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This story is dedicated to those Japanese women from all walks of life who with grace, warmth, and kindness helped Japan rise to new greatness after the disaster of World War II.
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Prologue


In the private world of a sweetheart I once had there was a secret valley, much like Shangri-La. She told me that in that valley her family lived happily and all her lost friends waited for her, their faces happy. Her youthful secrets were there, locked in the ice and snow that ringed her paradise. This imaginary valley was not in Tibet. It was not in Japan. It was somewhere in vast landlocked Manchuria in northern China. It was there that Kaji Yukiko was born. She knew she would never see it again.


Yukiko was almost a woman when she fled from Harbin, a sophisticated city of Manchuria. Japan surrendered in September 1945, its puppet state in Manchuria was abandoned, and massive Soviet forces moved in, together with vengeful Chinese guerrillas, forcing the 1.7 million Japanese colonists there to flee for their lives. Repatriated, after many hardships, back to Japan, Yukiko became the ultimate outsider in a homeland she did not know. Tall, beautiful, poised, ferociously curious, gifted in languages including Russian, Mandarin, Japanese, and English, she became a plaything of Hiroshima criminals and wealthy businessmen. But, finally, one terrible day, she ran away. In her chest of drawers, on top of her favourite books of poetry, she kept a short sword – a tanto shira – wrapped in deep violet silk, for the inevitable day the gangsters came for her.


Her past was catching up with her when I met her. She had created a new private world around her interests in literature and music. But she desperately needed someone to confide in, someone to love. She had lost everyone and everything she loved. For her, love had no future.


I was an outsider too: a young English kid who had enlisted in the US Navy. I was nineteen. The year was 1959. Yukiko was thirty-one when she picked me out of the crowd of sailors in the White Rose, the bar in the seaport of Yokosuka where she worked. She walked up to me with a tired smile and said, ‘Hello.’ I was so inexperienced and tongue-tied I did not know what to say. I was focused completely on how near she was to me, and how her eyes were focused only on me. I still remember the mix of fragrance and heat, and it still has the same effect on my aging body as it did then when I was young.


‘What is that book in your hand?’ she asked, in the sort of delicately phrased English that foreigners sometimes speak, unaware that they are putting native speakers to shame.


‘It is poetry,’ I said, my face red.


‘And who is that poet?’


‘I don’t know if you know him. It is Dylan Thomas, the favourite of many young men.’


She looked at me quickly and in disbelief, not as if I were a fool, or clever, but as if I were a blank sheet of paper on which she could write. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said brightly. ‘Mr Dylan Thomas. The wild man. The free man. I envy him. He once wrote to a woman, “Poetry may not appeal to the intelligent mind more than to the unintelligent.” Isn’t that wonderful! Yes. Let’s go! Let’s talk about that.’


I looked around the bar. There were about thirty sailors like me, dressed in their white summer uniforms, some drunk, some loud, some sitting cheek to cheek with girls in bright glittery gowns. I could not imagine a discussion like this one was really happening. It was like some kind of dream. And yet, here was this intimidating woman, dressed entirely in black, asking me, ‘How old are you?’ and saying, when I answered, ‘Come with me, sailor boy. Come on!’


She told me I was without a doubt the first man in the history of the US Navy who dared to enter a Japanese country-and-western bar with a book of poetry in his hands.


‘You may need a friend,’ she said. ‘Sailors do not read verse. Someone might pick a fight with you because you carry that book. You are not normal,’ she added, in a kindly manner.


Thus began an unfinished romance that was also a friendship. It started right there, in a darkened corner booth upholstered in black vinyl as if it were the back seat in a teenager’s Chevy. As I have grown into my seventies, I have come to accept that this romance is still going on. Even now it haunts me. It survives, bobbing up and down on the surface of my life, which has had its share of disappointments. At times it becomes spectral, and now it is compelling me to write about what happened in the middle months of 1959. I heard that voice again, full of excitement and anticipation: ‘Come on! Come on!’


But this is not a ghost story. This is a story about a real young man – myself – and a real woman. It was Yukiko who stripped illusions from the realities of life and showed me what it takes to be a man. It was her ‘duty’, she said, to educate me in poetry, writing, language, and opera, and to familiarize me with films from the golden age of Japanese cinema and those moody songs about broken hearts known as enka. Her actions allowed me to appreciate the importance of loyalty, honour, respect, and courage.


She urged me to live life without regret: to live a life without love if need be.


She predicted with a great deal of conviction in her long letters that I would become a writer and said she knew she would read about me some day. She spent hours typing those letters as if they were manuscripts, infusing them with poetry from forgotten ages and those tough enka lyrics – about hopeless love, two-timing men, abandoned women, drunken nights, lost innocence, futile longing – that might as well have been written about her own struggle to survive.


She told me she would always remember what we had shared together after I sailed away forever. That inevitable day was coming. I could not stay. If I had jumped ship, I would have ended up in jail. She asked me many, many times to promise that I would never forget her. She asked for that in her letters. She asked me in person, staring at me with an intensity that I, a mere boy, did not understand but which I appreciate now. I have not forgotten her. Do you remember me, Yukiko?


I began considering the idea of writing this book as a series of new letters to Yukiko some time in 2012. I started after a night in the Blue Marlin Bar in San José, Costa Rica, where men my age sometimes go into tailspins talking about their regrets, some about the women they once loved, which also means the women they will always love. Of course, I thought of Yukiko. But where were her letters? I needed them – I needed their magical qualities to help me write with the kind of passion my friendship with her deserved. It took me a while, but a few weeks later I found them in the poetry section of my personal library, tucked into a thick volume of notebooks written by Gerard Manley Hopkins. One letter was handwritten with a fountain pen in the cursive script of disciplined penmanship taught in classrooms long ago. The other letters were typed.


As soon as my fingers touched the paper the letters were written on I realized what they were. I stepped back from the shelves and propped up the pillows on my battleship grey couch, which is a wonderful place to read and nap. I read the letters one by one, slowly, in chronological order. I have ten of them. There were more, but somewhere in my long life the rest disappeared, although I do have the notes I made about them when I was correcting Yukiko’s use of English at her request. I read the letters again, and then to my surprise I started sobbing. It was almost like having a broken heart, except that I was thrilled and happy and, strangely, also a little chagrined. I realized that I had been so young when she wrote to me that I had not appreciated how much effort she had made, often with the use of her hefty Sanseido’s Japanese–English Dictionary, to lay bare her heart on the softness of this paper made from the leaves of mulberry trees.


I read the letters yet again, this time out loud. I could hear the sound of her voice speaking to me through the static noise of half a century of life that included three broken marriages and all the anguish that went with them, but also the joys of fatherhood, living a full life, and professional success. I have had relationships with several remarkable women during those years. But in that moment it dawned on me that none of those relationships was as compelling and challenging as the one I had with Kaji Yukiko. Her letters are the soul of this story.


These chapters are a tribute to Yukiko and my hope is that readers will find that the friendship she shared was a gift to a very young man who would like in sombre old age to say thank you. The chapters are, in effect, one long letter or a series of letters to this woman who so profoundly influenced my life. To help the reader understand the historical context, geography and the literary interests of Kaji Yukiko, I occasionally make digressions, many of which Yukiko used to help me understand her world. She might not agree with some of my interpretations and conclusions but I know full well she would enjoy debating and discussing them and, if she thought it was necessary, correcting them with her characteristic humour and care.


A Note on the Text


The reader should know that I have changed Yukiko’s real first and last name so that if she reads this some day she can chuckle privately and enjoy her cup of green tea. I have followed the Japanese convention that family names precede personal names, although in practice Yukiko always referred to herself as Yukiko Kaji in conversations with me. However, from this point forward she will be Kaji Yukiko. Japanese people are accustomed to various renditions of their personal names. ‘Yukiko’ is the formal version. ‘Yuki’ is informal and would be used among friends and family. ‘Yuki-chan’ is informal and is used among friends and family to show affection for someone who is endeared. It is also common to add -chan to a name when addressing a child. In a respectful setting, Kaji Yukiko would be addressed as Kaji-san – the -san being an honorific. None of this I knew in 1959.


More than fifty years have passed since Yuki and I first met in 1959. I have had to invent most of the dialogue. I have tried to remain true to Yuki’s manner of speaking, a task actually not that difficult, because she was unique and because she was my teacher, and we listened carefully and we talked and talked until there was moonlight and midnight. I do remember key expressions and phrases Yuki used. While not fluent in English, she delighted in using a level of speech that had a striking intelligence and uniqueness. She loved to quote lines from Japanese, English, and Chinese poetry. She kept in her purse a large notebook with a black cover full of translated poetry and song lyrics. When she was not pouring drinks at the White Rose, she spent hours studying at the city library or listening to educational programmes and jazz and classical music on Tokyo radio stations. The reader can hear Yuki’s voice in her letters, many of which are presented here verbatim. Other letters include the editing changes she asked me to make. I have had to use the same inventiveness with other characters in the book, again trying to stay as true to the events as I remember them.
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One Fine Day




The months and days are the travellers of eternity.


The years that come and go are also voyagers.


BASHŌ MATSUŌ 1





Kaji Yukiko! I have your letters. I found them again after all these years. One is written, so neatly, so carefully, in blue ink. You typed the others on your Smith Corona portable. The paper is still creamy white and soft, as if it were made of silk. When I read your letters this afternoon, it was as if you were still speaking to me. I could hear your voice – strong, determined, wilful, elegant. You can tell from the tenor of my voice, I think, how emotional that moment was for me. You once said, when I was nineteen, that you read each of your letters out loud before you put it in the mail, so that when I opened the envelope I would hear the sound of your voice. ‘I will be a bird, sitting in a tree,’ you said. ‘If you keep my letters and read them again, you will hear me singing.’ That was in April 1959 in the seaport of Yokosuka, Japan. The long rainy season was beginning. It is now 2014 and the year is coming to an end. It is Christmas and, as usual, I am alone. Your letters are spread out on my bed. I have read them all again, closely. They demand to be read closely. Talk to me, Yuki! Talk to me, because there is not much time left. I am seventy-five now. You – if you still live – are at least eighty-six. I can hear your voice clearly but have been struggling to recall exactly how you looked when we knew each other more than half a century ago. It has been at least twenty-five years since the last black-and-white photograph I had of you was destroyed when my damned roof in Bisbee, Arizona, started leaking. All I can visualize now are the outlines of your face. Your Manchurian face. The hard lines of your face, as if it had been chiselled out of stone and never loved. The jet-black hair down to your shoulders, with your fringe cut straight over your fierce eyes. How serious you were.


I remember that you were born in the depths of winter in Harbin, China. Your name, Yukiko, means Snow Child. When World War II was ending and the Soviets stormed into the Japanese colony in cold northern China, your family fled south to try to find a ship that would take you to safety in Japan. Your eyes were full of tears when you told me in the White Rose that your father had been killed and your brothers died, and then it was just you and your mother trying to escape.


It was dark in that bar where we often met when my ship, the USS Shangri-La, was in port. In the gloom, you were a tall, thin shadow, like you are now when I imagine you. You thought it was so funny that I was a sailor on an attack aircraft carrier loaded with nuclear weapons but named after a mythical paradise. I remember you pulled out a dictionary and you found the word irony and you said, ‘When I am old, I am going to remember this very funny thing.’


Maybe you are with your grandchildren now, your back bent, on your knees, the children demanding. Have you told them that for a few months you knew a young sailor who helped you with your English, who captured your heart and to whom you read poetry? I think probably not. You may still be the shy though assertive one. Are you an orderly, obedient Japanese? Now I am the one who is laughing! There is simply no way you could ever be submissive or just a face in the crowd. You were the woman who discussed the poet Bashō Matsuō with me soon after we met on 15 April, 1959. You waved dismissively in my face when I talked naively about Jack Kerouac. You were the woman who insisted that haiku was preferable, very much so, to On the Road’s stream of consciousness.


‘Haiku are shorter than short,’ you said in your careful English, ‘but the content is profound. A good haiku is like a single snowdrop peeping through the ice. On the Road goes on forever. It is like an airplane crash.’


You didn’t like Johnny Cash and his ‘Hillbilly Heaven’ either, and I don’t blame you, because that is what they played so loudly at the White Rose when the sailors came to drag you out to the dance floor. You would stagger back to the booth where I sat, muttering, ‘Gershwin . . . Miles . . . Are they just a dream?’


I do not have copies of the letters I sent to you. But I do have the poetry I wrote at your urging, which I included with every letter I mailed to you. It is probably better that I do not have my letters. What did I know about love and longing when I was nineteen? Japanese women often said with a giggle that I looked like Anthony Perkins. ‘Oh no, Paul-san,’ you said. ‘You look like me: a refugee.’ And there was some accuracy in that, because I was an immigrant kid on a four-year US Navy enlistment who was not yet an American citizen. I was only two years off the boat from Europe. I was a stranger in a strange land made even stranger by the shock of sudden immersion in things Japanese. The more that interest grew, the less I liked certain things about the United States. Ice-cold Coca-Cola – that was fine. Segregation. Guns. Ignorance. Intolerance. It didn’t take much for a kid like me, who carried a thirty-five-cent paperback copy of James A. Michener’s Sayonara in his kitbag, to realize that I would be a rebel and a ronin (masterless samurai) all my life, no matter where I was. You told me that. You also predicted in your letters that I would become a writer, all of which happened, although I suppose you do not know that.


I still have that copy of Sayonara. It was printed on cheap paper, so its pages are yellowing. Maybe you remember the book? We talked about the story for hours, and I told you how Lieutenant Commander Charlie L. Peeples, the Protestant chaplain on my ship, did his best to warn the entire crew of 3,448 men that getting involved with a Japanese woman, and especially attempting to marry one, was against ‘command policy’, pretty much the way it was in Sayonara. You and I had to sneak into those sections of Yokosuka that were off-limits to navy personnel just to have an undisturbed conversation and sip coffee. Do you remember how angry I was, and how much I hated everything I thought was unjust and unfair? You were so worried. You didn’t want us to end up like the American officer and the Japanese actress, unhappy and torn apart by the rules. Here is that copy of Sayonara with the naked geisha on it which we passed from hand to hand many times when we talked about that love story. The cover is coming loose. I treated that book as a talisman. It went with me to Vietnam and Cambodia in the war years. For me, the story still rings true. I read the book in Saigon and Phnom Penh. During my long career as a journalist, it went with me to Manila, to Cuba, to China, to Argentina. I know how to lose myself in impossible love. You taught me that.


I have started to dream in Japanese again since rediscovering your letters. Why am I dreaming that way? Sometimes I do not exactly know. But I did begin thinking about Japan again with emotion for the first time in many years in 2011, during the disaster of the Tohoku earthquake, when I spent long hours on my couch watching live video feeds from NHK (Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai, Japan’s equivalent of the BBC) on my laptop computer. I was an emotional shipwreck. And then again I was overwhelmed by nostalgia after I bought opera tickets in 2012 for Madama Butterfly. And there was that April evening in 1996 here in Arizona when I encountered the gentle Oe Kenzaburo, the 1994 Nobel laureate, drinking tea in a hotel bar and staring out the picture window at a big pile of rocks through his antique spectacles with perfectly round lenses. He told me, at the end of a long conversation about love and longing in which your name came up, ‘Don’t fail to write about this lovely woman before you die or you will regret it when you are in Heaven.’ It is only now, after reading your letters, that I realize how much you cared about me. Maybe age has made me wiser, more appreciative, and wistful. I grew up, finally, I suppose, and now I am an old man looking back, far back, to that brief time in my life when we were more than friends. Sometimes you are talking to me in my dreams. I am lost in Tokyo or some other city. I am looking for a train to take me to Kyoto, but I can’t find the train station. You are speaking Japanese, and I am struggling to understand you. How strange that in my brain there is a reservoir of fluent Japanese! You might be interested to know that when I went to university I majored in Japanese language and history, and that I lived and worked in Tokyo in the 1970s. I was an idiot in my youth. I made no real effort to look for you. It is only now, after my marriages, that I appreciate who you were and what you did for me. You told me over and over again, ‘Go to university.’ You demanded it! You told me to write poetry. You demanded it! Write for newspapers. Write for magazines. Write books. ‘Write! Write! Write!’ you said. I was reeling, not comprehending, astonished at what you were telling me. You imagined reading what I had published. You saw something in me that I could not begin to see in myself.


Here is the first of your letters, written soon after the Shangri-La left Yokosuka, as it often did after ten or fifteen days in port, to patrol the South China Sea. It was delivered to the ship by mail plane. The Shangri-La would sail away for two or three weeks, and then it would be back again. We were together, and I would go. We were together, and I would go. From April until the last day of summer in September, I was always arriving and leaving. You were always there, waiting on your hilltop, hiding from crows and other malevolent creatures until you could jump down the 101 steps and dash through the wet streets lit by the neon lights of nightclubs so you could greet me.




Dear Paul,


Just I came back home now. Nobody stay, so make me feel better. It is only one day since we parted. I did not want to work. I did not know how hard it is to work until I finished tonight. I request the studio to print a photograph of myself today. So I’ll get it tomorrow then send you that photo with this letter. Please look at the woman you see in the photo and smile just a bit because I want to see your smile in my dreams.


Well, first of all, what pleases me is the fact that you have never given to me decadent impressions from a moral or ethical sense. I can’t explain this very well. I hope sincerely that you understand. But I think that we had spend time for a right and lovely time. You were just you, and I was just me, and I knew we could not become lovers. The beautiful and important thing is that we both found that we loved showing respect. In that way we loved each other. We respect each other and then we surround this respect with the kind of longing that a poet would call “ardent.” Is that the correct word? I think so, because I am an older woman and the word ardent means a lot to me. Because I am an older woman I can say to you with so much happiness, but maybe with some tears, that even if I cannot meet you again I will never regret that I spent my time with you.


It was for me not the sad, bitter Wakare mo tanoshi [Even Parting Is Enjoyable, the 1947 film by Naruse Mikio about women struggling with the chaos of postwar Japan] but some day our experience will become a very nice memory for us. You were so considerate to me. You were always kind to such a selfish woman as I am. I never forget you. How happy I was, except for my sorrow coming or parting. I was filled in everything by only your being with me and our conversations. Every moment of mine was filled and when we were together even if we did not say anything, we understood each other. And, after you left, my feeling of existence lessened so I could not write you last night even though I wanted to so much.


This morning I sent off your ship from my mountain. When I went to the top and at 15 minutes to 8:00 already sailors formed a line on the deck. When I had heard the whistle, I wish I could use magic to make stop the ship. But . . . just at 8:00 o’clock the Shangri-La started to take you away from me. Then when the ship became just a form, I came down from the mountain before my eyes become as hazy as the mist hanging over the ocean. Those were my maiden eyes.


Well, I hope you are thinking of me and write to me. I’m looking forward to hearing from you. Please take care of yourself and remember me to be your friend. I’ll write you again. I hope you understand this broken English and please after correcting this letter, send a copy back to me to study.


Still my cold is sukoshi [just a little] but soon all right, so don’t worry about that.


Love,


Yukiko


P.S.


I send you the words Respect. Sincerity. Gratitude.





Do you recall, Yuki, those long nights at the White Rose when we talked politics? I said some of the crew thought I was a Communist and that my commanding officer told me – when I did not buy the official doctrine that ‘Red China’ was America’s enemy – ‘Rogers! The US Navy doesn’t pay you to think!’ Or those afternoons we sat talking in the Mozart coffee shop, and the delicate sound of the piano in the wet heat of the summer impelled you to touch my hand, as if I were a child or maybe as if we were both children, across the white tablecloth? ‘This makes me think of my father,’ you said. ‘He played piano for me when I was a little girl. Sad. So sad were those years.’


Do you remember the day you invited me to climb the hill to your apartment? You lit a stick of incense and said a Buddhist prayer. You were upset when I asked you why you were praying. I looked out your window, through the rain, at my ship far off in the bay, and for no apparent reason the tears welled up in both our eyes, and I held you tight, and you told me, ‘Paul. Never let me go!’ I still shiver when I remember that moment. I was just a boy. I held you for a while and then I let you go, and what did I say? Do you remember? I said, ‘I’ll never forget you. Never!’ You looked embarrassed. Or was that look something else?


That was much later in the summer, just two days before the Shangri-La left Yokosuka forever on 22 September. I had to return to the ship. You gave me your umbrella. You didn’t want me to get wet. I wanted to kiss you, but I couldn’t because I knew, and you knew, that it was all going to end. My youngster’s heart could not cope with the parting, so I was impatient and I offered up only an abrupt goodbye. As I was going down the steps I turned to look. You were staring at me. I could not see the expression on your face through the glass. I saw just your outline, which is all that I can see now, after all these years.


If you could have been at the opera with me last year, you would have understood why in my seventies I am filled with longing – for what, I do not know. You would have understood why when Butterfly sang ‘Un Bel Dì’ [‘One Fine Day’] I immediately thought of you on the mountain watching my ship leave, waiting for its return. Maybe you are buried on the mountain. Maybe not. But here are Puccini’s lyrics to the most wonderful aria about lost love ever written. Men and women – even hardened and bitter men and women – sob when the abandoned Butterfly, who has never given up hope, begins singing:




One fine day, we will see


A thread of smoke arising on the sea


Over the far horizon


And then the ship appearing


Then the trim white vessel


Glides into the harbour


Thundering its salute.


Do you see? Now he is coming I do not go to meet him.


Not I.


I stay upon the brow of the hill


And wait there


And wait for a long time


But I never weary of the long waiting. From out of the crowded city


There is a man coming in the distance,


Climbing the hill.


Who is it? Who is it? Chi sarà? chi sarà?


E come sarà giunto Che dirà? che dirà?


He will call ‘Butterfly’ from the distance.


I, without answering


Stay hidden


A little to tease him,


A little, so as not to die.


[. . .]


One fine day you will find me


A thread of smoke arising on the sea


In the far horizon


And then the ship appearing.


This will all come to pass as I tell you


Banish your idle fears


For he will return.


I know with total faith, I know he will return.
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The Torment




A thin mist veils the moon and the flowers,


Now is a good time to meet you.


My stockinged feet walk on the steps.


I carry my embroidered slippers in my hand.


To the south of the painted hall,


I tremble a short while in your arms,


‘It is not easy for me to come out.


Will you make the best of it?’


LI YU, FROM ‘A MEETING’, TENTH CENTURY, PUBLISHED IN POEMS OF SOLITUDE





There was that moment at that small, shabby hotel, on a dirt side road leading nowhere, when I found you lying on the floor, your wrists slashed, dark red blood everywhere. They told me at the White Rose that you had gone there because you were ‘unhappy’. I thought I would go there to cheer you up. When I saw you with your eyes closed and with dried blood caked on your arms, I thought you were dead. The room reeked with the dangerous smell of blood. The young hotel clerk was shaking. She was horrified. She rushed out after saying she was going to call the police. I knelt down, not knowing what to do. So I touched your cheek. It was cold, but you stirred. Your eyes opened and you looked up at me with a strange sweet smile on your face. ‘I don’t want to die,’ you whispered. ‘I don’t want to cause you big trouble.’


And then you fainted, and I tore the bed sheet and tied your wrists to try to stop the bleeding and the next thing I knew the police were ordering me roughly in Japanese to back away. I had never known such fear. I was going to collapse myself, but then a police lieutenant wearing a tan raincoat and black beret, with one of those extraordinarily potent Peace cigarettes in his mouth, came through the door and told me in excellent English, ‘Let me take care of this. You probably should go. You don’t want to get mixed up in this. Go back to your ship. I promise you we will take care of her.’


I looked at you. You were limp, lying with your legs apart, your arms straight out, as if you had been crucified. I could not see whether you were breathing. You were so unearthly pale that you looked as if you had been dug out of a snowdrift. You were wearing a simple white dress, a string of red plastic beads round your neck, and bright red lipstick. It was as if I had interrupted you in the middle of an elaborate ritual.


I had that image of you in my mind as I wandered through the alleys where lives were being lived as they were in those days: The women splashing water on the sidewalks to keep down dust. The delicious onion and shrimp vapours coming from fried rice cooking in big steel pans that always made me instantly hungry. Happy children in their navy blue and white uniforms coming home from classes with black leather school bags on their backs. I could hear the melancholy sounds of an enka coming from one house and I guessed at that moment it was a woman singing about a lost love or a life not worth living and I wondered whether that was why you had tried to kill yourself. There was still blood on my hands. There was a tap running, and a woman watched curiously as she saw me washing the blood away. She came up to me, and I could see that she was worried I had been injured. I did not know enough Japanese then to explain what had happened, so I thanked her and sat on the kerb while she patted me on the back as if I were a baby. It took a while for me to put everything in perspective and calm down enough so that I could continue walking to the main gate of the navy base. I did not want to talk to anyone about what had happened. I lay down on my bunk, shut my eyes, and saw that image of you that I could not erase from my mind. One of many thoughts filled me with terror: was I the reason you had cut your wrists?


In the morning, I went back to the White Rose, not knowing whether I would be welcome. The mamasan (woman manager) was sitting inside by the door, which was decorated with little mementos of love tacked up by the girls (we always called them ‘girls’ and they in return called us ‘boys’) who worked there as hostesses. She wore a kind of white apron over a simple blouse and the baggy mompe pants farm workers wear. She also wore geta, the wooden sandals that make a reassuring clip-clop, clip-clop in the alleys on dark nights when hardly anything is visible. The girls working in the bar always called her, respectfully, Mama. That was her role, and she was good at it. I never knew her name. I asked once. She shook her head. That’s why I always called her Mama. Her authority was absolute in the White Rose; she treated all of us – hostesses and sailors – with firm and resolute affection, as if we were all toddlers.


A Japanese bar hostess is not a prostitute, Mama told me when we first met. A hostess pours drinks, cracks jokes, makes conversation, rubs sore backs, and expresses sympathy for things that ail men’s minds. Some guys had also pinned photos of themselves on the door with messages such as, ‘See you next time, Michiko. I love you!’ or ‘Sonny loves Reiko,’ showing a sailor with a big lipstick kiss on his face put there by the woman of his dreams. The girls had left small objects around the doorway, like the votive offerings deposited by the Catholic faithful praying for sick relatives and children. There were ribbons and tortoiseshell hair clips. There were handkerchiefs with messages on them in Japanese, which of course I could not read then, but I knew the meaning of the red hearts alongside the kanji characters written in ballpoint pen.


Mama looked up at me sadly. I thought she was going to tell me that you were dead. She gripped my arm so I could not move and she said, loudly, ‘I’m sorry!’ You once told me in jest, I think, that the Japanese could be ‘distressingly polite’. A half-dozen of the hostesses ran up to us. They wore cocktail dresses as if they were waiting to be taken to the Ritz. Several of them had been crying, and their mascara was running. They clasped handkerchiefs to their faces. They put their arms round me. ‘Thank you so much,’ one of them finally blurted. I guess I knew then that you were alive.


Reiko, a sturdy, red-cheeked farm girl from Aomori in northern Japan, spoke some English. She was able to tell me that you were in the hospital and had been given blood transfusions and that you had been able to send them a message saying, ‘Anthony Perkins found me.’


‘How do you say that?’ Reiko asked earnestly. ‘Should I call that “rescue”? Did you rescue her? You are a good boy! Very good boy! We love you!’ The girls started laughing, and a couple of them ruffled my hair. And then Reiko said, ‘Go to the hospital, please. Quickly! Urgently! You need talk to Yuki-chan.’


I was beginning to discover that all these women had secrets. Some of these secrets I learned over time. Every time the Shangri-La steamed out of port I knew more of them.


In those days the enemy was ‘Red China’. The Shangri-La was, according to US Navy nomenclature, an ‘attack aircraft carrier’; navy publicity about the ship called it a ‘Man o’ War with Men of Peace’. But it was home base to several squadrons of jet and propeller attack aircraft, and in its bowels were nuclear weapons in a locked-down area guarded by the ship’s Marine Corps detachment. We would go charging up and down the Sea of Japan and the South China Sea like a bull chasing machos in the narrow streets of Pamplona. Once, somewhere down towards the Philippines, the Shangri-La shuddered and blew its whistle furiously as it tried to put on the brakes. I rushed up on deck. A gloriously antique white four-masted schooner straight out of a Joseph Conrad novel was crossing our path. Its decks were loaded with green bananas, breadfruit, and wooden crates. I could read the ship’s name through the patina of rust on its bow: The Torment. The crew was straining to get more speed out of the sails. The Torment leaned over into the arc of pure white spray it made in the emerald sea. Its safety, its destiny, depended on its skipper, a white-haired man at the wheel wearing a white shirt unbuttoned to the waist. He was laughing – or maybe cursing – as the vast bulk of the Shangri-La cast a shadow over him. He did not look back as he steered The Torment to safety.


We seamen, by the way, called our vessel the ‘Shitty Shang’. Every day we were fed ‘shit on a shingle’, shredded chipped beef in a milky sauce on black toast, the whole thing loaded with saltpetre or other chemicals to smother our libido, or so the story went. I envied the skipper of The Torment at that moment and every man aboard her being tossed about in our wake.


Another time we came across a single palm tree fastened to a tiny white coral speck of an island no bigger, it seemed to me, than a soccer field. The sea was like glass, and the island seemed to be floating on it, while the palm tree with its coconuts swayed as if it were an island girl delighting in our presence. The next time we came that way, the palm tree and its island were gone. I asked about that. Someone told me our aircraft had bombed it into oblivion.


The girls at the White Rose and the dozens of other saloons in Yokosuka had their secrets. We sailors had secrets too, but ours were bright and funny and full of bravado. We would never admit we were lonely. Never. We were certain we were not lonely. But the truth was that every time we arrived in Yokosuka we went looking for the girls we knew. On the fringes of the streets with bars were a few whorehouses for sailors who wanted sex but did not want company, those who could not handle tears of joy, or holding hands, or slow dancing. Hostesses at bars like the White Rose often had secrets that were nightmares of desperation. This was less than fifteen years after the end of World War II. Many women had lost husbands, sweethearts, brothers, sisters, parents, and friends. Millions of homes had been destroyed in US firebombing runs directed not at military or industrial targets but at the civilian population. You told me once that people with connections to Hiroshima and Nagasaki often had extreme personalities, even if they were not in those cities when the atom bombs tumbled out of the sky. And families like yours that had settled as colonists in northern China when Imperial Japan seized territory there also were shattered, almost as if they had been A-bomb survivors, by the violence they experienced trying to escape from Manchuria when the Soviets attacked. Whole settler villages were exterminated. You told me an especially horrifying story about a heavily built Russian woman soldier in leather boots who killed a huddled group of Japanese mothers and their children with her machine gun which you called ‘a mandolin’. Parents abandoned their children or pleaded with Chinese families to take them. Women whose men were killed often were raped or offered themselves as wives to Chinese farmers. Japanese records suggest that more than thirty thousand civilians perished and another thirty thousand were never accounted for in the month of August 1945 alone. The bulk of the exodus continued until late 1946, dwindling to a trickle of people in 1948. Those who made it back to Japan, you said, were often treated as if they were foreigners because they had been born in a foreign land.


Yes, you had secrets, the first of which I heard when I walked into your hospital room and saw you lying in a wrought-iron crib. Someone had placed a single white gladiolus flower in a chipped glass vase on the table by the window.


We did not say anything for several minutes. There was a lot of sunlight coming through the window, and it blinded me until I found a corner of the room where I could see you better. Your eyes were following me around the room – that I knew. Everything in the room was white, including your face, but the pupils of your eyes were as black as the seeds of a longan tree. Finally you said, in a kind of English that sounded as if it had been rehearsed, ‘Paul. I am a very bad woman. Can you forgive me?’


What a big question that was to put to a kid right out of high school. You addressed me as if I were an adult. Did you know at that moment that if you continued down that path I would fall in love with you? Did you believe that I, a mere boy, would love you without ever breaking your heart?


‘Yes! Yes!’ I exclaimed, without understanding what I should forgive. I was just so happy that you were not dead and that my life as a man with you as my guide would not come to an end because you were gone. You were sitting up straight in that crib. I put my arms round you. You were rigid. ‘I am so sorry,’ you said, again and again, and for one strange moment I thought you thought I was going to hit you.


‘I have to tell you a story,’ you said. I think that instant was the dawn of my lifelong fascination with the stories that burden every human being, regardless of nationality or culture. Those stories – mixtures of memories and forgetfulness and of fantasy and dread – are the stuff of fretful dreams until peace comes with death. Up until this moment you were Yukiko, the strong woman with a fragile beauty who talked to me about poetry and politics, who guided me like an angel to the door of all the arts. You swung that door wide and said, ‘Enter,’ knowing that I would be captivated. You sensed that in me. I had not been to college yet. That would not happen until after my four years in the navy. You could mould me and shape me and introduce me to all those hints of Japan’s two-thousand-year-old culture and history I picked out every day in your grimy port city and at the Mozart café. There also was ‘our’ bookstore in Thieves Alley, across the street from a honky-tonk glistening with flashing neon. The first time we met we talked, and you said, ‘Come,’ and you took me across the street by the hand, placed me in front of the bookshop owner, and bought me a copy bound in pale green silk of Senryu, translated by R. H. Blyth, a collection from the mid-1700s of darkly cynical and humorous verses similar to haiku. I mean, I was still a teen! What were you trying to lay on me? I still have the book, of course. Your fingerprint is on the title page, where you wrote, ‘To a nice boy from a wicked woman. – Yukiko, with love.’


In fact, you mentioned that book in your second letter to me, which I received when I was at sea.




Dear Paul,


I receiving your letter this afternoon in the raining and was very, very glad to hear from you. And thank you for the haiku you found, but I don’t know so much about that. Just I know this 5-7-5 syllabled verse, from the Senryu. I think you will be teaching me soon everything about Japan, so my plan to make you into a Japanese is working. Ha! Ha! Ha!


I think you received my first letter, and pictures of me also, but those pictures are only for a poet so handsome and charming. Is there another beautiful girl, Mr. Great Cameraman-Writer? I hope no . . . not even a shadow of another girl!


The time is now 9.00 in the evening, and I am sitting in my room, typing you this letter. I do not work for a few days. I am very lazy because there is not much business and sitting with customers who I am not interested to talk to. For me, this is just like sitting and listening to a very long Buddhist invocation since you left. Human beings can be so boring if they are not poets. Perhaps somebody has made me too lazy to work, someone who still possesses my heart so. As you said, many sailors come to Japan but they never really get to know we Japanese. I was delighted with that because this girl met such a so good person like you.


I take vitamin pills every day. I know you like Marilyn Monroe. Oh oh! A caution signal: is a certain young man thinking somewhere of a sexy girl? Is he already drinking an aphrodisiac? Maybe you are on Okinawa which is so a hot and very strange place for we Japanese. Many witches live there, I think. They are not nice witches like me. They did not come out of the snow and ice like me. For many years I needed the warmth of fire. Then you gave me your friendship. Your friendship included your helping hand. Is that the reason I smile?


Love,


Yukiko





You wrote this letter after you slashed your wrists. But I know now that you attempted suicide not because of me. Even if other conversations are just fragments, I can remember the story you told me when we were able to meet again at the Mozart café word for word, as if it had been written on a scroll you gave me to take care of for the rest of my life.


‘A certain girl has to tell you a story,’ you said again. ‘You see, this girl had a daughter . . . I had a daughter. She was ten years old. For a long time, my daughter was sick with tuberculosis. My mother died from TB. It was terrible, and unfortunately my daughter caught TB from my mother. Don’t ask me about the father of my daughter. He is dead, so long ago . . . My daughter was my last relative alive. When I got the news from the hospital that she had died and I was not there because I had to work at the bar to earn money, I wanted to kill myself. She was the last of my family. Now I am alone. She was so bright and funny . . . not like me, her so serious mother. So I decided to die . . . I am so sorry to have to tell you this because you are a good boy and now my story is your story too. I am part of you and you are part of me.


‘I need to tell you that I put on that white dress because in China it is the colour of mourners and because I knew that somewhere I would meet my daughter again, and I wanted to be pure. Yes . . . pure. So pure, which I am not. I am not, Paul. I am not a good woman . . . And then somehow, by fate – I think that is the right word – you came to my room at that hotel. You were like a star shining bright above me. I had to use my dictionary to look up those words.


‘Yes, you are young. You are full of hope, and even though I am a very bad woman, because of you I glow with light because you care about me in the most beautiful way, like a man who is good of heart. Yes, like a man, even though you are not yet a man. And now I am here. I am still living. I will always be a little bird in the tree, singing, singing, always happily, I hope. Yes, I can hope. Please remember me and listen for my song.’




3


Blue Woman




You girls who were seeking the great love, the great and terrible love, what has happened, girls?


Perhaps time, time?


PABLO NERUDA, FROM ‘LAS MUCHACHAS’ [‘GIRLS’], THE CAPTAIN’S VERSES





It occurs to me that after you cut your wrists – and I became part of your story – you started writing much more poetry. First the blood flowed from your body. Then came a flood of verse. The ship sailed away on a three-week cruise to the Taiwan Strait and to Hong Kong. And then it returned to Yokosuka. As soon as I walked down the gangplank to the dock, after saluting the flag and taking the obligatory rubber in a wrapper from the officer of the deck, I went looking for you. You were not at the White Rose. They said you were probably still convalescing. I walked in the rain to the Mozart coffee shop, stepping into doorways and alleys to avoid running into navy shore patrols that might have detained me for attempting to enter a forbidden area. The Mozart was forbidden. The brute force of that rule was beyond my comprehension, even then.


Your head was cocked to one side. There was an open book on the table in front of you. Your eyes were closed. There was that smile on your face that happened when you were in the presence of beauty. You were listening to the Ninth Symphony of Beethoven, my father’s favourite, and the needle on the record was getting to the point where the sublime ‘Ode to Joy’ chorus would begin. I could see you were anticipating it: Joy, o wondrous spark divine. There was the first rose tint of excitement on your face for the coming force of the chorale. Your long fingers were tapping the table. I stood looking at you for a while. You were truly lost in something I was not a part of. It was wonderful seeing you like that, so alive, entranced, vivid in your private world. You were like my father, who stood and conducted the Ninth, as the 78-rpm records he treasured spun on the blond-wood Ferguson record player, while I sat there uncomprehending. You pulled a notebook from your purse and began writing, first slowly, and then hurriedly as the chorus swept you up. I knew that you were writing poetry. You suddenly saw me, and you jumped up, spilling espresso out of the tiny cup. You ran and threw your arms round my neck and said, your voice triumphant, ‘I knew you would come back to me, my sweetheart.’


You stood and looked at me. Your eyes explored my face: first my eyes, then my lips, each cheekbone, the close-cropped black hair, and last, my grin. ‘You missed me, I think,’ you said, after you had studied all my details. You called those details ‘credentials’. You looked at me as if the short time we had known each other was altering the boy I was. Your fists were clenched at the sides of your hips. You were right in front of me, and you were not going to move. The chorus was soaring. I had to help you back to the table. You started laughing. The manager nodded politely. Public displays of affection were rare in Japan in those days, but you, with your books and your love of music and that look you had, were one of the manager’s favourite customers. I am sure that he had never seen a mature Japanese woman throw herself into the arms of a young foreigner. But he nodded in my direction, quickly brought coffee to the table, and then said playfully to you in Japanese: ‘So, he is the one, this young man. Your Anthony Perkins!’ Your face turned scarlet. I am laughing now when I think about that. I blushed too, as I did when I was a youngster. How much I wish that I were nineteen again, and a woman such as you with your red lips, stalked by tragedy, who devoured literature and wrote poetry and who wore an unknown perfume whose fragrance I can still recall, was waiting for me.


‘I have to tell you something,’ you said. ‘It is another secret. A certain woman is in love with a certain man, but he does not know it. Do you know that woman?’


I nodded yes. Do you remember that nod?


‘A certain man is in love with a certain woman, but he does not know it. Do you know that man?’


I nodded yes again.


‘In my country,’ you said, ‘that is the perfect formula for a love affair that will have a beginning and an end. I have always wanted to be in love with a man who did not know I loved him. How bittersweet that love. How unforgettable. A love that I can take with me until I die. Do you understand?’


Well, of course, I did not understand. You were talking to someone who was not even twenty. Bittersweet? What did I know then about bittersweet! All I knew was sunshine. Laughter. Sunlight. Adventure. Your secret unleashed a score of unfamiliar feelings. I felt as if I were an infant taking his first step.


The manager of the Mozart was watching us discreetly. I saw him go to the shelf where the record player was located. He turned up the volume. You took my hand and pulled me closer, so that we sat side by side.


‘You know Beethoven?’ you asked. The chorus was at its zenith. ‘You have come back to me,’ you said, ‘at my favourite moment.’ You tightened your grip on my hand, leaned back in your chair. ‘I love life. I love something as simple as sitting with you like this . . . Do you understand, Paul-san?’




Dear Paul,


Did you get my second letter? I hope to hear from you soon. I need that thing that is called joy. By the way, I will go to the book store day after tomorrow. I told you before, the book of French language for you is a present, if they have it, I hope, and a dictionary too that they will send to the store soon. The store has asked Maruzen [a big Tokyo bookstore] for me and the store said not easy to get the original of a new book, but I try.


I want you to read poetry in the French language, and then I want you to recite it to me so that I will lose my mind. I will send you Verlaine and Rousseau.


Today I will make you bust of laughing, when you reading this, if you be happy, please reading with humming. If you be angry, say, “Why so stupid a student! Look! Mistakes all over the page!” But please do not make a grimace, OK, Mr. Teacher?


Anyway I’ll start. A little girl like me has written a poem. She was thinking if it was only possible that I was little again! The girl was thinking about lost leaves in a storm because she did not get a letter from you. Yes, there was nothing that time. So much she were waiting for your first letter, you will never know. That is a new secret for you. I don’t like this word wait!! That is why I will never use it again in my letters. Never! I am stubborn. Remember that.


After you are reading this letter, are you already correcting it for me? I know it is trouble for you, but please do it for pity a student to study, when you have time.


Please send this letter back to me with many intelligent corrections. Please write to me soon even if you do not have the opportunity.


But even better than that, come back to me before the new moon in the darkness of night. Come back to me so that I can hear your steps in the night and enjoy the feeling of impossible happiness.


Keep well. Study hard. Read books. Imagine!


Remember me.


Thank you for saving my life.


Please always be a good boy.


Love,


Yukiko





That was not the end of the letter. You delighted in adding a P.S., or a P.P.S., and even a P.P.P.S. on occasion.


‘If I P.S.,’ you said, ‘it is going to be something special. It is not what you call an “afterthought”. I can’t send you presents when you are at sea, but I can send you a P.S.’


‘But how do you say P.S. in Japanese?’ I asked.
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