself grow closer to her grandmother. It had begun with the war, the day her mother came to tea and wept about the bombing of Pearl Harbor. That day, her grandmother had slipped a notch below her absolute poise. Teruko saw it; in fact saw her grandmother as human for the very first time.

		Grandmother Taniguchi straightened her kimono and left the room. A smattering of dark plum blossoms on the elegant garment nearly concealed the stain of urine. Wiping the floor, Teruko knew there would be a lot more such tea to clean. As she served tea, a whistle wailed. Teruko didn’t know what it was, because Fukuoka had not yet experienced an air raid. She’d heard about them, read the civic bulletins, and wondered how anybody could drop a bomb over areas with women and children. She’d counted her blessings that she didn’t live in a city like Tokyo or Yokohama.

		Teruko stopped pouring tea, the sudden jolt of the pot splashing hot drops against her arm. She jumped. The whistle went on for a long time, then whooped three times in rapid succession.

		Her grandmother shut her eyes as tears cascaded from them.

		“Is it?” Teruko heard herself asking in a voice that seemed not her own.

		Her grandmother nodded.

		“We’d better pack,” Teruko said.

		Her grandmother’s lips were slack and her eyes were vacant.

		“Grandmother?” Teruko asked in fear, but she didn’t answer. “Grandmother?” Teruko asked again, this time concern raising her voice an octave. She heard it soaring, tried to clip it, but could not. “We have to go to the shelter. The Yankees are coming with their B-29s.” The air was sharp with sea mist and salt. Her grandmother seemed weighted down by it. The sky grew midnight blue and thick, making Teruko’s bones feel heavier. The cicadas stopped shrieking. Teruko couldn’t remember when it had been so quiet. Then the whistle wailed with another three whoops following it.

		But her grandmother seemed not to hear it. She sat perfectly still. In fact she wasn’t going anywhere unless Teruko picked her up like baggage and carried her away. Teruko wondered whether to carry her like a baby. She lifted one of her grandmother’s arms, but it was so cold she dropped it in fear. Astonished, Teruko stepped back and stared at this stony stranger who used to dictate her world.

		It was the first time that her grandmother had relinquished control, that she wasn’t on her feet commanding their actions with her frosty severity and enviable grace. Teruko smiled. Her crusty old grandmother had been broken, and Teruko was going to have to lead. She hoped she could. Her smile vanished. She tried to summon a posture of authority.

		“Grandmother, it’s time to go now.” Teruko said firmly. “I’ll get your hanten. It might be cold.” She retrieved the thickly quilted jacket her grandmother wore in the evenings.

		“The shelter will be dirty,” her grandmother said.

		“Then we will come home and take a bath,” Teruko reassured her.

		“There wasn’t supposed to be war,” she complained bitterly, as if it had been designed to ruin her tea.

		“We’d better go,” Teruko said firmly. Thinking about the ammunition factory only four kilometers away, she wondered if they’d be pulverized if the Americans dropped a B-29 bomb on that place. It was just a matter of time. Once the Yanks found out about the factory, her grandmother’s house would be minutes away from disaster. Teruko shuddered at the thought of her grandmother’s tatted doilies, hand-sewn linens, porcelain tea cups, and woven rugs becoming dust. They were all like her grandmother: old, but still in good shape. They had permanence. Or so it had seemed. Eventually, the war would leave them all broken and torn, and without a proper resting place, blown in the wind like so much detritus.

		

		Grandmother Taniguchi’s condition worsened after the air raid. Within three months, she and Teruko moved from her house, which had a cabinet or basket for everything, antiques, and lavender-scented cushions, into Teruko’s parents’ smaller family home far enough from any factories that it was less likely to get bombed. Teruko reveled in the familiarity. The smell of freshly cut wood emanated from the lumber yard, torn military uniforms came in and mended ones went out, and a layer of sawdust drifted in through the windows and stubbornly clung to everything no matter how much Mitsue dusted. She kept busy, leaving the care of her mother to Teruko.

		For Teruko returning to her parents’ home had been like arriving at a banquet in her honor and finding that the guests had eaten all the food and departed before she’d arrived. Her brother Hayato died in his first week of fighting and her parents’ grief turned into nationalism. Her mother’s attention was focused only on tasks that would help the war effort and not on matters of the heart. Teruko was a civilian soldier, a pair of hands to do what needed to be done. Her father’s lumber business also was dedicated to the war effort. Her father built shelters and barracks, even when there was nothing but patriotism as pay.

		Teruko learned to deal with the emotional neglect that now permeated the once warm-spirited household, but Grandmother Taniguchi reflected her astonishment, finally settling into sour acceptance that her daughter, her entire world, had let her down in the same way her body and mind had. She refused to speak to anyone but Teruko, and obeyed her like a dutiful servant.

		One afternoon, Teruko’s mother took notice of her own mother’s countenance. She caught her breath. “Mother, are you even there?” she asked between one loose button and two frayed seams. She got no response, and quickly returned to her sewing.

		A fly circled around Grandmother Taniguchi’s head. She batted it away, and shrieked, “There are always flies here! Flies and dust! Dust and flies!” Tears filled her eyes as she grasped Teruko’s sleeve. “Flies are so dirty, covered in bacteria they pick up from garbage and dead things, dead people, too. Many dead people. Where is Hayato-kun? Where is my grandson?” Teruko patted her hand. She seemed to have forgotten her second grandson Kenjiro. But he had been reported as missing in action. Action, that was all her country seemed to think about anymore.

		Her mother took no notice of Grandmother Taniguchi. Shirts, after all, could be fixed. Pants could be mended. Socks could be darned. But elderly mothers could not. Poor Grandmother Taniguchi.

		“I want to go home,” she whispered frailly. “I want to go home.” But in some way she knew that her destination no longer existed and was bewildered.

		Teruko, too, began to cry. Still, her mother did not look up. Only a twitch of her eye and a brief pause in her mending let Teruko know that she even remembered they were there.

		Autumn gave Teruko strength. She looked down at the pile of dishes in the sink and felt cursed by this domestic drudgery. She needed time to think. But she couldn’t leave the kitchen until the plates were clean. Despite the interminable war, she wanted to learn a trade and go to work outside the house. Maybe her parents would welcome a third person contributing money to the household, even if that person were a girl. But what she wished to do was shocking—cut hair.

		“You stand like a man who has nothing better to do than loiter on a street corner smoking cigarettes and complaining about the war.” Grandmother Taniguchi hit her shoulder blades. “Stand straight. Reflect your breeding.” Teruko was surprised by this sudden show of authority. She still had some vigor left in her.

		“I’m the daughter of a man who cuts and sells lumber,” Teruko wanted to say, but her grandmother was already out of earshot, the hem of her kimono disappearing around the corner. She didn’t want to speak so boldly to her grandmother anyway. She felt sorry for her, too. The slightest reprimand made her sink into herself for hours.

		As she washed a plate painted with tiny koi and ferns, her attention drifted out to the small yard that faced a lake. An army uniform and a pair of standard-issue boots stood on a patch of grass.

		Speechless with wonder, Teruko dropped the plate. It shattered. She opened the window, to get air to soothe her frenzied mind.

		“My plate!” her mother’s voice shook from another room.

		Teruko saw that shards of porcelain littered the floor and blood leaked from several cuts on her hands. Still, her eyes drifted back outside.

		Her mother marched to her side, sewing clutched in her hands. Was she only aware of household things? “You clumsy idiot.” Teruko saw her grandmother’s severity in her mother.

		“I’m sorry.”

		Her mother absorbed the faraway quality of Teruko’s voice. “Are you ill, girl? Can’t have you ill. There is lots of work to be done.”

		Teruko shook her head. “I’m not ill at all. I think.”

		“What were you looking at?”

		“Nothing,” Teruko said. She looked out the window again. She saw a soldier.

		“Clean this up. I don’t have time. Can’t you see how much mending there is?” Her mother stormed out.

		Teruko felt pulled toward the vision on the grass and went outside.

		As she approached him, she became afraid and began to back up into the house. But the figure smiled at her through his tears.

		It was her brother, Hayato.

		Teruko shuddered with fear. Once her flesh and blood, now he was neither.

		“Teruko,” she heard him whisper through lips that did not move.

		She slid toward the mystery of her brother’s spirit. His tears were bloody, like rubies. Fascinated, Teruko tried to touch one of the liquid jewels, but it disappeared.

		She felt closer to her brother in spirit than she had in real life. His hair hung down in his eyes and he pushed it back. She had the urge to cut it.

		“Life is a short poem,” he said.

		Teruko began to cry for what was never said in the poem of his life—or hers. Satisfied, he vanished. It was time to live. Surely that’s what he was trying to tell her. He had fought for his country and died at twenty-two. He wanted more for his little sister. She was resolved. One day, the war would be over and she needed to be ready.
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		Teruko put away the breakfast dishes then went to talk to her mother, who had started her mending. Now that soldiers were coming home, regular shirts and trousers were coming in.

		“The neighbor’s children need hair cuts,” Teruko said.

		“Then do it,” her mother said in the official tone of a supervisor speaking to an employee. She did not look up from the pants she was repairing. “Don’t charge them too much, but don’t do it for free.”

		Teruko recalled the old days, when her mother would never have considered taking money from Mr. Sumida for cutting his two children’s thick heads of hair. With the onset of the US occupation of Japan, money and survival seemed to be the only things on her mind.

		“Yes, Mother.”

		“I’ll need seven labels today.”

		“All right.”

		“And the laundry needs to be hung.”

		“Yes.”

		Teruko marveled at her mother’s steady hands, which the war had not managed to savage, but her eyes were a different matter. They were vacant and frighteningly cool.

		“Why are you standing there? Get busy.”

		“Mother,” Teruko said, “I want to go to barber’s school.”

		Her mother’s eyes washed over her. “You’re a girl, Teruko.”

		“But a capable one.”

		“Are you? Did my mother make you capable?”

		“Yes,” Teruko dared to reply.

		“Capable enough to be impertinent, I see,” Mitsue said as she sighed. “What am I to do with you?”

		The bold words crept up her throat before she could stop them. “You never knew what to do with me, Mother. How difficult would it be to do without me?” She was certain that her mother’s concern was the loss of a pair of hands for household tasks. Her mother dug her needle into a shirt seam and pulled it out so fast it pricked her finger. She didn’t flinch. As she cut off the loose threads, her scissors flew out of her hands and hit Teruko’s thigh, creating a small puncture wound. Blood beaded up. Was it an accident?

		“I’m going to start in a week. If this brings shame to the family, I am prepared to live elsewhere.”

		Nodding as she hunted the room for something to anchor her, another sigh escaped from her mother. She studied the wound like a rip in a shirt. “I can fix it,” she said with resolution.

		

		Down the street in the lumberyard, Teruko’s father also was thinking about survival.

		“They’re coming,” a customer of his said as he paid for his lumber.

		“A whole pack of them,” another reported, as though the Yankees were wolves.

		Teruko listened as she passed by on her way to cut the hair of another neighbor’s children.

		“It’s a good thing,” said another customer. “They’ll need to eat, they’ll need to drink, they’ll need to buy gifts to send back home to their yellow-haired girls, they’ll need places to live in and work in. And they’ve got money to pay for it.”

		Tatsuo Fukizawa nodded. His business was going to be more vital than ever, although the idea of building for the Yankees made him feel sick. To Mitsue, more people meant more buttons to sew on, more elbows to patch, more seams to join. She would be important too. Her parents did not think of the Yankees as the enemy. They would be customers.

		

		It was another routine day of hanging laundry. Teruko hung her father’s shirt on the line with precision. It billowed in the breeze. She enjoyed the task because she could do it alone. She could dream, even hum a tune, and no one would know. Envisioning her own barber shop full of customers wanting trims and cuts, Teruko closed her eyes for a moment. The strange voice interrupted her reverie like a train hurtling into a shop full of delicate summer fans.

		“Why, hello, sugar pie,” the brown-haired, pink-skinned giant of a Yankee said in slow, odd-sounding English that had no resemblance to the tapes her teacher had played in English class. He swaggered right up to the fence and leaned against it, watching her. She instinctively pulled away, but then felt stupid for doing so. This man was no danger to her, to anybody. “Ain’t you the purtiest thing!” the man said. He wanted Teruko to return his happy Buddha smile. Then his brow furrowed. “Whatsa matter, sugar pie? You look like you seen a ghost or something.”

		Then she smiled, though she did not know why. The warmth that poured from his eyes astonished her. She lost her balance, fell on the laundry, and knocked her father’s shirt off the line. Before she could pick it up, the man leapt over the fence and lifted the wet, heavy cotton shirt and offered it to her. She thought of her parents. Her father was at the lumberyard down the street, but her mother was in the house. Had she overheard the Westerner’s loud greeting? If she saw a large American man in her yard bowing to Teruko, would she faint? Would she call the police?

		Teruko studied the man, noticing the perfection of his American army uniform, a fastidiousness that could put her mother out of business. Up close, his rice-flour face was heavily speckled with tan spots. His smile was as big as the sky, his hands shovels, like her father’s. Curving her own splintered nails into the center of her palm, Teruko hesitated to take the shirt. She wanted to know what a “sugar pie” was.

		“What is sugar pie?”

		“Something real sweet,” he said, with an engaging wink.

		If it were possible, his smile grew bigger and she walked into the field of cornflowers that were his eyes. Her old life faded. She couldn’t help it.

		“I’m a big Yankee, but I’m a real nice one,” he said. “I don’t bite.”

		She took the shirt and draped it over her arm. She smiled as he told her his name was Curtis McKenzie, and that he came from Texas. He said he’d been stationed in Guam before coming to Fukuoka. Her brother Hayato had died on Guam. She wondered if they had met in combat.

		“What’s your name, sugar pie?”

		Teruko stepped away from him and hung up her father’s shirt again.

		“No,” she said to the man with hair the color of tree bark. Her knees grew weak at the thought of being seen talking to a Yankee in her parents’ yard.

		“Yes?” he asked hopefully.

		Confusion swirled in Teruko’s gut. The man was a Yankee, just one month ago the enemy of her people, and possibly the murderer of her brother. He might be responsible for her other brother’s disappearance. Everybody in the US Army had been an accomplice, hadn’t they? And every man in the Japanese army as well, she supposed. Yet this American was a hero to others. He’d helped stop a world war that could have blown Japan off the map—not just Hiroshima and Nagasaki, beautiful Hiroshima and Nagasaki. He was here to teach her and her people how to rebuild their nation.

		Teruko remembered a word from her English studies. It meant that things would be all right.

		“Okay,” she said, so the stranger’s eyes would blossom again and carry her away to that field of flowers, that place that had felt better than home.

		His smile returned and the flowers cascaded over her.

		“You mean you like me?” he said with astonishment.

		Is that what she’d said? Teruko wondered.

		“Can I see you again? Take you to eat or something? ’Cause this isn’t the first time I seen ya out here.” Teruko’s neck suddenly warmed. “I been watching ya for a long time—not spyin’ on ya or nothing like that, just admiring from a distance. Talk about the yellow rose of Texas, she don’t have nothin’ on you, sugar pie. Nothing.”

		As he babbled, Teruko struggled to understand what he was saying.

		“Teruko?” Her mother’s voice cut through the peace like a machete.

		Instantly, Curtis McKenzie bowed low to her mother. Teruko bowed and stepped away from him.

		“Are you going to finish your task?” she asked sternly. “Now?” Curtis McKenzie backed right into the fence.

		Teruko nodded, but she was watching the American climb gingerly over the fence. Then he was gone. Maybe he too had been a ghost.
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		The arrival of the Yankees made the local barber Mr. Seto busy, too. Teruko had asked him for an apprenticeship once. He told her he didn’t hire girls. Two months later, he showed up at her house.

		“Miss Fukizawa! Miss Fukizawa!” he called excitedly. “I need you! The Yankees have come and they need haircuts every week! Every single week!”

		Teruko smiled.

		

		After becoming the first woman to win the National Barber Competition a few months later, Teruko grew into the favorite of Mr. Seto’s customers. Everyone asked for her. She’d cut over 400 heads in the three weeks since the shop had opened—she’d counted! That had been two more than the other four girls and two men Mr. Seto had recruited. Saturday was the best day for American soldiers to slip in for a cut. Reiko, who was apprenticing, could hardly keep up as she swept the floor, sanitized combs and scissors, sharpened and cleaned blades, and replaced supplies at each station.

		Teruko took a break and slipped into the back room. She took off her white apron and made herself a cup of tea. She sat down to rest and rub her legs. Her tea tasted much better this way. The hot green flooded her with warmth.

		“Teruko!” Reiko called.

		Teruko looked into the shop and saw Curtis McKenzie.

		“That Yankee soldier over there? He wants to take you to a movie!”

		Curtis smiled sheepishly, and gave a little wave. Teruko’s stomach felt warm and tightened.

		“Go talk to him!” Reiko practically shouted.

		Teruko whispered, “I can’t be seen with a Yankee. You know that. Not if it’s not business. Now get back to work. Find someone to cut his hair.”

		“He wants you to cut it.”

		“Well, I’m on a break and you should put him in the first open station. You know the rules.” Teruko glanced around the shop. “Kiyomi’s almost finished. Put him in her chair.”

		“But he said he’d take all of us to a movie. So you wouldn’t be alone. Nobody could say anything.”

		“No.”

		A look of disappointment and astonishment transformed Reiko’s face. “I’ve never seen an American movie!”

		Teruko didn’t agree that day, but it didn’t deter the Yankee. He continued to come for haircuts, which Teruko agreed to. He could have pestered her for a date, but he didn’t.

		One day, Teruko said, “You come here again and again.”

		“Yup. You cut hair real good, sugar pie. Real good.”

		“Thank you, but, Sergeant McKenzie, you come too often. Soon you will have no hair left.”

		Everyone in the shop broke out in laughter, and the Yankee took Teruko’s hand in his. She felt fear and embarrassment, but she didn’t pull away. She wanted to, but she didn’t.

		“Listen, little lady, I’d be pleased as punch if you and all your girlfriends would join me for a movie.”

		She took a deep breath and said, “Okay.” Even as she said it, she couldn’t believe she was agreeing to what her mother would call a spectacle. A Yankee as a customer was one thing, but a friend? No.

		

		They walked on opposite sides of the street: Master Sergeant Curtis McKenzie on one side, and the five women on the other. At the movie house, they women sat on one side with a chair separating them from the American. For a whole year, Teruko, her friends, and Curtis McKenzie went out like that. Five women, fifty movies. Teruko was amazed at how much yen he spent just to get to know a country girl like her.

		One night, he leaned across the chair that separated him from Teruko and smiled at her in a way that made her feel better than tea. Something in her eyes gave him permission, and he slid into the seat next to her.

		“Hi,” he said.

		His silliness made her giggle. She covered her mouth.

		“Hi, Sergeant McKenzie.”

		“Could you stop calling me ‘Sergeant McKenzie’ and call me Curtis?”

		“Okay.”

		“Listen, sugar pie, you’re just the cutest thing I ever seen and so sweet that I just wanna eat you up.”

		Teruko tried to understand this strange use of English.

		“Wanna get married and come to the States with me? I’ll take real good care of you. We can even go to the movies by ourselves ‘cause I damn sure don’t plan on marrying your four friends and bringing them with us!”

		Teruko was startled to realize she didn’t need any convincing. She’d spent time with him. She trusted him. He didn’t want her to do anything for him, which made her want to do everything for him. He was part of her poem. Deep inside, she understood this better than she understood herself.

		“Whatddya say, Teri?”

		She thought about the place he called “The States.’ What was America really like? Would she truly be “okay” there? Would she be the only Japanese person? She’d heard about others marrying Americans and moving to the US. But she was different, wasn’t she? She’d been properly raised by a Meiji Era grandmother with a Bushido mentality. She’d been taught the rules by her mother. Everything was supposed to be neatly arranged, but this was not neat. In fact, this could be very messy if she moved to a foreign country and was alone. There would be children. Would that be enough? Would other Japanese women be enough? Would she miss her parents, ache for her homeland, and curse herself for being stupid enough to leave? She didn’t know. But she did know that she loved Curtis McKenzie. She knew this feeling could have no other name. The word “okay” trembled on her lips as she dared to look directly into his eyes.

		

	
		PART III

		THE LAND OF MILK AND HONEY

		

	
		Chapter Nine

		Fairy Tale Endings

		

		Raising her tea cup high, Chizuye toasted their journey into what she called their new state of being. “First we were Japanese girls, inferior to every other person in Japan because we were female. Then we were patriots asked to sew buttons on army uniforms or hold bamboo spears high to keep the Americans at bay. Now we are outcast wives of Yankees. And for what? All for love. Here’s to fairy tales and the dust they become.”

		“No, no,” Himiko said, “they must drink for hope.”

		“But would we have lived our lives any other way?” Teruko asked. She thought about the first time she met her husband. Even though he was so different from anything she knew, she understood that being with him was safe, natural, and inevitable. She was sure it must have been the same for the others, even Himiko, even with the wild and fierce Billy Hamilton. It was the one thing she shared with all four women: falling in love with the former enemy, daring to marry and emigrate with them to a culture so very different from their own, and raising their children in that culture but mired in the customs of Japan. That was why she had come today. Because this was her real community, the only genuine one she could ever know in Kansas.

		Her tea scalded her mouth. “Ah, too hot!”

		Atsuko sipped hers. “It’s perfect.” It wasn’t exactly, but nearly. Since she came to Kansas, that was how her life was: close to what she wanted, what she felt she deserved, but not quite close enough.

		Setsuko tasted her tea, too. “Yes, perfect temperature.” Her husband’s early death had taught her to accept things for what they were, to never denigrate and never to expect too much.

		She reflected on Teruko’s question. Picturing herself at her mother’s side as she died, Setsuko was certain that if her mother had lived, she never would have left Japan. “Probably not,” Setsuko replied, “but one thing is for certain. We don’t need to worry anymore what Japanese people have to say about us.” Atsuko snorted in disagreement. “It’s true,” Setsuko contended. “Look at our country. It’s small and small-minded. The war polluted everybody. We treat the victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki like they’re no longer Japanese.”

		Atsuko hated to admit that this was true.

		“And we are a casualty the Japanese don’t care to count,” Setsuko mused. She was sure her three sisters never spoke about their fourth sister. She was an anomaly to them, better left out of oral histories.

		“Yes,” Chizuye said, “and we were excess baggage America didn’t really want to carry, but had to.”

		“When we left Japan,” Setsuko said. “they were either angry at what they considered betrayal or they thought we were crazy.” Recalling the looks of astonishment and anger on her sisters’ faces, she shuddered.

		“But the country ached, too,” Atsuko said, trying to convince herself. “So many of its women were lost to America.”

		“I think they hoped we wouldn’t be lucky,” Chizuye said.

		“Or brave enough to survive,” Teruko added, as she thought of her father calling her a coward for not staying to rebuild Japan.

		“Or accepted in America,” Setsuko said, “regardless of how much our husbands loved us and watched out for us.”

		“But beneath the hate,” Chizuye noted, “beneath the disdain and contempt, there was envy.” She remembered the faces of Japanese women customers in Kitakawa’s Place; they despised her, but there was something else in their gazes. Wonder. Yes, even jealousy.

		“Longing,” Himiko whispered.

		“Yes,” Chizuye said to nobody in particular, though all the women looked at her.

		“They wanted to wear our shoes,” Setsuko said, “and leave Japan and their war-ravaged lives behind. The mess seemed too much to clean up.”

		The women were exhausted from exchanging stories about how they’d said good-bye to their families and boarded the ships that brought them to a new world. But each one of them realized that it was something they shared: the anger, the farewells, the military ships, and the shock of the real America, not majestic or glorious, just another country although much bigger than any of them could have imagined.

		“Did the army make you and Creed sleep in separate quarters?” Teruko asked. Setsuko nodded. “And they told me, ‘Put your shoes back on!’ and ‘Socks and shoes must be worn at all times.’ It made me so nervous.” They’d all been nervous, as though they’d summoned the courage to go on a new ride at an amusement park and, once on, there was no way to get off. They were stuck, and each had built lives and survived in spite of it.

		The women sipped their tea in silence for a moment.

		“It’s funny,” Chizuye said. “Setsuko and Atsuko, you like your tea the same way, your daughters are best friends, your husbands used to go hunting together, and you haven’t said a dozen words to each other in the last fifteen years.”

		Setsuko flinched, then tried to conceal her discomfort with a Mona Lisa smile. Atsuko widened her eyes in surprise; why should she feel bad about not being friends with Setsuko Banks?

		“Is this the first time you’ve ever had tea together?”

		Setsuko paid too much attention to the design on her tea cup as Atsuko stared at Chizuye with defiance. Chizuye was unfazed.

		“In fact, none of us have tea together.” Demanding that they meet Chizuye’s challenge, Himiko swept between them. Setsuko looked up with a startled expression while Atsuko sighed with annoyance.

		“I’m busy with my family,” Setsuko felt compelled to say. Teruko wondered who Setsuko was addressing because she was working hard not to look at Chizuye. “And I have so much sewing to do.”

		“What is your excuse, Atsuko?” Himiko asked.

		“I keep busy with the church,” Atsuko said.

		“What about you, dear Teruko?” Himiko challenged.

		Startled at being drawn in to the fray, Teruko was determined to keep the peace. “I try to visit everyone, but I like to play Bingo with my sugar pie,” she said, bowing her head sweetly to everyone around the table.

		“I don’t have time either,” Chizuye confessed. “After Gustavo left the Army, we spent all our time together. Then... he was gone and, well, I started classes.”

		With great sadness, Himiko sat alone in a corner. “Everyone has an alibi for silence,” she whispered. “We can’t be silent any longer. We can’t be separate or alone. We must look at each other, truly see.”

		“No one but Setsuko ever invited me to take tea,” Chizuye said.

		“I thought you didn’t like tea,” Atsuko said, thinking her observation would put the matter to rest once and for all.

		“Don’t hand me that bull, Ats,” Chizuye said. “You know damn well you didn’t want me in your house because my husband was Mexican.” Chizuye smiled broadly, then got up and moved to Atsuko’s side. Atsuko was aghast. “Atsuko believes she’s the only pure soul left,” Chizuye said. “But, Ats, you have no soul.”

		Taken aback, Atsuko stood and moved away.

		“Don’t worry. I don’t either,” Chizuye said. “And, Teruko,” she said, “you think your white husband buys you position in town society, but you’re still a ‘Jap’ to them and you always will be.” The words cut Teruko, but she doggedly refused to let it show. Setsuko looked away as Chizuye sat beside her. “Setsuko, you live like a social worker. You’ve had to deal with so much prejudice you don’t want anybody else to feel pain.”

		“I enjoy taking tea,” Setsuko said. “With any of you.”

		Things weren’t going the way Himiko had hoped. The women were growing farther apart with each sip of tea. They were all she had, the ones who had come to tea on her last days on earth, the ones who had cared enough to come for whatever reasons, even if they didn’t want to admit it. Maybe the reasons separated them, but Teruko, the least intelligent of them all, understood what the others had yet to intuit: j that, at the heart of the matter, they shared something; the bond of those who love beyond reason and boundaries, who love men who don’t understand and children who they hope will never have to live with was as they did.

		Himiko gazed outside at the stalks of wheat rippling in the wind. She smelled rain.

		

	
		Chapter Ten

		Fairy Tale Beginnings

		

		“Welcome to the Land of Milk and Honey, the Bible Belt, the land of great, wide plains and narrow minds. On behalf of the tourism bureau, we’d like to welcome you to Kansas, the Sunflower State. We know all about you people. We read the magazines. We saw the cartoons. We saw ‘Sayonara’.”

		The day they drove into Kansas, Billy Hamilton said those words to Himiko in a Midwestern twang with a slick smile and his thumbs stuck in his arm pits. When he finished, he laughed heartily and wanted her to laugh, too. She did not. In fact, laughter was the last impulse she would have thought of; all she felt was fear, a double far of the unknown and of that fact that she had no choice but to walk into it with eyes wide open.
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		“Excuse me, miss,” Atsuko said in her best English. “Do you have a Japanese restaurant here?”

		Atsuko and Kazuhiro Yamamoto had recently arrived in Junction City, Kansas. There were no green valleys or purple mountain majesties like Atsuko had been led to believe all of America possessed, just lots of farmland filled with wheat, corn, and cows and their manure. Everything smelled like that manure. She couldn’t shake it. Because the quarters for families had been full on the army base at Fort Riley, the Yamamotos had come into the neighboring town to find a motel for the night. Kazuhiro was disappointed with his new Kansas assignment. He plopped onto the motel bed dejectedly.

		Determined to be positive about her new life in the US and not let Kazuhiro’s behavior make her homesick, Atsuko went to the motel lobby to ask the desk clerk about local restaurants. She hoped eating at a nice restaurant would lift Kazuhiro’s spirits.

		Smiling so sweetly that it pained her, Atsuko explained to the hotel clerk, “I want my husband surprise.”

		

		“Good for you. Surprise him by learning to speak English, honey, ‘cause you’re hard to understand.” The woman didn’t look up. She was reading a magazine that said a Hollywood star had given birth to a two-headed baby.

		“Lady,” she said, finally looking at Atsuko, “this is Junction City.” She puffed on her cigarette. “We don’t have any Oriental restaurants.”

		“Oh.” Atsuko wondered if she’d ever taste good Japanese rice again. As tears welled in her eyes, she struggled to maintain her composure and smile at this woman, who was too young to be so tired. After all, Atsuko didn’t want her to think she was crying over food. She stood straighter. “What kind of restaurants you have then?”

		“Barbecue.”

		“What is that?”

		“Meat cooked over charcoal with a thick red sauce on it, kinda sour, kinda sweet. We gotta lotta hamburger joints, too, you know, where you can get cheeseburgers and French fries and soda. Those are open late, so you could probably still get something to eat tonight.” Looking at the magazine, she made a face. “I wouldn’t know what to do if I had a two-headed baby. God help me.”

		Atsuko backed away.

		“If you can’t wait, I got a candy bar here,” the woman said. “Want it?” Thrusting it at Atsuko with sincere generosity, the woman smiled widely. That’s how Americans were, Atsuko thought, either so friendly it exceeded what was polite between strangers or cold.

		Atsuko took the candy bar. It said MARS. She slipped it into her purse, said thank you, and walked away. What an appropriate gift it was. Mars. Yes, that’s where she was, on a planet far away from home, a planet full of aliens. She was the only one of her kind, and she was damn lonely.

		Atsuko found Kazuhiro sleeping sitting up on the sofa, a magazine on his lap. She put the candy bar on top of his magazine, went into the bathroom, and soaked in extremely hot water even though the scrubbed tub had a dirty green hue and was worn to black in several spots.
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		Teruko liked that there was so much space in Kansas. The roads were wide, there were vast fields, lots of sky, and the stars were big and close. She didn’t have to look up to see them. She’d never even thought about the sky when she’d lived in Fukuoka. Until the day she looked into Curtis’ eyes. Then she saw what sky could be like, infinite and effortless, as solidly there as air.

		Curtis bought Teruko her first car and gave her driving lessons. Because she was a new driver in a new land, he suggested that she use the car only for short shopping trips. Wanting to make him happy, she abided by his rule, though often she was tempted to follow the sky and drive out to the nearby lake or the park where she’d watched a mother playing with her baby when she was out with Curtis on a weekend drive. She wanted babies, too, but not yet. She wasn’t willing to share Curtis with anyone.

		Returning home one day, Teruko nearly had an accident after a bakery truck honked at her. She turned hard to the right and went over the curb into the muddy grass in front of a filling station. The truck driver stopped and helped her.

		“Sorry, lady,” he said. “It was my fault. I was readin’ somethin’ and accidentally hit the horn.” He paused. “You were driving kinda slow. Well, to be honest, too slow to be on the road, if you know what I mean.” He surveyed Teruko’s car. “There’s no damage.”

		Maybe not from his point of view, but Teruko cringed at the mud and grass on the car’s chassis.

		“My husband’s going to be so upset, his pretty car looking so bad,” she said. Tears filled her eyes, and the guy took off his hat and hit his knee with it, like he was mad at himself.

		“He’s gonna yell at you, huh?”

		“He never yells, he just looks disappointed.” Like he wished she were American, Teruko thought, and could understand things more easily than a foreigner. But she wasn’t the only foreigner. There was another Japanese lady in her neighborhood. She’d seen her only twice with a toddler girl. She didn’t say too much, just “hi” and “take care,” but she was beautiful in a mysterious way, and her daughter, with one blue eye and one brown one, was striking. Teruko was determined to know them better.

		“There’s a car wash right down the street on Sixth,” the truck driver said. “Why don’t you take it down there and it’ll look brand new.”

		“I don’t know how to wash a car.”

		She wouldn’t have to do anything, the young man who smelled like fresh-baked bread explained. “You just put your money in the machine, and then drive right on through,” he said.

		Life in America was so much easier than life in Japan. Or at least his soothing voice made it seem so.

		The car wash was formidable. In front was a gas station that charged a few cents more for gasoline than what she paid on Eighteenth Street. Too many signs explained the different kinds of washes available – some with one kind of wax, some with another, some with tire cleaning, some with interior cleaning. Teruko put enough money in the machine for a basic wash, then drove into the dark tunnel of the car wash. A red light flashed in front of her and a beeping sounded. She startled, her foot slipped, and the car sped forward, going off the track. Brushes pushed and scraped against the metal. Teruko slammed on the brakes as the manager pushed a button to stop the machines. Teruko pressed her foot on the accelerator to escape, but the car smashed into the wall instead.

		“Lady, what the hell are you thinking?” The manager was crimson with anger. He opened her door and read the confusion and fear on her face and began to laugh.

		“Lady, I sure do hope you got some good car insurance because this here’s one bonafide mess.”

		Teruko got out and looked at her car, the car that Curtis called “his baby.” Bumps, scratches, and scraped paint greeted her. She screamed in shock.

		“What kind of business are you running anyway?” Teruko asked. “Your car wash ruined my car! You better pay me for the damage!”

		Suddenly, he stopped laughing and asked Teruko for her husband’s name and telephone number. She wouldn’t tell him.

		“This is a car wash, lady. You drive onto the track, not into the wall. Don’t you all have car washes in China?”

		Teruko sensed that telling him she was Japanese would only make matters worse. She got back into the car. It started. She drove over the track and out of the tunnel. Her tires grated against the chassis and her heart rattled in her chest.
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		It was maroon with a black textured top, and all Setsuko could think of when she saw the new Bonneville was whether they could afford such a luxurious machine.

		Creed wrote out a check to the pudgy car salesman who had dirt under every fingernail while Setsuko twisted a lock of her hair. The baby in her arms was fascinated by this and tugged at another lock.

		While the salesman processed the paperwork, Creed, the babies, and Setsuko went across the street to a small Okinawan restaurant called Shimabukuro. Even though it was different from Japanese food, it was better than American food.

		The restaurant was so dark she suspected the floors must not be clean. A small, brown woman with big eyes and a nametag that said “Shiz” stood behind the cash register. As Creed smiled and approached, she turned away and pretended to be busy.

		“Excuse me, miss, but we’d like a table.” It annoyed Setsuko that Creed was so nice to such a rude woman. A couple had entered behind them and called out to her.

		“Shiz!” the man roared.

		“Ah, Mr. Kaneshiro!” responded the rude woman. Shimabukuro and now Kaneshiro, another Okinawan name. Setsuko wondered if everyone who called themselves Japanese Americans were actually Okinawans, and if they knew about the unfortunately negative attitude of mainland Japanese toward Okinawans. It seemed similar to the way that white Americans thought about black Americans. Brushing past Setsuko’s family, the rude hostess led Mr. and Mrs. Kaneshiro to a table. Creed’s brow wrinkled. Setsuko tugged at his coat sleeve and took a step toward the door.

		“Excuse me, miss,” Creed said to the hostess. She turned as if a mosquito had buzzed at her ear.

		“Yes?” she crowed.

		“We’d like a table, too.”

		“We don’t have any.”

		“I see five empty tables.”

		“They’re... reserved.”

		“I don’t see any signs on them.”

		The Okinawan clenched her teeth and held her hand up to shush Creed.

		“The sign,” she said, punching each word and looking at Setsuko, “is on the outside of my restaurant. We don’t have to serve your kind.”

		“What kind is that?” Creed asked. The woman turned away.

		“Colored folks?” Creed persisted. Setsuko wanted to leave. “What about Japanese? You serve Japanese?”

		Facing them belligerently, the woman spat her words at Setsuko.

		“She’s not Japanese anymore. She’s a… nigger, like you, mister.” A few of the Okinawan American customers looked up at this remark and then quickly turned their heads.

		Startled by her venom, Creed took Setsuko by the arm to lead her out. Setsuko asked him what “nigger” meant and, though he said nothing, she could tell from his eyes that it was something bad. Again, the irony of their ill treatment struck her. In the US. Okinawans looked down upon colored people and, in Japan, Okinawans were discriminated against. Pulling away from Creed, Setsuko said in Japanese, “I am Japanese. I will always be Japanese, no matter where I live, who I marry, or where I die.” The woman flinched.

		Creed had never seen her so angry. Setsuko didn’t think he’d understood everything she’d said, but he looked proud of her.

		“You Japanese war bride whores come here with your kimonos and bowing and your perfect Japanese,” the woman said in Japanese with an Okinawan accent. “Well, we’re American, and we fight hard to stay American. We aren’t like you. We don’t like the looks of you or how you sound or how you act. You should go back to your country.”

		“I have two countries now,” Setsuko said.

		It was her being Japanese that bothered the woman, not Creed being colored. In Japan, the beautiful Okinawan culture was dwarfed by the power of Japanese heritage, but it didn’t have to be that way in America. Unless people like this woman wanted it that way. As women faraway from their homeland, couldn’t they be equals?

		The Banks family left and bought Chinese food at a restaurant nearby. The Chinese owners were friendly. While he neatly packed their food in white boxes, the husband welcomed Creed back to America and thanked him for protecting the US against the “Japs.” His wife immediately apologized to Setsuko for her husband’s use of the term “Jap.”

		“In America,” she said, “we are all equal. The war is over, yes?” Her perspective made Setsuko feel relieved. There were others like her who had left behind countries that were different from the US like China and Japan. They shared a bond. But Setsuko realized that the Chinese woman had taken this togetherness one step further to embrace all of America, to acknowledge a country of immigrants with a new wave of Asian immigrants. Setsuko wasn’t ready for that yet.

		The next morning, Creed and Setsuko piled their babies into the back seat of the Bonneville and began the journey from Seattle to Kansas, where Creed would be stationed. As they drove eastward, the lush flora of the Pacific Northwest gave way to desert and then level farmland. Recalling the pictures of America she’d been shown in English studies, full of pretty blonde women who drove station wagons and lived in houses with gingham window curtains and green, perfectly maintained lawns, Setsuko wondered where these places were, or if they’d only been fantasies.

		A feeling of panic set in when they crossed the Kansas state line and stopped in a small town for the night. There were no parking spaces available in the motel lot, so Creed dropped off the family at the motel lobby and went to park across the street. Carrying the baby and holding her toddler by the hand, Setsuko stepped inside and smiled at the young white woman standing behind the registration desk. The woman could not hide her surprise at a Japanese woman with two brown babies.

		“Can I help you?” she asked.

		“Yes,” Setsuko replied. “We’d like a room for the night.”

		“We don’t have none,” she said too quickly.

		“But your sign outside says ‘vacancy’ so my husband stopped.”

		The woman walked outside and turned the sign over.

		“Now it says there’s ‘no vacancy’ and that’s the truth,” she said. It was a dismissal, but Setsuko just stared at her. She was thinking that perhaps she ought to tell the woman that her husband was in the military.

		“My husband works for your government,” Setsuko explained with a hopeful smile.

		The woman smirked. “Congratulations.”

		The sarcasm was lost on her politeness. Setsuko bowed. “Thank you. He has medals from your government for good service in World War II and the Korean War. We need a place to stay for one night.”

		“Look, lady, let me lay it out for you, okay, since you aren’t takin’ my hint very well. We don’t believe in letting rooms to mixed couples.”

		The term confused Setsuko.

		“If those are your kids, then I guess you’re married to a Mexican or a colored guy or something and we don’t cotton to that, especially if he’s colored. Got it? And we don’t like Orientals much either. Now skedaddle.”

		“But he is in the Army—”

		“I don’t care if he works for Jesus.” The stunned look on Setsuko’s face made the woman feel sheepish. Jesus was the son of the Christian God that Creed worshipped. How could the woman evoke His name in such a way? “Aw, look, we’re not prejudiced or nothing. We just got our rules, our own ways of doing things. We reserve the right to refuse service to anyone and anybody.” She left the counter and went into a back room.

		Creed arrived in the lobby a few moments later. Setsuko shook her head at him as tears filled her eyes. “What’s the matter, Baby-san?”

		“They don’t want us here,” she said.

		Creed’s shoulders drooped. “Come on, honey, let’s drive around and see if we can find someplace else.”

		Setsuko wanted to ask her American husband why he’d never told her about “we reserve the right.” Instead, she asked why an American who’d fought for his country was treated this way in his homeland.

		“It’s just the way things are,” Creed said quietly. But this time she didn’t want him to be quiet or accepting. It was too Japanese.

		“But you fought to protect your country, including her.”

		“Protect? I think it was more like we were cannon fodder for the front line.”

		“Then they should appreciate you even more.”

		But his expression showed how much American convention humbled him. He looked ten years old as he said yes so softly that she barely heard him.
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		Marilyn Monroe’s hair was almost shoulder-length, parted on one side, straight but full with a gentle flip at the bottom. After cutting out her picture from a magazine, Himiko put it in her medicine cabinet to inspire her daily make-up routine.

		The next day, before he went to work, Billy gave Himiko ten dollars and told her to get her hair cut really nice so strangers who saw her out with him would want her for their own. It cost Himiko sixty cents for the cab ride to a beauty parlor on Washington Street. Called Primrose Delight, it had pink and white flowers painted on the outside and a big white sign with red letters that said, “Welcome.” Himiko walked inside and savored the humming air conditioner. Two white women stared at her with frozen smiles. Their hair was perfectly coiffed, stiff with hair spray, and of a yellow color not found in nature. Nor had Himiko ever seen such pink lipstick.

		“May we help you?” the larger of the two women said in a sing-song voice. She had the kind of voice you heard on the radio selling laundry detergent: open and friendly, yet distant.

		“I want to have my hair fixed like this,” she said, showing them the photograph of Marilyn Monroe. The shorter woman gasped. The larger woman clucked her tongue. Uncertain about what these responses meant, Himiko put the photo back in her purse. “Can’t you cut it like that? Is it too hard?”

		“Tell her, Mae.”

		Frowning because she always got stuck with the dirty work, Mae said, “Honey, she died today. She killed herself because she was carrying President Kennedy’s baby or something, that’s what I think.”

		Himiko’s throat went dry and it was hard to breathe. “Miss Monroe is… dead?”

		“Yup. Suicide. Only thirty-six years old.”

		Now she had to have her hair styled like Marilyn’s. After all, it was Marilyn’s last hairstyle. “Can you make my hair look like Miss Monroe’s?”

		As the short one took a closer look at Himiko’s hair, the large one said, “We can’t do it.”

		“We can’t?” the short one asked.

		“We don’t know how to cut your hair,” the large one said. “We don’t cut Jap hair. Okay? Now I’ve said it, ‘cause you made me say it and it’s done, so there we are.”

		Himiko walked out of the Primrose Delight. She stopped, sat on a curb, and wept for Norma Jean, for the little girl worn down by life and the need to live it extravagantly, a need that only led to emptiness and storms. She understood it all too well.
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		Chizuye Juarez wore her usual ensemble on the occasion of her first visit to the United National Bank on Washington Street: bell-bottom pants, a long India-gauze blouse, beads, and bangle bracelets. When Gustavo was alive, he took care of the banking. After he died, she paid for everything in cash or Mama Juarez wrote checks. Getting her own account was long overdue.

		“You know what other Japanese say about me,” Chizuye said.

		“Oh, yes,” said Mama Juarez. “They think you’re a nice-looking woman, but they say ‘ooh, the way she dresses, like a hippie, makes her look not so good.’ Then they have to admit that it also makes you look young, like a teenager, mija. Look at yourself. It’s okay. It’s good. You do it.”

		At one minute past ten, Chizuye walked into the bank and approached a teller, a white woman in her early sixties. The woman’s face registered displeasure as the thin Japanese woman smiled at her.

		“Are you here for the cleaning job?” the teller asked, her body shifting uncomfortably. “You need to go around back, to the back door.”

		“I’m here to open a checking account,” Chizuye declared. The woman’s eyes narrowed sternly.

		“I’m sorry, honey, but Japs can’t open checking accounts,” the teller said. The word “Jap” was the last straw in a large bale of hay, even though the teller had used it as a casual abbreviation. The president was Catholic, but Kansans still disliked the Japanese, Chizuye thought. And she knew the woman was lying. Banks were businesses, ones that needed good depositors.

		Lighting a cigarette and taking a long drag, Chizuye looked down her tiny, turned-up nose at the woman. Her eyes grew dark and angry. Struggling to control the storm within, she stared venomously at the clerk. “If you don’t allow me to open a checking account because I’m Japanese, I’ll give you more hell than you ever bargained for,” she said. “I am an American citizen now. You cannot deny me a checking account on the basis of race.”

		As the truth of this settled in the teller’s mind, she studied Chizuye carefully. She’d never been so close to a Japanese person before. She felt fear – and revulsion. She couldn’t help it. She knew it wasn’t Christian, but there it was.

		“So you married one of our guys,” the teller said.

		“Is the manager in?” Chizuye asked.

		He was, the teller said, but he wasn’t available.

		“Is that so? Tell him that the co-owner of Rancho Esperanza, whose account my partner, Rosita Juarez, has kept at this bank for many years, was here to see him.” The teller was startled. “Tell him I’m thinking of asking Mama Juarez to move our account to another bank.”

		Within minutes, Chizuye was seated in a meeting room and the bank president was making her a bad cup of American tea. Chizuye asked for coffee instead. He made coffee. He listened with feigned interest to how Gustavo Juarez and many other soldiers had fought to keep America and the world free. In claiming part of their own freedom, those men married the women of their choice, regardless of ethnicity or nationality.

		“I am one of those women,” Chizuye said. “Gustavo made me an American and the Bill of Rights is mine as much as it is yours.”

		She also volunteered that the Japanese have a skill for saving money and that the bank’s savings accounts investments could increase if all the Japanese women in town began depositing their money. Finally, she was speaking his language. He listened attentively.

		“Do you know these women?” he asked. “Could you convince them to come to my bank and open accounts? His questions made Chizuye realize that she didn’t, after all, know most of the Japanese women in Junction City. It made her sad, as hard as she tried to feel indifferent. In fact, she only knew one a little, Setsuko Banks, who lived a couple of blocks form her in Westwood Heights. Part of her felt in some way obligated to know them because they all came from Japan and were in international marriages. But another part of her, the survivor and longer, told her she was just another widow trying to carry on in the face of unspeakable loss.

		By noon that day, Chizuye Juarez became the first Japanese woman in the history of Junction City to open an individual checking account.
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		Atsuko had always looked forward to the evenings because of her hot baths and the pleasure of going to sleep. She’d lay down on the bedding atop the tatami and roll to the edge of the futon to smell the sweet straw of the matting. The ritual guaranteed a sound sleep. On the ship from Japan, she’d refused to sleep in the uncomfortable metal rack beds with thin, stiff mattresses, and, despite Kazuhiro’s protests, had slept on the floor. Once the couple arrived in Kansas, however, she had no choice. She was not only going to have to sleep in an American bed, she was going to have to purchase one of her very own. The base housing was full and property owners in nearby Junction City were loathe to rent to “Orientals,” so the Yamamotos were forced to purchase a home in a new development called Westwood Heights. Its sign boasted that it sold to anybody – “even Japs.” With rancor, Atsuko realized that she’d gone from being upper middle-class in Nagoya to being a lower-class “immigrant” or “Jap,” superior only to the colored people who, although they were Americans, seemed to be universally despised. Atsuko was glad that Americans thought Japanese were better than somebody.

		The Yamamotos moved into their new two-bedroom house on a Friday afternoon. By Saturday morning, Kazuhiro had coerced Atsuko into shopping for the dreaded American bed, gleeful that they didn’t have to sleep Japanese-style anymore, which he had done since they married to please her with bedding she’d brought from Japan. Atsuko realized that her worst fears might be true, that Kazuhiro was more of an American than even her parents had believed. Japanese style? He sounded like an American tourist.

		The furniture store on Grant Avenue in Junction City was the size of six Japanese homes, yards included. Gleaming metal encased the ceiling-to-floor windows. Sofas, armchairs, and coffee tables filled most of the showroom, and the rest was dedicated to mattresses. As Atsuko observed with interest, Kazuhiro tried out each one by sitting on it with a bounce. She was embarrassed by this display; there was an intimacy in his movements that made her feel that strangers were glimpsing their private lives.

		“Sit on this one!” Kazuhiro exclaimed when he’d found one he liked.

		Trying to hide her distaste at his enthusiasm, she sat.

		“Doesn’t it feel great?”

		It didn’t.

		“This is where we’ll spend the best part of the rest of our lives, honey.” She took out her fan and fanned herself with ferocity reserved only for incensed grandmothers. She fanned even harder when she saw a Japanese woman with a large white husband perusing mattresses nearby. Had she seen Kazuhiro’s ridiculous display? Atsuko felt the heat rising up her neck and into her cheeks as the woman smiled and bowed. Atsuko bowed back, and the act made her realize how much she missed Japan and how she longed to be around other Japanese women. She pretended to look at another mattress to get closer to the other woman, who did the same. Soon they were looking at the same mattress.

		“Hello,” Atsuko said in Japanese, so happy to be speaking her native language. “I am Atsuko Yamamoto.”

		The woman smiled so sweetly that Atsuko felt a cloying in her throat.

		“Hello,” she said. “I am Teruko McKenzie. A pleasure to meet you.”

		Two burly Americans who hadn’t seen a bar of soap in at least a day delivered the bed on Monday morning. Atsuko argued with them about taking off their shoes before they came into the house, but the men refused, and threatened to take the bed back. It was a clash of customs. Japanese believed shoes should not be worn in the house and Americans didn’t care. She let them in, planning to scrub the floors later. Their hairy, sweat-drenched arms touched the bed, and Atsuko realized she was going to have to clean it with disinfectant, too. That night, she was so tired from all the scrubbing that even the big American bed was a welcome sight.

		She pulled the covers up to her chin. Out of habit, she rolled to the edge to smell the sweet straw. Only there was no futon, no tatami, no straw, just a mattress that was two feet off the floor. She fell out of bed as Kazuhiro laughed.
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		The golden-haired woman was obsessed with cantaloupes. She tossed them, pinched them, knocked on them, and even stuck her thumbnail in one after making sure nobody was looking. When Teruko put one in her cart without testing it, the woman stared at her, and Teruko grew uncomfortable. This happened too often, an American staring at her for a long period of time, not caring that Teruko was aware of the scrutiny. She had had enough. She summoned her courage.

		“Please stop staring at me like I am an animal,” she said.

		The woman drew closer to her. “Are you Japanese?” she asked.

		“Yes, I am,” Teruko said, mustering a tone that was proud, but not too proud.

		“Why, that’s fascinating!” she exclaimed.

		Teruko was stunned.

		“Are you getting along okay in America?” With a tentative expression, she spoke slowly to make sure Teruko could understand.

		“Yes, thank you, Miss.”

		A smile blossomed on her face and she gently touched Teruko on the forearm. “It’s good that you like it here,” she offered. “If your husband brought you all the way over here, he’d better make sure you’re happy.”

		Because Teruko didn’t respond, the woman began to gesticulate grandly, a sign language Americans used when they thought you couldn’t understand English. “My cousin had a Japanese exchange student living with her in Chicago and she said she never saw anybody work so hard in her life.” She grinned broadly. “That’s how we’re alike: Midwesterners and Japanese, we understand that work ethic better than anybody. Welcome.” She threw her arms around Teruko in a hug. She smelled like roses and honey. Teruko felt embarrassed as her head pressed against the women’s soft breasts doused with expensive perfume.

		Never had an American woman treated Teruko with such warmth and respect. With a renewed sense of hope about life in America, she decided that there must be many more women like her and, with time, she’d meet some of them.

		“My name’s Annabelle,” she beamed. Teruko automatically bowed, and then Annabelle bowed, and Teruko offered her hand the way Curtis had taught her to do. Annabelle wrote down her name and number, and said Teruko should call her if she ever needed anything.

		“Maybe you can come over for coffee one day,” she said. “I’d like that.” Teruko thought she could learn to drink coffee, if it meant gaining someone like Annabelle as a friend, her first real American girlfriend. “My friends and I have a little coffee klatch that meets every Thursday at ten.” Teruko envied her. Since arriving in Kansas, she dreamed of having a group of Japanese women come to her house for tea. She’d have companionship, and be able to speak Japanese and eat homemade Japanese food. But she hadn’t met many Japanese yet, only one woman at the furniture store. She resolved to invite her for tea. “ We rotate houses,” Annabelle chattered. “Maybe you could join us sometime?”

		Teruko nodded eagerly as Annabelle looked on with delight. It gave her courage to say what she’d been thinking since she’d first seen Annabelle.

		“You have such beautiful golden hair, Annabelle! Just like the color of Japanese pickles!”

		Annabelle broke out in high-pitched laughter that sounded like bells. Teruko instantly fell in love with her. What, Teruko wondered, did coffee taste like? She couldn’t wait to find out.
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		When Creed knocked on the door, Setsuko knew that she’d been in the bathroom too long. Somehow, on their eleven-day journey over the sea to Seattle and their three-day journey by car to Kansas, she’d managed to go to the bathroom when he wasn’t around. Now they were in a tiny motel room. After bathing and diapering the girls and putting them to sleep, Setsuko had finally found a moment to use the bathroom alone.

		Savoring the childless solitude, she closed her eyes for a moment. Then she opened them and did what she always did when confronted with an American toilet. She studied its oddity. It was large, tall, and so shiny that light shone off it. She could see her reflection in the silver handle. The lack of smell still surprised her. In Japan, the sewage collected beneath the toilet and no amount of deodorizer could completely remove its stench. Creed said Japanese toilets were like restrooms in American parks.

		Because of the height of the American toilet, Setsuko had to steady herself on the seat. This one was the tallest she’d seen.

		“Setsuko? Are you all right in there? You’ve been in there about a half hour, Baby-san.”

		She pressed her palm against the wall for leverage, and raised one foot and then the other up onto the toilet seat. It was slippery, but she was able to keep her balance.

		“Baby-san?”

		“Yes?”

		“Are you okay?”

		“Yes.”

		As she tried to squat and urinate, she lost her footing and fell backward against the door with a thud.

		“Baby-san? Are you sure you’re okay?” He sounded worried.

		“Yes,” Setsuko said with a calmness meant to reassure him. She picked herself up and hoisted herself onto the seat again, this time more slowly. The sole of her shoe squeaked across a brown spot where the paint had worn thin. Just as she stood up on the toilet seat, her knees slightly bent, Creed opened the door. He looked at her with shock, amusement, and affection.

		“Sorry for interrupting your privacy, honey, but I thought you were hurt.” He stifled a smile. “Baby-san,” he said, “you’re standing on the toilet!”

		“I’m going to the bathroom!” she said.

		“Sit down, honey.”

		On a filthy toilet seat where people had been resting their feet? Not even their feet, but their shoes that had trodden the streets of the city?

		“In America, we sit on the toilet,” he explained. “Have you been standing on toilets since we left Yokohama?” He waited. Feeling silly and inadequate, Setsuko looked downward. “It’s okay, Baby-san. Honest.” He left and closed the door gently behind him.

		Setsuko climbed down, wetted a wash cloth with hot water, rubbed soap into it, and scrubbed the toilet seat. Then she clenched her teeth and sat.

		Creed knocked twice and then opened the door a crack. He laughed out loud. “Baby-san! You’re backwards! Turn around!”

		Mortified, Setsuko tried to answer, but suddenly forgot how to speak English.
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		After the Bankses settled into their new home, with its parquet floors and big picture window facing a field where Hereford cows roamed and violet wildflowers grew in abundance, Creed tried to convince Setsuko to come to the local Veterans of Foreign Wars, the VFW, with him to celebrate the Fourth of July. A party celebrating a real holiday or one made up on the spot always seemed to be happening there. She was so tired from taking care of their daughters that the thought of a party exhausted her. But she saw it was important to him so she asked a Korean friend to watch the girls. She powdered her face and put on lipstick like Fumiko had taught her long ago in Kobe. Once Fumiko had heard she’d married Creed, she never heard from her again. She wondered if she was in Boston and if she had children, too.

		The VFW didn’t look as old or plain on the inside as it did on the outside. The walls were painted red and black. The lamp shades were red, too, and the floor tiles were white and black. Crowded in groups of six to ten at tables meant for four, the clientele was well-dressed and had had their share of whiskey, from the looks of their eyes and the swagger in the way the men walked. Setsuko noticed there were no white people. Creed told her they had their own VFW Hall on the other side of town. Both races supposedly were welcome at each hall, but they kept to themselves.

		Creed and Setsuko stepped out of the shadows and the room went silent except for the rhythm and blues song playing on the phonograph.

		She tried to lead Creed toward the back, but he gently pulled her to a front table in full view of the crowd. The conversation in the room began again and amplified. Creed ordered drinks – bourbon for him and orange juice for Setsuko – and reminisced about getting married and starting a family in Tokyo. A voluptuous, stunning woman with blue eyes and skin darker than Creed’s walked toward the Banks and leaned a hand on their table. She smiled at Creed and ignored Setsuko.

		“Hello, honey,” she said. Why did she call Creed the name of a sweetener, Setsuko wondered. Americans like to call each other by food or animal names: Tomato, sugar, fox. The woman leaned in closer.

		“This is my wife, Setsuko, and I’m Creed Banks,” he said. “Nice to make your acquaintance. I’m out for a special evening with the Missus, but we hope you enjoy yourself, too.”

		Surprised by the rebuff, the woman looked at Creed as if he were crazy and left.

		“She’s not a happy woman,” Creed said. He squeezed his wife’s hands tightly in his.

		Later, as Setsuko brushed her hair in the ladies’ room, the woman emerged from a stall. She looked pleased to see her.

		“Look who we have here,” she said. She reapplied her lipstick over her full, beautiful lips and checked her teeth to make certain she hadn’t gotten lipstick on them. “I see you got yourself one of our colored boys,” she said.

		Setsuko was disturbed by the impertinence of her speaking about men as possessions, especially because she was talking about Creed. Setsuko knew she should walk out and not look back, but she was tired of deferring to gregarious Americans.

		“Do you own them all?” Setsuko asked.

		The woman laughed. “You’re no shrinking violet, are you?”

		Setsuko looked directly at the woman, like she had seen Americans do. She didn’t know what the woman was asking, but she wasn’t afraid. She was a Japanese living in America now. Maybe they’d won the war, but that didn’t mean she had to live under their thumbs.

		“Hold on to him, girl,” she said. “Because he is one good-lookin’ man.” She touched Setsuko’s head. “Girl, God bless your hair.”
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		Himiko had read the oath of allegiance over and over again, trying to understand all that it asked of her. Billy had insisted she become naturalized. When she’d protested, he said that if he were to die, it would be easier for her to live in the US as a citizen. The thought of Billy dying and her being alone frightened her. How could she raise their daughter in the US all by herself? So she signed up for a weekly citizenship class.

		There were sixteen women in the class, mostly from Germany, Great Britain, France, and Italy – women who had married American soldiers who’d been stationed in Europe – but there were three Okinawan Japanese and four other Japanese women: Setsuko Banks, Chizuye Juarez, Teruko McKenzie, and Atsuko Yamamoto. Mrs. Eggleston, a retired third-grade teacher, was their instructor. The Japanese women bowed their heads to each other. Teruko and Atsuko sat together. Setsuko sat next to Himiko and Chizuye took the next seat. Himiko felt comfortable because other Japanese women were there. Then she saw Atsuko looking at her, studying her clothing like it wasn’t good enough, and she noticed Teruko’s smile, sweet but superficial. Could they, should they be friends as Japanese women or were they too different?

		“Where are you from?” Setsuko asked.

		“Tokyo,” Himiko said. She looked at Setsuko’s manicured nails and hid her jagged ones.

		“I’m from Matsuyama,” Setsuko said.

		Chizuye took Himiko’s hand and shook it hard. “I’m from Yokohama. Pleased to meet you. Come down to our restaurant sometime. Rancho Esperanza.” Himiko couldn’t afford to eat in a restaurant.

		“Are those your friends?” Himiko asked, looking back at Teruko and Atsuko.

		Chizuye snorted. “The only thing I have in common with Atsuko Yamamoto is that we’re Japanese, which means nothing.” Himiko could tell Setsuko didn’t agree with her. “First met her at Woolworth’s. I said hello from two aisles away, and she pretended she didn’t hear me.”

		It was the last social conversation the Japanese women would have. They came to class on time and left as soon as it was over. Himiko asked Setsuko why everyone was always in such a hurry and Setsuko guessed it was because, like her, they had so much to do: Cooking, cleaning, taking care of their children. Himiko was content to look at them during class.

		Himiko wondered if she’d ever see the Japanese women again when the classes were over. The teacher had said that over seven hundred Japanese women had taken her citizenship class. Where were they? Himiko wanted to ask. She was lonely, and dying for the chance to drink tea with other Japanese women and reminisce about their homeland. Her four classmates were the only Japanese people she’d seen since she’d been in Kansas. Even though they all lived in Westwood, they’d never met. The Japanese lived invisibly, disappearing behind their closed Venetian blinds, their husbands’ rigid shoulders, and their Amerasian children.

		On the last day, the women would hold their right hands over a Bible and swear vows before the Christian God. Himiko was Buddhist as was Atsuko, and Setsuko practiced Shinto. Teruko had converted to Christianity on the day she married.

		As they gathered for their graduation ritual, Atsuko, Setsuko, and Himiko looked afraid.

		“It’s like we’re leaving our country behind,” Himiko said.

		Chizuye was annoyed. “We live here now.”

		Teruko nodded. “We married American men and our children will grow up here. We must eat their foods and worship their god.” Setsuko and Atsuko didn’t look so certain about meatloaf and Jesus.

		“Are you gals ready?” the citizenship teacher asked.

		“We are ready,” Himiko answered.

		“I hereby declare on oath…” Himiko’s voice led the others in saying, “that I absolutely renounce all allegiance to any foreign state or sovereignty of which I have heretofore been a citizen; that I will defend the laws of the United States of America against all enemies, that I will bear arms on behalf of United States, and that I take this oath freely without any mental reservation: so help me God.”

		Chizuye said, “That’s it,” with pride and a feeling of accomplishment.

		“Did anybody understand any of that?” Atsuko asked.

		“Defend against all enemy?” Setsuko asked. “Aren’t we enemy?”

		“Of course not,” the teacher said. Himiko wasn’t so sure. On her way to class, a boy had called her a Jap.

		“Freely,” Teruko said. “Without any mental reservation.”

		“So help me... God?” Atsuko asked.

		In the back of the room, the European women were singing, “My Country Tis of Thee.” Chizuye and Teruko added their voices. The teacher urged the others to join. They did, with reluctance and uncertainty. Setsuko pretended to sing with them, but mumbled the words to the Japanese national anthem under her breath. Standing beside her, Atsuko heard and quietly mumbled with her.

		Himiko watched the US flag billowing on the flagpole outside the window. She was an American now, but she still felt Japanese inside. Did the others? she wondered. Surely they must.

		

	
		Chapter Eleven

		Scattered Tea Leaves

		

		“I miss sashimi!” Teruko exclaimed. She thought about the beautiful presentations of sashimi that her grandmother used to make on porcelain plates.

		“It would be nice to bite into o-manju,” Chizuye added. Despite her Americanization, she truly did love Japanese sweets.

		“I can taste the crisp nashi ,” Setsuko said. Pears made her think about the persimmon orchard on her father’s estate and how she’d loved to hide among the trees with her dolls and secrets. It all seemed like a faraway dream.

		“Sasa-dango,” Atsuko whispered. She pictured her parents growing old alone in Nagoya, unwrapping sasa leaves and eating the sweet dango hidden inside.

		“Kushi-dango,” Teruko intoned. Her husband didn’t particularly like Japanese food, especially small foods skewered on sticks; he said it was too different from what he called “Texas grub.”

		“Hot oden,” Chizuye said. She felt nostalgic about the hot soup her father always had on hand at his restaurant, steam rising as the boiled eggs, jelly-like konnyaku, radish, and potatoes stewed.

		“Kaki!” Setsuko said. “ There’s nothing like Japanese persimmons.” Creed had planted peach and cherry trees in their backyard when their girls were little. She resolved to plant a persimmon tree.

		With Himiko willing her to, Teruko poured more tea for everybody. She’d seen how their stories of their pasts – Meiji Era influences, strict parents, war, leaving Japan behind – bonded them. And now food brought them even closer together. But they were still in the middle, not entirely Japanese but certainly not American.

		“Japan, America, maybe it doesn’t matter where we go,” Setsuko said. “Back home, papa-san says to me when my first is born, ‘Bring it here for me to see.’ He wants to see how ugly she is. But she’s pretty, and the Japanese crowd and stare. She doesn’t look Japanese, they say, and she doesn’t look colored. And I am glad to have created something new, something that will look new and think new.”

		“Hybrid Japanese!” Chizuye said.

		Teruko added, “Mixed Japanese kids at school are very smart. Teachers say they’ve never seen anything like it.” She thought of her daughter Linda who looked Texas white with just a touch of Japanese. She was an A and B+ student. Her B+ was in math. In Japan, Teruko had been good at math and she still was; you couldn’t cut hair without math.

		“That’s only because they’re half Japanese!” Atsuko retorted.

		“Ats,” Chizuye shot back, “may your daughter marry a Mexican!”

		Spluttering ungracefully, Atsuko covered her mouth as she choked on her tea. The others stifled their smiles.

		“Japanese-Mexican girls are pretty,” Teruko said firmly. She was determined to stand up for her daughter and all the half Japanese girls in a way that her mother had not stood up for her. Her mother chose laundry over appreciating her own child.

		“I don’t expect Chizuye to understand the importance of being Japanese,” Atsuko said.

		“Oh, Teri’s all right because her daughter looks Japanese,” Chizuye said as she bowed in Teruko’s direction. “Buddha was good to her for chanting all those years in Japan. But now you’re a Christian, Teruko, so be careful. Linda may look Japanese, but...”

		“At least none of our girls turned out like Mieko Hamilton,” Atsuko said.

		Himiko’s spirit stirred. But they are like Mieko. They’re between two worlds. We put them there. With us. We’re there, too.

		“She’s just like her mother,” Atsuko said with a sneer.

		Yes, and her father, Himiko insisted.

		“Himiko was crazy and she drove her husband crazy,” Atsuko added.

		“And I think you’re crazy, so it’s all relative, Ats,” Chizuye said.

		“Isn’t it nice to be together again?” Teruko asked.

		The question hung in the air. Himiko felt their bond ebbing and panicked. Couldn’t they understand that “nice” was for the weather, not for the ties among women who had lived through a war and were far from home in the country of the victor? Couldn't they understand that Mieko’s discomfort with the world was as much theirs as hers? If only they’d known Mieko better… if only they could know themselves better.

		

	
		Chapter Twelve

		Imperfect

		

		Himiko felt like she’d been waiting at the kitchen table for days. Mieko was listening to records in her room. When she came out for refreshments, Himiko watched her pop ice cubes out of the tray, jam them into two glasses, and pour hot green tea over them. The heat made the ice crackle like tiny firecrackers. Mieko smiled with her whole face. She saw the inari-zushi that Himiko had made the day before and grabbed the container.

		“Can I have these, Mom?” she asked. Himiko nodded. “All of them?” Himiko nodded again, wondering what iced green tea tasted like. It looked pretty. “Thanks.” She put the ice tray back in the freezer without refilling it. She turned, and the light hit her eyes. The right blue one dazzled next to the left almond one. The combination was startling.

		“Where’s Dad?” she asked. Himiko told her that he was still fishing. “Aw, don’t worry, Mommy. Whenever he goes fishing, he comes back late. You know that. Besides, let him stay away as long as he likes. Who needs him?” She left the room, her ice cubes tinkling. Her toes looked cute, painted with pink-frost nail polish.

		“You better go to bed, Mieko,” Himiko shouted after her. “Go to sleep too late and you’ll have nightmares.”

		“Um-hmmm,” she heard her daughter mumble in reply. Her low voice sounded like Billy’s when, in vulnerable moments, he whispered how much he loved Himiko Hamilton.

		She looked at the clock again. He’d said he’d be home by seven and it was almost eleven. Just as she’d given up and turned out the kitchen light, she heard his truck pull into the driveway. She cursed the fact that he was the one at fault but she was the one who was afraid of questioning him, which she couldn’t help herself from doing.

		He burst through the door like a bullet and gave her a big smile. He put his tackle box on the table. Embracing her and kissing her on the neck, he held her so close she could barely breathe.

		“Hi, babe,” he said. He shut off the light and the moonlight made his blond hair glow in an unearthly way. “How’s my baby?”

		She pulled away from him and his smile disappeared. His lips grew tight and his teeth ground together.

		“Why are you so late?” Himiko heard herself ask, wishing that she didn’t need to know.

		“I told you where I was. I was fishing with Kaz Yamamoto.”

		Himiko turned the lights back on. Opening his tackle box, Himiko found two long fish wrapped up in wax paper. She looked at him inquisitively.

		“Okay, so I fished all day and only caught two fish. What can I say? I’m a bad fisherman.” Grinning so handsomely that Himiko almost abandoned her anger, Billy clasped her hands in his and swung them to and fro like she was a child. “You want to go out for ice cream?” he asked in a clear, sweet voice. “You love Oregon blackberry, right?”

		“Tell me the truth, Billy.” She thrust the fish at him. “Did you buy these fish? Did you even go fishing?”

		“What?” His rage turned his blue eyes the color of a storm. “How dare you!” The quickness of his shift terrified her.

		“It’s okay, Billy,” Himiko said. “Never mind. I was just—”

		But it was too late. Coming at her like thunder, he slapped her face so hard she fell. Billy shouted, “Shut up before I knock your fuckin’ teeth in, you hear me, Himi?” He sat down at the table and began to cry.

		Himiko got up and wobbled down the hallway into darkness. She heard Mieko’s door close. She’d heard the whole thing. Fifteen and she knew more than she should about how love didn’t work, or did she just think her parents were stupid, Himiko wondered. Himiko went to her room and sank into the softness of her bed.

		She awoke an hour later and found Billy sitting at the foot of their bed watching her.

		“Hi, honey,” he said quietly.

		“Hello.”

		“What can I say?” he said. “There’s nobody like you. Never has been. Never will be.” He paused. “You’re the only fuckin’ prize I ever won.”

		“Thank you.” Was that what he wanted her to say?

		“Sometimes I talk to my mom about us. I tell her it’s hard, because you don’t understand everything I gotta do and I don’t understand why you gotta have a certain kinda rice or a certain kinda this or that and she says it’s because I’m a man and you’re a girl, but I tell her it’s more than that, it’s because I’m American and you never will be. And she says, ‘What did you expect, Billy? You’d bring her home and she’d sprout blue eyes and whistle ‘Dixie’?”

		“What’s ‘Dixie’?”

		“See?” he shouted. “See? That’s what I mean. And then my mom gives me a hard time for not going easier on you and it pisses me off. Hell, any old American girl would know the answer to that.”

		“I’m sorry.”

		“There you go again, interrupting me. How’s a man supposed to stay calm?”

		“I love you, Billy.” She inched toward him, but he pulled away. He raised his fist then withdrew it.

		“You crawl under my fist and my knuckles come down like a magnet. Is it my fault you get homesick for Japan? Christ, I didn’t adopt you, I married you.”

		Tucking her knees into her body, Himiko tried to make herself so small he might forget she was there. He shook her as he spoke. “Himi, I had eight younger brothers and sisters and I lived in a shit trailer working three jobs while other guys was jabbin’ broads in the alley. I just want some room to breathe, you know?”

		He pulled at her dress, tearing it. He took it off and left her in her slip. “Come here, baby,” he whispered. “Let’s kiss and make up.” He began to kiss her in a way that made the world spin.

		Then he sank his teeth into her lip and yanked his head back.
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		The click of the lock was like a gun being cocked, the precursor to death.

		Behind the door, Setsuko heard the gravelly rasp of Creed’s breathing as it fought its way out of his chest, complicated by the mucus in his lungs. She heard him cough, and pictured his spittle cup, and his brow tightened in embarrassment when anybody saw him using it.

		“Creed? Let me in.” Setsuko knew that, this time, he didn’t want to, and that he might never come out. Panicked, she rattled the knob. “Creed, please, I want to help.”

		The lock clicked and the door creaked open. Creed, sweating, his clean sport shirt wrinkled, looked out.

		“Baby-san, I don’t want to go to the hospital,” he whispered. Over the last eight years, he’d never wanted to go to the hospital because he was afraid he’d never come home again. His fears were unfounded at first.

		“We have to go, Papa. This time, we have to.”

		In the last three years, however, he’d developed asthma, which had curtailed his ability to do the only two things he loved outside of family life: fishing and hunting. As his leisure activities diminished, his drinking increased. He needed a drink after work to calm his nerves and several drinks throughout the night to help him sleep, which worsened his asthma and nightmares. It was 1969, just ten years since he’d returned to the US, and he’d aged twenty years. The luster that had made his eyes glow with warmth began to fade. His body was giving out on him and his mind was going along with it. He was an alcoholic and it showed.

		“Let me stay home, Baby-san,” he pleaded as she stared at the maroon wall-to-wall carpeting he’d bought her as a birthday present the year before. He handed his bottle of whiskey through the crack in the door. “I’ll just go to sleep, Setsuko, okay?” But even though she wanted to keep him at home and heal him, she couldn’t. He needed a doctor.

		Too embarrassed to call one of her friends, Setsuko called one of his, a policeman, Gus Post, who’d served with him in their MP company in Japan and at Fort Riley. He had a Japanese wife, too. Maybe he’d understand what was really going on and not write off Creed as a common drunk. Although nobody had yet called him that, Setsuko was afraid that sooner or later they would. Creed’s kindness had protected him from insult, but not from gossip. Mostly people felt sorry for him and for other veterans like him who weren’t able to resume normal lives after the wars. Alcoholism was a disease the war had given to her husband. And the military didn’t care. To them the men were weak. Real men could fight a war and be none worse for the wear. The military didn’t have to live with those men around the clock and struggle to get them accustomed to home life.

		Gus came over an hour later. He knocked gently on the bedroom door and walked in. Creed was sitting on the bed, his head bowed and his hands clasped in his lap.

		“Are you here to arrest me?”

		Gus sat beside Creed. “I’m here to take you to the doctor so we can get you better.”

		“Will you make sure Setsuko and the girls are all right?”

		“Now, now, none of that talk. When you’re all better—”

		“Just make sure they’re okay, okay?”

		“Don’t worry. It’s going to be all right. It got me, too, goddamn war.”

		“Seems we’re always trying to save America from the Communists,” Creed said. “Does that mean there are more of them than us? Why do we have so many enemies?”

		“Come on with me, Creed, okay? I’ll look out for you.” Gus offered a hand. His soothing tone hit a chord with Creed. They came out into the hallway.

		Creed tried to smile at Setsuko, but his cheeks began to quiver and his face was a barometer of pain. His vital organs were weak from alcohol poisoning.

		

		On Creed’s sixth day at the hospital, May twelfth, his fifty-third birthday, Setsuko sneaked soba into the hospital and, when the nurse was gone, mashed the buckwheat noodles between her fingers and pressed them into his mouth. He was so weak from the asthma that it took a great effort to speak.

		“New Year’s noodles?” he managed to ask.

		“Yes,” she explained. “Long noodles, long life.”

		He looked sad. “You think I won’t make it to next New Year’s?”

		“I want you get well,” she said, though she knew he couldn’t. The sunset glowed orange and blue through the window. It made him smile.

		“Look, the angels are baking cookies,” he said.

		At two o’clock in the morning, the telephone rang.

		“Mrs. Banks?” the army doctor asked.

		“Yes?” she said warily.

		“I regret to inform you that Sergeant Banks passed away at one hundred thirty-two hours.”
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		Gustavo told Chizuye, “You’re gonna love Kansas. It’s real slow, I know, but we’ll have a house and a business, and Mama’s going to spoil you rotten.”

		He was going to teach her how to build a snowman during their first winter. When the snow came, he said it had to be just the right wetness so they could pack it tightly and make a perfect snowman.

		One afternoon, Mama Juarez and Chizuye were making cinnamon-chocolate with hominy and anise. Snow was falling outside the steaming window. The icy streets looked like scratched glass. Somewhere where she couldn’t hear him call her name, Gustavo was sliding into another world. A patch of ice sent him careening into a tree. As she tasted the champurrado, Chizuye sensed something was amiss. The taste was not right, the temperature was not right. When Gustavo had left to go to the restaurant, he’d been in a hurry and they didn’t kiss goodbye. “Hasta luego,” were his last words. Until later. Yes. She was counting on it.

		The next day, the snow was perfect for building their snowman. But she didn’t know how to build anything without Gustavo. And she told herself that she would never not know how to again. She would be perfect. Without him. Without the child they had tried so hard to have with two miscarriages. And in a country in which she still felt like a tourist, still felt Japanese despite all her efforts to be an American. Perfect….

		

	
		PART IV

		PERFECT DRINKING TEMPERATURE

		

	
		Chapter Thirteen

		Cold Tea

		

		The women were exhausted and reflective from telling each other their life stories. Himiko considered their shared exhaustion a positive sign. They were closer, even if they didn’t know it.

		“The tea is cold,” Setsuko said. She held the cup tightly between her palms to feel whatever warmth remained. Truth be told, since Creed died, her tea always seemed to get cold before she could drink it. She was constantly busy working or parenting her children.

		Atsuko leapt to her feet and went to the kitchen. She was uncomfortable feeling chummy. “It’s time to make a new pot, not just complain about it.” Usually, Setsuko would wince at such impoliteness, but she was so tired she didn’t care. Or was it impoliteness? Himiko wondered. Maybe it was her mechanism for survival.

		Teruko found Atsuko’s tea tin empty. She called out, “We’re out of your tea, Atsuko. May we drink ‘peasant’ tea?”

		“Have what you want,” Atsuko said. When she returned with hot water, she grimaced as Teruko placed the inferior tea leaves into the steeper.

		“I’ve been in Kansas so long, I don’t know good tea from bad,” confessed Teruko.

		“Oh, Teruko,” Chizuye praised her, “you’ve adjusted the best. You’re an entrepreneur.” Teruko and Curtis had a successful barber shop. In the beginning, the farmers didn’t trust Teruko to cut their hair or shave them, even though she had been Curtis’ teacher and was the better barber, but in the long run she’d become their favorite. Their achievement had allowed them to buy a big house, one of the biggest in Westwood Heights.

		“Curtis wants to sell our house and buy a farm. I think that’s okay. Setchan, what about you? Do you think you’ll marry again and stay in Kansas?”

		Not for love, Setsuko thought. She’d had that. If she married again, it would be to someone who wanted a partner in life, someone who didn’t smoke or drink, who’d never known a war, and who could love her two daughters like his own.

		“If a nice man comes along... maybe,” Setsuko answered.

		Chizuye snorted. “How many Kansas rednecks are there who think of a Japanese as anything but a geisha or Tokyo Rose?”

		Anybody who was stupid enough to accuse Chizuye Juarez of being either would get what he deserved, Setsuko thought. She marveled at Chizuye’s matter-of-fact directness. “What about you, Chizuye-san?” Setsuko asked.

		Chizuye got up quickly and went to the window. She tried to wipe a tear from her eye without being noticed. “I don’t want to love again. It hurts too much when they go away.”

		“I suppose you all envy me,” Atsuko said. Chizuye looked at her in disgust, but Teruko and Setsuko were amused. “My husband promised he’d leave the army and we’d move to California,” she whined, “but he’s still in the army and we’re still here. It’s so unfair to have to die in Kansas.”

		“Oh, Atsuko-san, you’re going to live a long time,” Teruko assured her.

		“When we’re dead, no one will remember there were Japanese in Kansas,” Atsuko said.

		So what? Setsuko thought. We don’t need to be remembered except by our children.

		“What will happen to the last of us?” Teruko asked. “Who will bury her?”

		“We’re all alone,” Atsuko said. “Just like Himiko. She died alone.”

		“She’s not alone now,” Setsuko protested. “I am with her. We all have to be. Mieko needs us now. We all have to be her mother.”

		“Oh, spare me,” Atsuko said. “She’s dead, and her daughter is nothing but a disgrace to our community.”

		The coldness of her remark made Himiko tense. “They must care,” she whispered. “ If my journey leaves me stranded here, they, too, will have no passage. They must embrace me. They must embrace my child.”

		“I am with Himiko, too,” Teruko said.

		“Of course, me, too,” Chizuye said.

		Atsuko stepped away from the group. “Well, I’m not and I never was,” she said indignantly. “In fact, I’m going home. I’ve wasted my day. All the cleaning in the world isn’t going to change Himiko’s life or help her find a new one that’s any better.”

		As Atsuko snatched up her purse and put her cup and tea tin in it, the other women drew together and faced her.

		“Maybe it’s really not Himiko’s life you’re worried about,” Setsuko said. “Maybe it’s yours, Atsuko.”

		“Who said I cared about Himiko Hamilton?” Atsuko said uneasily. “We always knew she was crazy. Teruko, you couldn’t even go into your front yard without her bothering you. Of course, Himiko was scared of Chizuye so she didn’t bother her too much. She admired you, Chizuye. Yes. You had become a model American. She used to talk about your perfect American accent, said you sounded just like a television star.”

		“Shut up before I lose my temper,” Chizuye snapped. “I’ve been saving it up for you all these years...”

		Atsuko’s look dared anybody to mess with her.

		“Chizuye cared. She came to check on her when she disappeared,” Teruko said.

		“Died,” Chizuye said sharply.

		“She died many years ago. Of a broken heart.” Setsuko said with deep sadness.

		“You all make me laugh,” Atsuko said. “Such tragedy in your eyes. I can just hear the shakuhachi playing in the background as you weep for her spirit.”

		“That’s enough, Atsuko,” Setsuko snapped.

		“Enough what?” Atsuko asked, fighting tears. “Enough laughter for the joke the war played on my life? Enough tears for having no allegiance except what I practice in the silence of my soul? Excuse me for not being strong like you, Setsuko. Maybe you think you can bear the weight of the world, but I can’t.”

		Atsuko tried to make a grand sweep toward the door, but Chizuye blocked her path.

		“You’ve always been a mean, selfish bitch.”

		The words fell like a boulder. For a moment, nobody moved. Then Atsuko collected herself, her hands shaking but her chin lifted proudly. “Teruko, let’s go!” she commanded. But Teruko held her ground. With even greater authority, she barked at her again, “Teruko!”

		“Atsuko, I know you’re afraid because the first of us is dead,” Teruko said. “Maybe you think soon we’ll be having tea like this for you.”

		Atsuko flinched.

		“And maybe that is what will be,” Teruko continued. “You can’t control that. But you can control how your treat people.”

		“Not just that,” Setsuko added, “but the respect you owe the dead.”

		“Oh, leave me alone,” Atsuko cried out with anger. “I wish I’d never come here.”

		“But we did,” Chizuye said. “Like the good Japanese ladies we are.” Chizuye looked at them in turn. “But we’re not here because we have to be. We’re here because we hurt inside.”

		Himiko’s body began to unfold like a fan. She stood up and stared in awe at Chizuye, a woman who had seemed so cold to her when she was alive.

		“When the first of us went so violently,” Chizuye continued, “we came running here hoping to find a miracle to put the pieces of our hearts back together and send us into our old age with something to hold onto.”

		“We have gone farther with each other than we ever have before,” Teruko said.

		“Tomorrow it’ll be status quo again,” Chizuye declared.

		How could it? Setsuko wondered. They’d revealed so much, cleansed themselves as much as they’d cleansed the memory of their fallen friend. They were closer; they were. And, despite Atsuko’s callous words, they would look out for Mieko as one of their own. “No,” she protested, “it won’t ever be like it was again.”

		“Speak for yourself,” Atsuko said desperately. Then she pulled on her gloves and looked at Teruko as if she were a pet. “Are you coming?” Teruko turned her back on her. Devastated, Atsuko began to weep uncontrollably and made her way to the door.

		Himiko rushed to her side. “Atsuko, stay,” she pleaded. “If you leave now, no one will rest.”

		The energy around Atsuko frightened her. She was certain a spirit was in the room. Himiko bowed to her and, finally, Atsuko bowed.

		It appeared to be a bow of apology to Teruko, which was Himiko’s intention. Teruko bowed back quickly. Then Setsuko bowed graciously too. Surprised and moved by the kindness of the gesture, particularly considering how mean she’d been to Setsuko, Atsuko returned the bow, bowing low. Chizuye gently took hold of her arm and motioned for her to sit down. Overcome with emotion, Atsuko made her way back to the tea table. The other women took their places.

		“Thank you all for coming here today,” Teruko said quietly. Yes, thank you, thought Himiko. “It doesn’t matter how well we knew Himiko or not. What matters is that she was one of us and it is our obligation not only to put this house in order, but to put her life in order. She has left behind a daughter, one of our own, and we must all try harder to understand her. Understanding her will help us understand ourselves better and understand our children.”

		Chizuye ached for the child she never had. Setsuko pictured her two girls walking home from school. Teruko decided to prepare her daughter’s favorite meal for dinner. Atsuko promised herself that she’d be nicer to her daughter. No one looked at anybody else. Chizuye stood at the picture window and studied the green field across the street. She resolved to take care of Mieko, to be the mother she had lost and the one that Chizuye had lost so many years ago.

		Himiko sighed with relief and the curtains fluttered. Now she was ready to confront what she couldn’t yesterday.

		

	
		Chapter Fourteen

		And I Wonder…

		

		I played Del Shannon’s “Runaway” loud.

		Ever since I’d first heard it, it reminded me of my life; not just of Ben, the freckled, green-eyed boy at school whose total disregard of me had broken my heart, but the confusion of my entire life. My mother was a beautiful, fragile Japanese thing, but nervous and frayed from too many years with my hick father. Somewhere between was me, Mieko Nakamura Hamilton, an only child born out of love and reared in total chaos.

		I watched the other Japanese girls—Linda, Chikako, Kiku, and Sumi—dancing like carefree fools to the song. What did they know about misery, wonder, or running away? They were all good girls. Chikako and Kiku got straight As, and they were mixed with Black and Mexican or something. Sumi Yamamoto saved her allowance and cleaned her room without her bitch mother asking. Only Linda McKenzie had a potentially wild heart. She said her mother doted on her father so much that she felt there wasn’t any love left for her. We were alike in that way. Linda’s parents loved each other the way you see families loving each other on television, like on “Little House on the Prairie,” but my parents loved in a crazy kind of way. That’s why I couldn’t blame my mother for blowing my father open with a shotgun. He deserved it. Even if he was crazy in the head from the war, he had no right to try to make my mother crazy, too.

		Linda locked her bedroom door and passed out cigarettes. Chikako and Kiku declined, but Sumi lit up. As Chikako rolled my hair for me, Linda gave Kiku a manicure. Sumi did breast exercises and began discussing one of our two favorite topics, our mothers. (The other was being Amerasians, but that was pretty simple. We knew who we were when it came to that. We were Japanese and American, and that, the girls always said in private, was a good thing.) Whenever I was with them, I felt as if I was invited into a special club where I belonged and yet I didn’t. Sure, we all had Japanese mothers and certain cultural behaviors that were strictly Japanese, like taking a bath every night, but the similarities ended there.

		“My mom won’t let me go out for cheerleading. She said it’s too sexual.” Sumi said. She stood up and struck a “worried Japanese mom” pose, then spoke in an exaggerated Japanese accent, sounding remarkably like her mother. “Don’t do skiing. Japanese don’t ski. Don’t do motorcycle. Don’t do skydive.” She threw herself onto the floor in hysterics. “She even thinks life insurance guarantees you don’t die!” she exclaimed. “When I was born, she bought me a hundred-thousand-dollar policy.”

		“My mother worries about life, not death,” Kiku said. “She always asks, ‘Did you eat your raw egg and fermented soy beans today? Did you have bowel movement?’” Neither of the Banks girls had anything bad to say about their mother. Truth is, most of us loved our mothers too much. And it wasn’t simply daughters loving mothers. We felt we had to protect them from American society, from what they didn’t know and from people who didn’t want to know them. That was another thing that bonded us.

		“My mother’s so cute,” Chikako said. “We were separated in a store and, over the intercom, I heard: ‘Japanese mother lost in dry goods. Will her daughter please claim her?’”

		We all laughed, but Linda sobered quickly.

		“My mother doesn’t worry about anything except my dad,” she said.

		“Oh, that’s not true, Linda,” Chikako said. “Whenever she’s at our house, she goes on and on about what a wonderful daughter she has.”

		“Oh yeah?” Linda said. “I think they had me by accident and I’m just an old chair that gets in the way. And it gets in the way a lot. I tell you, when my mom starts licking the bottom of my dad’s shoes and gets that look in her eye,” Linda said exaggeratedly as she mimicked her mother, “I could say, ‘Hi, Mom, I’m going to join the Marines, become a lesbian, and screw the football team,’ and she’d just say, ‘Okay, Linda. That’s good. Have to fix dinner for sugar pie now.’”

		The girls chuckled, but not without discomfort. They were joined together in the uncomfortable yet interesting circumstances of having Japanese mothers, the kind of immigrants America didn’t welcome. A British immigrant was one thing (her friend’s mother was from London), but a Japanese one? Uh-uh.

		“They’re going to Las Vegas again,” Linda continued. “Like they didn’t have a kid or something, like old people do when their kids are all grown up and living on their own.”

		I wondered if I should ask Linda if she wanted to run away with me. But not if she wanted Melvin, the black boy Linda had a crush on, to come, too. No, that wouldn’t work.

		“The thing that really bugs me is having to take my shoes off in the house,” Sumi complained. I had no problem with that. Chikako and Kiku said it was second nature to them. It was a deep-rooted Japanese custom to keep dirt and demons out of the house, their mother said. If a friend walked into their home without taking off her shoes, their mother would get upset. Afterwards, she’d scrub the rugs and floors with hot water and soap.

		“When my date picked me up for the homecoming dance, I thought I was going to die!” Kiku said. “While he waited for me, my mother put shower caps over his shoes! When he came to visit again and took off his shoes, my mom sprayed them with Lysol disinfectant!”

		“Well, it’s safer that way!” Chikako exclaimed.

		“Oh, Chikako, you’re such a clean freak!” Kiku said. “She disinfects the doorknobs after visitors leave! Like mother, like daughter.”

		“Silly!” Linda said.

		“No, Chikako’s right,” Sumi conceded, “cleanliness comes before godliness, not next to it. I have to stop giving my mom a hard time about the shoes.”

		“She only does it because she loves you,” Chikako added.

		“Love is a verb,” Linda agreed. “If somebody loves you, you’ll know it because they’ll do things for you and with you and because of you. Sometimes they’ll even die for you. Melvin’s dad’s in Vietnam and his wife didn’t want him to go, but he went ‘cause he said he had to do it to protect her from Communism. He could die and then Melvin’s mom’d say, ‘He died for me. He died because he loved me.’ Romeo died for Juliet, too, and then she died for him.”

		We all contemplated the wisdom of Linda’s pronouncement. It unsettled me. It made me think about all the things my mother did for me, even if she couldn’t say “I love you” and splatter me with kisses like American mothers did with their daughters.

		Sumi hit her with a pillow and shrieked, “Lighten up, Linda-girl!” Everybody eagerly escaped into mindless giggling as my guts snarled.

		Compared to mine, their concerns were so normal and fixable. I wanted to know why life clutched at my stomach like it wanted to tear it out, why the wind was always blowing in my face and not at my back; why I didn’t have nice, square American shoulders; why my breasts were so big, why Ben wouldn’t look at me after we played Spin the Bottle in the school gym one night after a basketball game and I refused to kiss him. I played to look cool, but following the rules meant swapping spit. That was disgusting.

		After I got my period, I changed my mind about kissing. When Melvin bumped into me at Filby Park, I told him I thought he was good-looking. It wasn’t a lie, it’s just that I never would have told him except I wanted him to kiss me. He didn’t want to. After I’d asked him three times, I grabbed him by the shoulders and stuck my tongue in his mouth like Ben said he was going to do to me once in the bleachers. He liked it. We didn’t stop. My mother had never told me what happens when you have sex. I bled.

		“Mieko!” Linda shouted. Or at least she seemed to shout because I’d been so lost in my own thoughts I didn’t feel like I was there anymore. Had Melvin told her? Could I tell her—somebody, anybody—that my breasts were fuller than usual and my period hadn’t come in three months?

		“Yeah?”

		“What about your mother?”

		“What about her?”

		Linda began to laugh and I hated her in that instant. She thought she was better than me. I was prettier than her and her nose was too big. Wasn’t she aware that we all knew her mother dyed Linda’s brown hair black and straightened it to make her look more Japanese? I vowed never to run away with Linda McKenzie.

		“She came to our house wearing her blonde wig,” Linda chortled. “She slurped her tea and crocheted green and purple poodle toilet paper covers. Ugh!”

		I said, “I hate the world.” Looking at me with understanding, Linda began to sober, but Sumi laughed hysterically.

		“Take a number, Mieko!” Sumi said. Okay, so everybody hated the world at some time or another, but these bitches were naïve with a capital “N”.

		“You guys don’t know anything about life,” I said as I thought about Melvin, who avoided me at school and told other boys that there was something wrong with me. “Life is about relationships. Relationships with guys.”

		“Oh, Mieko,” Kiku said, “we all date guys.”

		Kiku had a nice boyfriend with a French mother. Linda had come to the Sadie Hawkins dance with Melvin and he looked at her like she was a goddess or something. I’d come with a friend of mine who told me he only liked boys.

		“It isn’t about dating,” I said. “It’s about being fucked by guys.”

		The room fell silent as Main Street on Sunday morning. As I took the cherry-red nail polish and began to paint my toenails, I watched them. The whole lot of them made me sick. Close to their mothers and with normal fathers who either babied them to death or had the decency to die early, these girls had never known what it was like to see your mother beaten nearly to death by your father, to see him rape her like an animal... to see yourself playing out these same horrors with strangers in a ravine while tadpoles swam in the creek.

		“Are you okay, Mieko?” Chikako finally asked. No, I wasn’t going to let her be nice to me. Nobody had asked her to care. I stood up, towering over them.

		I said in a commanding, sharp voice I’d never heard before, “It’s about being fucked by everyone: your mother, your father, and even yourself.” As anger welled up in me, I hit the table with the palm of my hand, frightening the girls and causing them to shrink away from me. “Don’t ask me about my mother. Because then you’re asking about me, and I don’t know who the hell I am.”

		I ran from Linda’s room and her perfect life. I’d show them. I was going to run away from this stupid town, find a normal guy who’d fall in love with me and marry me, and have his children. One day I’d come back to Junction City so beautiful and special and different that nobody would recognize me.

		

	
		Chapter Fifteen

		Perfect Kimono Shoulders in America

		

		As the women ceased praising or complaining about their daughters, Himiko felt lighter and lighter. Her mind was starting to feel weightless, too.

		A sharp knock at the door snapped everybody to attention. Teruko opened the door and Chikako Banks ran in. She was out of breath and her face was tear-streaked. Setsuko jumped up and went to her side. “What’s the matter?”

		Chikako handed her the evening paper. It was opened to page two. As Setsuko read it, she turned ashen.

		“He did it to another girl, too, a few months ago,” Chikako whispered.

		Suddenly Himiko began to float.

		She reveled in her freedom, but knew all too well what it asked of her. As the women huddled over the newspaper and Chikako left, Himiko tried to summon the courage to tell the truth to them and to herself. She trusted in the powers that had liberated her that they would hear what she had to say.
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		I was born in a storm and it’s never stopped raining.

		My only blessing is Mieko, my half-Japanese girl. I love her so much, but she was born in my storm, too.

		For years I tried to talk to her, but she wasn’t ready.

		Mieko is so fast I only know what she looks like from behind. Because she’s always leaving, her big Japanese o-shiri swaying like a flower, out looking for dreams she thinks men are going to give her.

		It was a Saturday in May. Mieko wants to make me worry, so she hitchhikes. She’s gone three days. Then the big policeman comes.

		“Do you have a daughter named Mieko?” he asks. “When’s the last time you saw her, Mrs. Hamilton?”

		The last time I saw Mieko is... in the dusk. She looked so Japanese, her shoulders curving like gentle hills. “Perfect kimono shoulders,” her grandmother would say.

		

		Himiko choked. The truth was struggling for a voice, demanding she speak the unspeakable. She shut her eyes tightly and felt time flowing backward, dragging her to that day Mieko went missing, when there was still light.
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		Mieko had on a lavender dress, an old one of Himiko’s that Billy had bought over fifteen years before at the PX in Tokyo. Fitted at the waist with a full skirt that fell almost to her ankles, the short sleeves stopped at her elbows, giving her a look of innocence that Himiko hoped she still deserved. The dress was too big for her, but the overall effect was romantic and charming. The violets had faded to a cornflower blue, the color of Mieko’s left eye.

		Ever since Mieko had insisted on dressing herself at the age of ten, she foraged through her mother’s old things and was filled with delight when she found something feminine that spoke of another era. Because she never fit anywhere either, she liked to say, what did it matter if she dressed in clothes that didn’t fit?

		Three days ago when she’d last seen Mieko, Himiko took in her slender, delicate frame, like a soothing cup of tea. Mieko’s features and expression, the wave of her auburn hair, and the slope of her perfect kimono shoulders were imprinted indelibly on Himiko’s memory. Mieko had no idea. Shuffling her small feet and fidgeting in the uncomfortable metal and vinyl kitchen chairs, she had been busy dodging hailstones in her head and looking for a place where the storm could not get to her. Himiko understood that.

		“It’s okay that you’re Japanese and all,” Mieko had responded when Himiko asked if she was ashamed of her. Her answer didn’t convince Himiko. “It’s just that… well ….” Mieko looked out of the kitchen window at nothing and pretended there was something, “it’s just that I want to be something more.” But she already was. She was an Amerasian princess, a beautiful, clean, new princess of Japanese descent in America, Himiko thought. Why didn’t she know that? “Something more than just Japanese, Mom, or half-Japanese or whatever….” And then her fallback when she was tired of searching her head and heart for the truth, “How can you possibly understand?”

		She wanted something more. Himiko didn’t know what that meant. “What do you want to be?” Himiko asked. Quivering, she waited for the answer that might keep her only child hoping and hungry for the rest of her life. She hoped it would not come.

		“I don’t know, Mommy.” Her eyes grew dewy. The effect made her look very Japanese, Himiko thought. She knew Mieko had no more words.

		“I gotta go, Ma,” she blurted impatiently. The bold independent Mieko was back, the one who called Himiko “Ma.” Something in her voice made it seem like another kind of going, the kind when you don’t return. Himiko desperately tried to ignore this glint of truth. As Mieko slurped her tea in true Tokyo fashion, Himiko hoped she meant that she had to go to the bathroom or to the convenience store two blocks away. But she knew that Mieko wanted to go further than Himiko could measure in her head or even on a map. The shakuhachi music on the phonograph reached a high pitch and Mieko, feeling reprimanded, snapped her head toward the sound with a turbulence that made Himiko turn it off. Tears formed in Mieko’s eyes. With a will and discipline that struck Himiko as characteristically Japanese, Mieko bid the tears into nonexistence.

		“You love me too much, Mommy. That’s why you have to let me go now. You don’t understand me. I’m a wild thing, Mommy. And I’m sorry for it, but, but….”

		“You’re not wild. You’re a nice girl.”

		“But I want to see more, know more.”

		“Everybody does.”

		“I can’t talk about it. I have to go.”

		“It’s me, isn’t it?”

		Mieko traced a broken seam on the kitchen chair.

		“Yes,” Mieko said, looking away.

		“Mieko-chan, you’re my baby.” Himiko clenched her teeth. Mieko’s words were threatening with tones of closure that a mother never wanted to hear.

		“I’m not a baby anymore, Mommy.”

		“You’re a good girl.” Himiko looked at her growing breasts and narrow waist. She hated the thought of a man touching her.

		“I’m not so good.”

		“Why don’t you take a nap and maybe you’ll feel better when you wake up?” Himiko said.

		“Don’t, Ma.” Without looking at her mother, Mieko rose. “The garden will dry up if you don’t water it every other day, okay?”

		

		Mieko threw things into her school bag. A few more old, flowery dresses that she’d dug out of her mother’s closet, several blouses, a pair of faded jeans, a picture of her parents when they were dating in Tokyo. This last item rested in her hand a moment before being packed. From over her shoulder, Himiko looked at the image of herself in the lavender dress when it was crisp and new and the violets were violet, and Billy in his starched private’s dress uniform and cap. She stood in front of him and his arms encircled her waist as if they were a part of her. For a short, glorious time, they had been, hadn’t they? Sometimes even real things became dreams in her mind. Wiping dust off the photograph, Mieko put it in the bag.

		“It’s better to leave tomorrow morning early, when it’s not so hot,” Himiko risked in a whisper. Mieko wrapped her waves in a tight bun and fastened them with a broken pencil.

		“Try to remember to cut the price tags off your dresses, okay, Mom? And don’t let anybody say you’re crazy, because you’re not. You’re really not. You just forget things sometimes. Right?”

		It struck Himiko as odd that a girl with a broken pencil stuck in her hair would question her mother’s mental health.

		“Oh, fuck me,” Mieko said, as if she’d lost patience with her immigrant mother—and everything inside herself that spoke of her own difference. “I’m gonna go, Mom.”

		“What do you want, Mieko?”

		“Some dreams, I guess. The American dream. Do people who are only half American get to have that?” The pain in her eyes revealed just how different she knew she was and how lost it made her feel. “You know Lucy?”

		Himiko nodded as she thought of the neighbor’s boisterous girl who was rude to her mother but polite to everybody else.

		“It’s easy for her to be happy. She’s got beautiful blonde hair and blue eyes. She’s tall with big breasts. Not much gets in your way when you look like that. I wish I looked like her. Everyone would automatically like me.”

		Studying her daughter’s diminutive Japanese frame, exotic visage, and dark hair, Himiko could only define her as beautiful. But Himiko knew that the Lucys of the world had it easy. Even Himiko loved to look at beautiful blonde women in the movie magazines and had purchased blonde wigs that she used to wear on special occasions to feel glamorous. Interference. Impediments. Obstructions. Life as a Japanese immigrant had afforded her many of those. Still, she’d survived. Only now did she realize that her daughter might be jumping more hurdles than she’d ever had to. Mieko Melissa Nakamura Hamilton was looking for a home, a sense of belonging to a place, a country, a simple answer to the question, Who are you?

		“Fuck,” Mieko said again. Himiko had never heard Mieko curse before, but she’d heard that harsh American word several times in one morning. She tried to collect her thoughts and conceive of some way of stopping Mieko as she headed to the front door. Himiko followed her, but it was too late. The door shut in her face. Himiko opened it and ran after her.

		“Mieko!”

		A white pick-up turned the corner and came to a slow crawl when its young driver spotted Mieko. Mieko pretended not to look at him. His buzz cut lent him an air of severity.

		“Hey good-lookin’,” he bellowed as he brought his truck to a halt. “Pretty baby.” Quivering with excitement, Mieko stopped and smiled. Himiko drew near to the truck. Mieko was laughing and talking with the man. Her eyes cut into her mother.

		“Mieko? Should I wait up for you?”

		“Think about it like this, Ma. We both get what we want. You can go back to Japan. Wouldn’t that make you happy?”

		Himiko’s father had told her never to return to his house.

		“That’s what I’d do if I were you. And be glad you’ve got somewhere to go to where you fit in.”

		Did she belong in Japan anymore? Himiko thought. Her life there seemed like a dream she couldn’t remember when she woke up. But America was no more real. Where did she belong?

		The sunburnt man looked at Himiko as if she were Mieko’s maid, and revved his engine. “Please,” Himiko said in Japanese.

		“Fuck you,” Mieko said in English.

		“This is not a good man,” Himiko continued in rapid-fire Japanese.

		“Can you understand that junk?” the man asked.

		“Go inside, Ma.”

		“This is your mom? Well, I’ll be damned.”

		Mieko stared at her mother and then got into the man’s truck and didn’t look back as he drove off.

		

	
		Chapter Sixteen

		Nothing But the Truth

		

		“You don’t look like a Jap.”

		I hated the word Jap, but I was determined to like him.

		“Don’t call me that.”

		“Isn’t it an abbreviation?”

		“No.”

		“Sorry.”

		“Whatever.”

		We drove in silence for a couple of miles, but he was looking at my legs and breasts. I looked out the window and watched the scenery so he couldn’t study my cleavage anymore. He was cute, but it was bad manners to look at a girl’s body.

		“How old are you?”

		“Eighteen,” I lied.

		“Tell me your name again.”

		“Mieko.”

		“Can I call you May? It’s easier.”

		“Sure.”

		“You wanna go to the movies? I can take you down to Camp Funston. It’s real cheap there. I don’t know what’s showing, but who gives a fuck, huh?”

		I liked the way he said the word “fuck,” like it wasn’t a bad word, like he was saying “water,” “Christmas,” or some other common word.

		“A movie sounds good.”

		“Okay.” Pushing the stick shift into fourth gear, he relaxed.

		As the woods along the road grew thicker, I tried to remember what my mom or dad had ever said about Camp Funston. I knew it was close to Fort Riley or maybe even part of Fort Riley. Was it this far away?

		Suddenly, his hand slid up my leg, above my knee, and under my skirt fast.

		“You ever been on a date?”

		“No.”

		“You know what I mean?”

		“You mean...?”

		He laughed. “Yeah. Fucking. Heard of it?”

		This time, the way he said the word “fuck” sounded dirty.

		“You sure got some big tits for a Jap,” he muttered. I tugged the neckline of my dress upward and moved his hand away from my crotch.

		Angry at this rejection, he jerked the steering wheel to the right and screeched to a stop. He leaned against me.

		“I know you want to fuck me because it’s all over your face,” he whispered hoarsely. I wondered what my mom was doing at that moment. Was she drinking a cup of green tea? Was she crying because I’d left?

		“I can make you happy, May, real happy, if you know what I mean. May I fuck you, May?” He laughed. I didn’t. Over his shoulder, I saw cars whizzing by full of families, couples on real dates, or old people who’d survived all the adventures I dreamed about. He thrust his hand toward my crotch again, shoving thick fingers under my panties and into my flesh. He rammed them into me over and over again. I cried out, but that made him more aggressive. Suddenly he stopped and turned on the car. He wiped his fingers across his mouth and started to drive.

		“Let’s go see that movie,” he growled.

		Camp Funston was a ghost town. Standing among a few military barracks and buildings, the tiny movie theater was a small metal building with five steps that led up to a porch. It had an unlit marquee that announced a film I’d never heard of. We parked away from the theater, not in a parking space, but at the edge of the woods along the back of the theater.

		He opened my door for me like I’d seen men do for ladies on television. Taking my hand, he helped me from the car and into his arms. He kissed me so hard it made my lips hurt, then he thrust his tongue into my mouth. In the background, I could hear the national anthem playing. It was faint, but it was a safe sound. At military theatres, the projectionist always played the national anthem before he started the movie.

		“You smell so good, May.”

		I’d wanted to talk to my mother, but when I saw all that sadness in her eyes, I couldn’t. I should have. She was the only person who could tell me why my stomach hurt all the time, why the world looked dark even on sunny days.

		“Aw, god,” he said as his hands ripped my bodice and grabbed my breasts. “God.”

		“Look,” I managed to say, suddenly unable to remember his name, if I’d ever known it. “I have to go home now. I’m not feeling well.” He pulled back and his eyes went cold.

		“We’re going to the movie,” he said.

		“Okay,” I said. “Then let’s go.”

		“I can bet you’ve never seen a movie like this,” he smirked.

		I pulled my sweater on and stepped toward the theater. If I could get a head start on him, I could run to the nearest person for help, even if it was the projectionist.

		“Slow down and walk with me,” he said.

		I quickened my steps, thinking about the baby inside of me, thinking that I had to save her, protect her from all the dirt in the world.

		His hand slipped over my shoulder and around my throat as he pulled me around to the back of the movie house. It began to rain, that hard and sudden kind of Kansas summer rain that seems like it’s never going to stop.

		

		
			[image: ]
		

		

		The truth washed over the fire in Himiko’s gut like soothing waves, but she knew there was more cleansing to do. She shuddered and took a deep breath...

		... Mieko came home today.

		Someone... made her dirty, stabbed her in the chest many times and then... raped her as she died. Left a broom inside my little girl’s body. ... Her brassiere was shredded by the knife.

		The waves filled Himiko and lifted her up from the inescapable depths. She was nearly free, yes, but so alone.

		There is no one for me. There never was.

		Even my sisters of Japan cannot bless me with sandals to cover my blistered feet as I prepare for the longest journey.

		A gust of very cold air blew.

		Billy, is that you?

		Before it’s too late, tell me the truth. You loved me, didn’t you? Once. Once there was nobody like me.

		I see you, waiting in the mist, your strong arms ready to hold me for one last dance. But I’m going another way. The war is over.

		Like bamboo, I sway back and forth in the wind, bending but never breaking.

		Another gust of wind ruffled the curtains.

		Mother? Is that you? Are you waiting for me, too?

		And the last one, delicate and warm, like the steam from the tea...

		Mieko-chan, I see you dancing in my best kimono: all light and laughter and... clean.

		Suddenly, the room grew hot and Himiko knew there was no way out. No matter what kind of life she’d lived, she should have been able to take care of her child. Mieko was the only branch of the tree that was her body. When the branch disintegrated, the tree died, too. She would always be alone. She would never have tea with Japanese women. As long as Mieko roamed the netherworld disturbed by the violence of her death, Himiko Nakamura Hamilton would never rest.

		Weary and spent, she said, You all have to let me go now. I have a long walk ahead of me.
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		The house shook as if a tornado had hit it. Ready to take cover, the women were surprised when it suddenly stopped. The lights went out and Setsuko lit candles. She, Atsuko, and Teruko were thinking of their children, wishing they were near so they could hold them close and keep them safe. But nothing felt safe in this moment. Nothing. Chizuye’s heart was crushed. She’d been too late to help Himiko and now Mieko was lost, too. Atsuko looked around in fear. It was deathly still.

		“It’s Himiko,” she whispered.

		

	
		Chapter Seventeen

		Perfect

		

		Candles in their hands, the women knelt in front of Himiko’s butsudan. On the Buddhist altar sat a photograph of a younger, flawlessly beautiful Himiko. They placed a food offering beside it, lit incense, and bowed their heads in prayer. After traditional Shinto and Buddhist chants, they consulted pieces of paper that Setsuko had prepared to say a final prayer to purify their sister. Yes, she was their sister. Setsuko had felt that way all along and now the others seemed convinced, too. Mieko’s death explained so much about Himiko’s heartbreak. All the women felt connected to it, understood it, wanted to do something, anything.

		In Japanese, they chanted: Hito wa dono yo ni, i oo to mamayo. Tsunor’ya suru to mo yami wa senu.

		“I don’t care

		What anybody says.

		I will never stop

		Loving you.”

		

		The ceremony and its sentiments shook the ghost. She drew closer to the tea circle in amazement. She’d been invited in. She had the solidarity that life in the other world had never afforded her. If love was conceivable, if the bad moments did not destroy the good, then she was still whole and all things were possible. Her mother had loved her, Billy had loved her, the women in the tea circle loved her, and, yes, Mieko had loved her. She would find Mieko, no matter where her little girl was lost in the storm. She’d find her, cleanse her, and they’d have tea and talk until the end of the universe. In loving Mieko so wholly, she would finally love herself, too. The war was finally, completely, over.

		Himiko followed the women from the butsudan to the tea table. As they took their places, she sat in the tea circle with them.

		Setsuko poured tea for everybody and put an empty cup before Himiko.

		“In your honorable shadow, Himiko,” Setsuko said as she lifted her tea cup.

		“Please, Himiko,” Chizuye said, “join us for tea.”

		Perfect, uttered the spirit.

		

	
		Epilogue

		

		The lights suddenly came back on. Himiko looked at her friends, old and new. She felt invigorated and weightless. The women’s faces reflected their own passage that day, one that gave them the serenity that allowed Himiko to move on.

		The women began to put away their things. Teruko was worried about Linda, and wanted to get home to hold her. The ghost urged this emotion in her, knowing that everyone needed holding, especially their young, and nobody ever had enough. Chizuye was thinking about the nice sheriff who often came into her restaurant to say hello, wondering if she was too hard on him, if maybe she should stop thinking of him as a white man and start thinking of him as a man, period. Atsuko wanted to run home and apologize to her family for all her years of arrogance, hoping that it wasn’t too late to be close to them. Would Sumi and Kazuhiro be waiting for her to cook dinner, she wondered. Did they miss her? Setsuko was considering packing up her daughters and moving to Southern California, or maybe Hawai’i, where they’d blend in with the locals and never have to make excuses for being mixed race again.

		When the women had said their good-byes after promising to get together for tea again, Setsuko lingered. She bowed respectfully.

		“Good-bye, Himiko,” she said with a smile. “I’ll miss you. Maybe soon you will be having tea with Mieko. And maybe your Marilyn Monroe, too. The war is over, finally over.”

		In the darkness, Himiko hovered over the tea table. She lifted each woman’s tea cup and poured a bit of their tea into her cup, seeking communion with their souls, then she raised the cup to her lips. Bowing low, her head touching the floor in a gesture of respect to all worlds, she said good-bye to everything she’d ever known. For there was more to know, a whole new journey to be had, and she was finally ready.

		

	
		End Notes
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			i Foley, F. Kathleen, “‘Kokoro’ Goes to Heart of Mother’s Woes.” The Times Mirror Company, Los Angeles Times, Apr 18, 1996.
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