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I wish I were close


To you as the wet skirt of


A salt girl to her body.


I think of you always.

—Akahito,


One Hundred Poems


from the Japanese







Part I

Tokyo, November 1989










One



Severin Boxx rode home from football practice in the back of Coach Kindwall’s van. In the front passenger seat, the coach’s daughter applied a French manicure to her nails. The coach was also the base general of Yokota Air Base, Japan, and Severin’s father’s boss. These facts made Virginia Sachiko Kindwall untouchable and even more desirable than had she been a sergeant’s daughter. Severin didn’t wish to cause trouble for his father, and he intended to start the remainder of the season as outside linebacker, but he also wanted five minutes alone with Virginia, five minutes to speak in a calm and controlled voice, to practice his Japanese with her, five minutes at a ramen shop, slurping their noodles, laughter, together. The back of the van smelled of pigskin and wet gridiron and the still sweet sweat of boys. In a year or maybe in months, the boys Severin’s age would begin to sweat like men, and stink like men, and maybe even suffer and want and love like men. But for now they were boys.

The van passed the flight line and the jet-fueled, mind-blowing birds of human prey. In the dark the planes looked harmless, like linked parts of a playground that young children might scamper on and under. But Severin knew, because his father had told him, that within twenty minutes General Kindwall could strike North Korea with a rain of bombs and fire more effective and impressive than ever unleashed before. All of this firepower idled within a half mile of the football field and two miles of Severin’s front door.

Severin stared at Virginia’s profile and felt his desire for her flush his face and his chest. Coach was talking about the power of the linebacker blitz, but Severin ignored him and stared at Virginia’s beautiful nose and lips and the wisps of hair that floated above her head like strands of God. The car arrived at Severin’s house in the officers’ suburb of the base, and Severin jumped out with his gear in both hands and said good-bye to Coach and his daughter. He could barely pronounce her name.

“Hold up, Severin,” Kindwall said. He put the van in park and walked around the front of the vehicle and faced Severin. Kindwall was a massive man, six foot four, over 250 pounds. The general’s face looked as though two pit bulls had played catch with it. His scars were from his third tour in Vietnam. A bouncing Betty made from ball bearings and gunpowder had rendered his face a combat zone. The general’s carriage invoked the competing sensations of victory and humiliation. Severin knew the general could use rhetoric to turn breakfast into Pershing’s European campaign.

Kindwall stooped and aligned his eyes with Severin’s. “Tomorrow we will win a football game. It is all a part of the march of history. Only a few names are remembered in the end, only a few names make it into the great score sheet of history. Eat right, sleep well, and hit hard.”

“Yes, sir,” Severin said.

Kindwall grabbed the back of Severin’s head and pulled him into the crook of his arm and, with his other hand, vigorously slapped the boy on the back. Virginia looked at Severin as though to apologize for her father’s historicized, militarized vision of everything, even a hug. She blew Severin a kiss.

He nervously extracted himself from Kindwall’s embrace.

Inside, Severin’s dinner waited on the Formica kitchen counter. From the mudroom, he eyed the plate and guessed that it was chicken-fried steak and potatoes. His dad liked chicken-fried steak, and Dad was home from somewhere in the world—Taiwan, Diego Garcia, Turkey?—so they would eat chicken-fried steak. And his mother would drink less coffee, and her girlfriends, the mothers of his friends, would not hang around as late at night complaining about their absent husbands.

Severin stood at the counter and ate, wearing his grass- and mud-colored football pants and a half-shirt stained with sweat and winning. He was not tall, five foot eight, but he carried a solidly muscled 175 pounds. An admiring coach from an opposing team once said, after Severin had clobbered his quarterback ten yards behind the line of scrimmage, “That kid is made of bricks.” His sweaty bangs fell across his brow and into his blue eyes. His eyebrows, dark black like his hair, grew in an arched pattern that gave his face a constant look of youthful surprise. His nose was thin and straight, and his thin lips pulsed cranberry red. He looked his age, seventeen. He felt younger. He needed to prove something.

His mouth bulged with steak and potatoes and gravy, and he breathed riotously through his nose. Mrs. Boxx entered the kitchen. “How many times must I tell you to shower before you eat? It smells like the fifty-yard line in here. And please sit at the table.”

He swallowed hard. “Sorry, Mom. I’m hungry after practice. I can’t wait.” He fell into a chair at the kitchen table.

“I make your father shower when he comes in from the flight line. Are you suddenly the power around here?” She tousled his sweaty hair and then smelled her hand, her son.

“What’s for dessert? Cookies? Ice cream? Both?” He turned his face toward her with an expectant smile.

“Pistachio ice cream,” she said after a quick survey of the freezer.

“That stuff is nasty. How about some green-tea ice cream?”

“Your father doesn’t like it. Too Japanese for him.”

“But we’re in Japan! Dad! We are in Japan!” he yelled toward the living room. “Eat the ice cream!” Severin was truly angry. His father preferred a teriyaki burger from McDonald’s to a bowl of ramen.

“Your father is asleep. Jet lag. How does a pilot get jet lag?” She sat down next to her son.

Severin briskly stirred his potatoes and gravy. “When is he leaving again? Midnight? He’s always gone. He never sees my games.”

“How’s the team looking?”

Severin dropped his fork and it rang against his plate like a bell. “Practice sucked. He ran us through two extra cycles of calisthenics. But he gave me a ride home.”

“He must be stressed out over the accident this morning.”

“What accident?” Severin hadn’t heard of an accident.

“A troop transport truck ran over and killed Yoshida’s son, riding his bicycle home from school. It’s horrible. The driver didn’t even know it happened until he got to the front gate and an MP stopped the truck because a bent bicycle wheel was hanging from the bumper.” Mrs. Boxx shook her head.

“Yoshida, like Yoshida Electronics?” Severin’s eyes pleaded with his mother to say no.

“Yes, honey.”

“Mom, he’s so nice to everyone. He lets us hang out in his store as long as we want, watching TV or listening to music. I can’t believe this. What’s going to happen?”

“The liberal papers will call for a withdrawal of American forces. I can’t say I think otherwise.” Mrs. Boxx leaned back in her chair and sighed.

“How old was Yoshida’s son?”

“Seventeen.”

My age, Severin thought. My age and dead. “The general didn’t say anything at practice.”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

“Can I go to the Base Square? The guys are hanging out there until football curfew. I think Johnson knew Yoshida-san. He’s probably messed up.”

“On Sunday I’m attending a memorial mass. I hope you’ll go with me.” Mrs. Boxx looked out her kitchen window at the darkness.

 

At seventeen, Virginia Sachiko Kindwall wore pearls around her neck and diamonds in her ears, combat boots, and mostly black clothing. She was a hafu, a dark-haired Faye Dunaway from a punk-rock remake of Bonnie and Clyde. Bonnie and Clyde was her favorite movie, and it often played at the Yokota base theater. She’d covered her bedroom walls with still photos from the film: Bonnie and Clyde in bed; Bonnie, framed in bars, pointing a revolver at a bank teller; Bonnie, Clyde, and C.W. living in their car.

Virginia tried on clothes and scrutinized herself in the mirror, full-length, attached to the closet door. A crowd of rejected skirts and T-shirts gathered at her bare feet. She clenched a pink silk skirt between her toes. She chose black knee-highs, a Catholic-school-girl skirt, and a black concert T-shirt. She approached one of the posters of Warren Beatty and kissed him on the lips. Standing in front of her dresser, she applied makeup, looking at herself in the round vanity mirror. She’d bought it at a thrift store off base. Two of the lights were burned out, so her face was half in shadow.

She opened the top drawer of her dresser and pulled out a blond wig and tried it on. She smiled at her blond self and removed a .38-caliber pistol from the drawer. She put the wig and pistol in her purse and went downstairs to tell her father she was hanging out with friends in Shinjuku after attending the eight P.M. movie at the base theater.

 

The base kids crowded the Base Square, an area near the center of Yokota Air Base meant to replicate the downtown in Anywhere, America. The kids called the area the mall, even though their parents called it the square. The kids were correct. American food and retail chains had bought the rights to sell their wares on the base, so indeed at Yokota Air Base, Tokyo, Japan, the children and mothers of American military men spent American dollars in a strip that looked as though it had been transplanted from Montclair, New Jersey, or Dickinson, North Dakota, or Sacramento, California. You could buy hot dogs on a stick after purchasing sneakers at the Athletic Shoe Factory, which was located next to a Baskin-Robbins counter, across the way from a Pizza Hut. Some of the kids had lived overseas for so long they didn’t know that what lay in front of them was a replica trading center that could be found in thousands of American towns. They lived the suburban American dream without knowing it. The difference was that this mall was always safe. There were no abductions, no girls lured into rape vans with promises of modeling careers or screen time, no burglaries in the parking lot.

Severin Boxx and the other members of the defensive squad for Yokota High School sat at a picnic table in the middle of the food court.

John Duncan said, “Coach thrashed us because he’s pissed about that truck killing Yoshida’s son.”

Connor Johnson said, “I called Yoshida’s house, but there was no answer. My mom is going to take me over there tomorrow. He was cool. He was teaching me Japanese.”

Severin Boxx said, “Why didn’t Coach say anything? I’m really sorry, Connor.”

Connor said, “Me, too. But all we have to worry about is playing football. That’s what we do, right? The general asks us to win, nothing else.”

“Winning is garbage,” Severin said. “We should dedicate tomorrow’s game to Yoshida-san. Let’s have our moms sew red patches on our uniforms. Everyone cool with that?”

All the boys agreed, and Connor took responsibility for calling the rest of the team.

“You better keep your eyes off of winning Virginia,” Leon Frank said to Severin. “That’s the only thing I’d worry about. The general seeing you take off his daughter’s clothes with your eyeballs.”

The boys all started making grunting noises and slapping Severin on the head and punching him on the shoulders.

“Back off,” Severin said. “You guys look at her the same.”

“We look at her the same, but we’ve got sanity. You don’t have sanity on your side,” Leon said. “I bet Boxx knocks up Coach’s daughter before Christmas. Or he breaks in the house to steal her panties and gets caught.”

High fives for everyone, and the other boys danced circles around Severin and continued to berate and cajole him. He couldn’t respond, he couldn’t tell them they were wrong, that they had no idea what he was made of, because they knew, and they were right, and he would have to do whatever it took to keep his sanity, to not break into Virginia Kindwall’s house and steal her panties. To do whatever it took not to ask her to his house to listen to music or allow his mother to do the same. Maybe no one would care, and maybe Coach already knew of Severin’s ardor for his daughter, probably Virginia, with a name like that, wasn’t even a virgin—he’d watched her camped at the theater with the old sergeant Focheaux, watching Bonnie and Clyde three times in a week, that old man had gotten her virginity a year ago, Severin guessed, and the coach knew and his own mother knew and the world knew and he knew nothing about anything, least of all Virginia Kindwall and love. He considered himself a simple, brutish boy who excelled at monkey-jumpers and other kinds of nonsense—the linebacker blitz, the safety rush, wrapping his arms around the opponent when tackling, holding on until he ground the bastard’s body into the turf, punching the ball out for the fumble on the way down, kicking the quarterback in the head when the referee had his back turned—simple, brutish acts that placed him on the same ladder rung as the ape. There he sat on the ladder, smiling stupidly, swinging his legs in unison with the ape, awaiting a synaptic tug toward the civilized world. He was deep in the cave of unknowing, and he knew it. Perhaps knowledge of his low-down location was progress. He longed to take his first step out. No, he longed to leap out.

Severin caught sight of Virginia across the square. The tips of her hair teased her chin, and she smiled—at everyone or at him, he couldn’t tell.

 

Virginia walked toward the football players. They stood between her and the eight P.M. showing of Bonnie and Clyde. She knew Severin Boxx was madly in love with her and that he didn’t have the courage to tell her. She also knew that all of his friends and even her father knew. And she liked Severin, she’d liked him since seventh grade. But he was a boy, like all of them, for God’s sake, even her father was a boy. The boys stopped talking as she approached, and one of them, she could never remember his name, pushed Severin toward her and whispered obscenities in his ear. The kid had extreme acne; someday he would have scars and be ashamed of them, she thought.

“Hey, Severin,” she said. “You left a book in my dad’s van when we dropped you off. Why don’t you come by tomorrow morning and pick it up? Ten too early for you?”

She didn’t stop walking, and Severin failed to answer her. She had no idea if he would show up or not.

The reason Bonnie and Clyde played so often at the base theater was that the theater manager, Master Sergeant Leroy Focheaux, suffered a dangerous crush on the base general’s daughter, and she knew how to expertly use it to her cinematic advantage. Not only did he play the movies Virginia wanted to see, when she wanted to see them, but he also paid her for watching the movies with him. Focheaux was afraid of Virginia’s father. She knew he didn’t want to touch her; that he simply liked to look at her and think impure thoughts—fantasies he’d take home to his marital bed, high-water marks of onanism that old Mrs. Focheaux, head cashier at the base commissary, could never reach.

Master Sergeant Focheaux welcomed Virginia into the theater with a flourish. He’d ordered Bonnie and Clyde again because she’d asked him to. Really, she didn’t ask him for anything, she told him to do things, and they both knew it, but she still used the words “please” and “thank you.” For more than a year, Focheaux had been receiving complaints in the theater comments box about the constant repetition of movies, but he told Virginia that his job was secure and he threw away all of the complaints. She was the BG’s daughter, and he’d been placed on this earth to please her.

Virginia settled into her seat next to Focheaux. She loved the opening credits: the genesis of the cult, the making of the imagery of the outlaw life.

The opening scene, close-up on Bonnie’s lips. Pure sexuality, an animal clinging to the screen. American. Was that directed or natural? And calling Clyde “boy.” Putting the man in his place. Clyde, smiling. And the ride begins. Later, the foreclosed farm: Here she always thought of her father. Midlothian, Texas, the dust-busted town her father grew up in. By the time his parents raised him, they lived in town, the farm gone, four generations of labor lost. In his closet, her father had pictures of the lost farm and his Texas youth. Mud-faced boy on a squalid porch, smiling. Can you ever know a man from a photo of his boyhood? She’d tried.

On-screen, the old farmer shooting out the windows of his farmhouse, now owned by the bank. What kind of world makes a man shoot out the windows of his former home?

 

As Severin walked away from his teammates and toward the theater the boys made sucking and grunting noises. Savages, he thought. He bought popcorn and licorice and a soda.

“The movie started thirty minutes ago,” the counter lady said. “I guess you’ve seen it before.”

He knew that if Coach caught him gorging junk food the night before a game he’d be condemned to monkeyjumpers hell for the rest of the season, for the rest of his football life. When the counter lady turned her back to him, Severin jumped the rope that cordoned off the balcony. He sat in the center seat of the first row and trained his eyes on Virginia and Master Sergeant Focheaux.

Severin hated Focheaux because the old sergeant was sitting next to Virginia, in a dark theater, and what a waste, Severin alone in the balcony, the spy, the loner, the private investigator doomed never to touch the girl because of his own great incapacities. Language left his body whenever she was near. He knew the words: Virginia, I love you. But was that how you said it? Virginia, I have strong feelings for you? Virginia, can I be alone with you? Virginia? Virginia, may I speak? No, that certainly wasn’t it, don’t ask if you can speak, just speak. If you ask she might say no, she might say, I know what you’re thinking, but it isn’t a good idea. And then you’ll die with the thought and desire dead in your brain, in your shorts. Virginia, I want to kiss. Yes, that seems right. Let’s kiss, Virginia. Virginia, let’s kiss.

His favorite scene in the movie: the Texas Ranger caught by the gang, Bonnie getting sweet with him, the gang posing for pictures with the defeated lawman. He spits in her face, and they put him out on the river in a rowboat. Down with authority. He liked the movie. But he couldn’t relate to the romanticism of the outlaw. Robin Hood was still a thief, even if he gave to the poor.

Here the outlaw’s horse was replaced by the V-8 engine. Life on the road, life in a car, escape and violence. Ride.

Clyde couldn’t get it up at first. Severin remembered this. But later, in a field, they made love. That’s how it should be, in a field, honey, you and me, sticking together.

 

After leaving the theater and exiting the base, Virginia boarded a train at Haijima station. At Shinjuku, she switched to the Ikebukuro Metro line. A middle-aged man seated across from her stared at her legs. She mouthed the word sukebe, pervert. Her knees were scarred from spending most of her youth playing rough boys’ sports with the sons of her father’s subordinates. She pulled the rosary out of her shirt and thumbed Jesus’ face. She wished she knew some Catholic prayers. The rosary had belonged to her mother, an unlikely convert from Buddhism. She blamed her father for this conversion, but she liked the way, in rhythm with the subway car, the rosary bounced against the taut T-shirt between her breasts, where Joey Ramone’s silkscreened face was eating Jesus. She’d seen the Ramones the prior spring. A gray-haired Japanese punk rocker had bought her the shirt and then sung Ramones songs to her all night in the back of a shot bar called the Crane. She drank too much Kentucky bourbon and eventually vomited in the man’s lap.

Tonight she was nervous because this was only the second evening of her life as a criminal. She tried to convince herself that no man could match her in speed, and no man could match her in wit, and no man could match her in cunning.

She thought the blond wig was a dumb idea, but the Boss had insisted that it would throw the police off the trail. Generally, a victim forgets all aspects of a crime other than the barrel of the gun you point in his face, or so the Boss had said. And why on earth would she point the barrel of a gun at someone? Because she wanted to feel alive. Her life on base was boring and dull, and her father expected only the best behavior from her. But how did he behave? Wasn’t he a hypocrite? Didn’t hypocrites deserve what they got? How many handguns existed in the entire country? And she carried one of them in her purse.

She stopped around the corner from the konbini store, affixed the wig, checked her makeup, and walked quickly into the store, not looking at passersby. She grabbed a basket and proceeded to the rear of the store. She picked one carton of tofu. At the freezer she selected a bag of frozen gyoza. In the dry-goods aisle, she grabbed two bags of rice crackers and a tin of green tea. She walked to the counter, set down her basket, and waited while the clerk figured her total.

She read his name badge: Haruki. It was like being named Mike in America.

Haruki said, looking up from his calculator, “Are you hungry tonight, miss?”

“I’m shopping for my obâchan,” Virginia said.

“Sweet of you,” he said. “Where does she live?”

“Nearby.” She waved her hand toward the door and the dense nothingness of the city beyond. Nearby meant anywhere. And why did he care? She could have told him: I don’t know where my obâchan lives because I have never met her, because I am a hafu and the Japanese half of my family rejected me. But she did not.

He smiled as he moved the items into plastic bags. She moved her weight from foot to foot and frantically opened and closed the snap of her purse. The noise attracted the attention of the young boy on the stool next to Haruki; probably his son. As Haruki began to speak the total, she opened her purse and, instead of her wallet, removed her .38-caliber handgun and pointed it at Haruki’s stomach. He gasped, and the little boy put his hands over his eyes, the see-no-evil monkey.

In slow, deliberate speech she said, “Haruki, I need you to give me all of the money in the cash register and to empty the safe underneath the counter. And I need you to do this now.”

“I am unauthorized,” Haruki said, but she cut him off by cocking the gun.

He complied.

She thought: This is happening too easily. She wanted another customer to walk through the door. She wanted to tell someone to shut up and lie facedown. Or, like an incredulous Clyde Barrow in a 1930s dust-bowl grocery, she wanted to fight a fat white guy who attacked her from behind with an ax. “That guy attacked me,” she’d scream. In a very small corner of her brain, she wanted to pull the trigger while pointing the weapon at someone’s head. She had no idea where this desire came from. Probably from her father. Men who volunteer for combat three times must pass on the killing gene to their children. Haruki placed all of the cash in a bag, along with the tofu and the other goods she’d gathered in her basket.

He said, “I hope your obâsan is ashamed of the trash she has brought into the world.”

She reached across the counter and slapped the clerk. His son finally began to cry.

She felt bad about taking the groceries. She hadn’t even asked for them, and now they’d be wasted. “Sit on the floor and count to one thousand,” she said, and left the store.

At Exit A of Ikebukuro station, she handed the bag off to Yumiko, a fifteen-year-old girl pretending to be homeless. She’d met Yumiko at her recruitment lunch and had liked her. Yumiko was having sex with the Boss. Virginia wanted to tell Yumiko to wait a few years before having sex again. She wanted to say, Hey, I’m a virgin and I’m seventeen and I’m doing all right. Of course, she wasn’t sure that she was doing all right; she’d been considering getting rid of her virginity and seeing what life looked like without it.

In exchange for the shopping bag with stolen groceries and yen, Virginia received an envelope with fifty American dollars in it. The Boss’s agreement with his cadre of young female thieves was that for each robbery, they received fifty dollars, and at the end of the month, they also received 2 percent of the net take. Costs included rent of the apartment that the operations center ran out of, phone lines, recruiting expenses such as lunches and gifts, and the aspect of his operation that the Boss claimed set him apart from other hoodlums—the flowers and card he sent to his victims a week or so after the robbery:

WE APOLOGIZE FOR THE INCONVENIENCE OF OUR CRIMINAL ACT


This night Virginia robbed two other konbinis, one near Ginza station and one near Tokyo station. In perfectly orderly fashion, the victims performed the tasks she’d asked of them, she exited the establishments without incident, and she handed her shopping bags to Yumiko at Exit A of each station. Between her robberies and watching the film with Focheaux, Virginia had made $250 in five hours. She had no idea what to do with the money.

Her friends planned to party all night in Shibuya and Roppongi, hustling GIs and German tourists for drinks, maybe doing some drugs if they could find them for free or cheap enough. But she didn’t want to be out all night. She boarded the last Chuo-line train and returned to Yokota.

She’d told Severin to stop by the house at ten in the morning, and she intended to be there. Her intentions for him were not all good. She knew the Boss needed an American kid with muscle, and that was Severin. She had no idea what the Boss needed him for, but she felt certain she could convince Severin to participate—such was his simplicity and, well, his longing.

 

Virginia’s father ate a late dinner with his girlfriend every Friday night at a small sushi restaurant in Yokota. He’d never introduced the two. As far as Kindwall was concerned, Virginia didn’t have knowledge of his relationship with Miyoko. But Virginia knew: she knew Miyoko’s name, where she lived, that she worked as an auto mechanic at the Suzuki shop next to her apartment complex, and that Miyoko was a hibakusha—a Hiroshima survivor—unable to get an office job because of the prejudice bomb victims suffered, especially in Tokyo.

Virginia regularly spied on the two lovers while they dined at Mikuni.

And there they were, at their usual seats, stage left of the sushi bar. Virginia watched from outside the restaurant, sitting on a barrel of sake, sign of good luck and plenitude. The owner prepared fish behind the refrigerated counter, his knife slicing through saba like a shooting star through a new-moon night. Her father wore civilian clothes, the casual attire of a banker on his weekend: a white oxford shirt tucked into khakis, brown deck shoes, brown belt, a blue jacket with epaulets. Miyoko wore a dark blue pencil skirt, a red blouse, and a silk scarf with a blue-and-cream flower pattern. Virginia thought that her mother had been prettier than Miyoko, but Miyoko was still pretty and elegant—two qualities Virginia admired and found so rarely in the militarized world of her father. Virginia had more than once walked by the Suzuki shop to watch Miyoko work on cars: Bent over an engine, wearing blue overalls and rubber surgical gloves covered with grease, Miyoko retained her elegance and beauty.

Miyoko fed Kindwall a piece of maguro. Virginia had seen enough. Some nights she followed them through the city, to a pachinko parlor, to the Pretty Getter for drinks, home to Miyoko’s apartment. But now she wandered the city alone, following no one. Again tonight she’d broken the law without being caught. She wondered if, in some perverse way, her father would be proud. Aren’t fathers supposed to be proud of their daughters no matter what they do or fail to do? My daughter the criminal, my daughter my love.








Two



Coach Kindwall awoke at four A.M. on game days. In fact, he rarely slept, so it was less like waking and more like rolling over in bed, sitting, and sliding his feet into his slippers. He hadn’t slept much since his first tour in Vietnam, and that was many years ago. Sometimes he thought about retirement, but it worried him that, after leaving the military, his body and mind might suddenly need to catch up on years of lost slumber, and that he’d sign his retirement orders and fall over right there at the desk, not dead but asleep for a decade.

He stepped out of the shower, shaved quickly, and combed his hair with a straight black comb and water, the white line of the part like the perfect delineation on a landing strip. Now he needed to wear his glasses to shave and comb his hair. Sometimes he considered this demoralizing, but usually, he gave it no thought. He knew that a few doors down, his daughter was sleeping soundly, that she was a sweet girl with a bright future as long as she kept her drug use to marijuana and locked the swarming GIs and Japanese kids and punk dependents out of her pants for long enough. He thought he knew all of this.

He didn’t want her to stay a virgin forever, but he considered thirty a nice round number. By that time she’d have a career and her own money, and she wouldn’t have to grant the every wish of some wiseass husband who would despise and disparage her father. He didn’t want her to have daddy issues, but he did want her to love him until the day he died and longer. His job mattered, the air force mattered, the Cold War mattered, but none of those things was worth a single hair on his daughter’s legs. Fathers had killed for their daughters, and they would continue to.

But did the Cold War matter? The Berlin wall was down, but he could turn things hot in a matter of seconds. All it took was one phone call and he’d have two dozen bombers dropping five-hundred-pound balls of flaming death and metal on Pyongyang, no questions asked. Let the exchange of fireworks begin. Why did people constantly want to wreck his day? It would seem the world would want to keep General Kindwall in good spirits.

Yesterday it was a half-blind airman from the motor pool driving a five-ton truck over a perfectly innocent Japanese kid on his way home from school. The son of Yoshida, the guy he’d bought his TV from. Would Yoshida kill for his son? It was possible. Public Affairs had already put together a Sunday service at the chapel. He needed to visit the family. Flowers. Sake. Visit the temple. Eventually, a check would arrive from the U.S. Treasury. He’d already requested a quarter of a million dollars for Yoshida, an amount equal to nothing when measured against the loss of a son. He wondered how many Japanese nationals had been killed in American military accidents since the end of the occupation. The protests would begin anew. Okay, then.

He’d fallen so far from the comfort of a cockpit. From that great height, you never heard the wailing of the dying and their families.

It had been too long since he’d forced his way into a bomber—now he simply told the young guns where to fly—but that was where he felt most alive, in the cockpit. Early in his career, he’d lost the sensation of flight: In the air he lived, on the ground he walked. The world was always down, and heaven up, and the people you were dropping bombs on were always the soon-to-be-dead, never the living. That was the god of the bomber’s mission. Burning through the sky in his B-52, sighting a target, he knew the future. He could lean down and whisper into their ears: Soon you will be erased from this earth. Travel well. A mind-numbing amount of destruction at his fingertips. Every pilot thought he was God; if you didn’t, you’d know you were the devil. They’d grounded him during his third tour in Vietnam because he took his plane up when he wanted, he didn’t attend bombing mission briefings, and he found his own targets. They were always the same as the old targets. In 1972 he bombed the same hills he’d bombed in 1966. His freelancing lasted for three weeks, and then they pulled him out for a month of R&R in Taipei. He returned to a desk job in Saigon, counting bombs. But he could not sit. He banded with his cousin, a Special Ops cowboy from the army, and that’s how he caught the shrapnel in his face, way deep in the jungle, on foot, a place a bomber pilot should never land. A pilot should die before he hits the earth. That is the best death, in the air. Now he tasted war, in the form of metal ball bearings, every day. No matter what he ate, he experienced the sensation of chewing on burning metal. I would like an omelet with onions and burning metal. Thank you.

Back to football. It’s Saturday. Pigskin and leg, as his college football coach had said, that’s what Saturdays are for. Tackling and screwing.

He opened the playbook and wrote his game plan. Football, even high school football, was much like war. Men had been beating the hell out of one another since they first pulled themselves from that swamp somewhere in Africa, and they would always do so, and football, a controlled game with rules and officials, was one of the more civilized modern equivalents of killing your neighbor and satisfying the crowd.

His team always won, and the entire base population, even the single GIs, celebrated the victory in the dark corners of the base and just outside, in the space that he’d often inhabited as a young man, the streets and alleys and crevices and small dank apartments where cultures collided and the roll call of victims never ended—prostitutes, junkies, drunks, reefer kings, the yakisoba woman punched in the face for shortchanging a GI by five yen, the thirteen-year-old gang-raped by four marines, the electronics-store owner greeted with empty shelves on Monday morning, and the perpetrators of all these crimes, they, too, victims, victims of moral and cultural meltdown and their own ever-increasing stupidity and desire. He could not forbid Virginia entry into the alleys and crevices, because she knew they were there, and they called constantly, and she would wander in regardless of his protestations. He could forbid entry to a private who’d caught the clap fourteen times, and he could forbid his football team, but he couldn’t forbid his daughter. The world of Japan was half hers anyway, though he’d never helped her claim it.

This afternoon they would air it out. He wanted at least two hundred yards in the air. That running back Johnson was getting on his nerves. He’d limit the kid’s game time, turn him into a blocker and a diversionary presence, beat Ikebukuro with the pass, and the next week he’d be so keyed up, he’d run for two hundred yards, set a Far East record.

Kindwall wrote ten passing plays. Ten plays: all he needed to beat a team, any team. Perfect offensive execution, finesse. Eleven kids on defense who resembled baboons. Minimal penalties. Monkeyjumpers and good-night Eileens all night if they were penalized more than twenty yards. Make their mothers cry.

Dim early-morning light began to appear through the kitchen window. Beyond, still in shadow and mist, Mount Fuji tortured the population with its hidden beauty. Who was the famous print-maker? Hiroshige, Thirty-six Views. Kindwall assumed he’d tried so many times because he hadn’t considered any of them perfect, and at thirty-six, he’d given up. Kindwall had been looking at that mountain for twelve years, and it hadn’t changed. What did he expect? During the same twelve years, his daughter had grown from naïf to young woman with a drawer full of bras. No lace on the bras, he’d commanded her, but he’d never looked. That’s the work of a mother.

The grandfather clock in the living room struck six, and he called Miyoko. He didn’t expect her to answer. He didn’t necessarily want her to answer; he’d dialed more out of curiosity than need, though the need was there. She picked up.

“Moshi, moshi,” she answered sleepily.

“Miyoko. Mr. Kindwall here.”

“Oliver? Why do you call so early?”

He hung up. He’d only wanted to know that she was home and alone. They had been on a date last night and ended the night at her house, as always. At three he drove home. She resented that he would not introduce her to Virginia, and he resented that she never understood why. He considered it an act of respect for the memory of Virginia’s mother. No one would ever replace the girl’s mother, so why try? Miyoko wanted to offer Virginia an intimate view of her maternal culture. This was the argument. Kindwall never bought it. He had been with Miyoko for seven years. Miyoko had never met Virginia. It was one of the few things the two of them fought about. And they fought about it constantly.

He decided to walk the perimeter of the base. During the first few years of his tenure, he’d walked the perimeter often. The troops thought he did it to catch a private sleeping at faraway Post Fifteen, or to discover the sergeant of the guard on a long-distance phone call to Omaha, and indeed, he’d caught the sleeping privates and the long-distance sergeants, had caught the same men again and again, but he’d never busted them. He knew that sleeping and conversations with the girl back home were essential to morale.

He pulled on a pair of GI green trousers and combat boots and a flight jacket. He was a general and this was his base, and he owned it, he owned the whole motherfucker. But on Saturday mornings, he removed his stars from the lapels of the jacket.

The canal on the other side of his residence was a favorite spot for lovers to gather during nice weather. The waste from the prior night’s couples littered the slope above the canal: empty bottles of whiskey and vodka, a bra, and used condoms. At least the bastards are using condoms, he thought. How many times do we have to give them the horror stories about super-clap, tell them AIDS isn’t just for butt-ringers, play the doctored videotape of the private with hamburger dick, before they decide to pull the latex over their sticks?

For the past five years, he’d been participating in a high-dollar VD betting pool with the commanders of other Far East bases: The officer with the fewest number of reported cases per quarter won the pot, with an even bigger payoff at the end of the year. He’d won the winter quarter of 1989, it was about a grand, but he’d lost the spring and summer, and the last time he checked with the chief pecker doc at the hospital, his numbers did not look good for the fall. Even some of the female personnel had begun to appear on the VD dockets, a new and shocking occurrence, and bad for the quarterly numbers. The admiral at Yokosuka would win the final quarter and the year. And wasn’t he a charmed bastard, that squid, a leader of sailors who proudly admitted to having had his bore punched more than twenty times during stints in Pusan and South Vietnam.

Kindwall was walking toward the concertina-topped chain-link fence that surrounded a flight-line weapons bunker when he heard his name called. He turned around and saw an MP and, next to him, Miyoko.

“Sir, she said it was important. She threatened us with, well, with bodily harm if we didn’t let her in. I thought I should escort her. I knew you’d be walking the line.”

“Carry on, Sergeant Blake. I’ll take the detainee from here.”

The sergeant smirked and let go of Miyoko’s arm.

She approached Kindwall and said, “Do not call me the detainee. Do not insult me in front of those men. Those killers.” Her face was flushed red with anger and shame.

“Don’t call my boys killers. Their daddies might have been killers, and their granddaddies, but these boys haven’t killed anything, not yet.”

“I heard that a man at the gate is the grandson of Jones, the Enola Gay gunner. Is that true?”

“Yes, it’s true. Jones’s grandson guards my base. What are you going to do, crucify the poor kid? His grandfather dropped the bomb over your head. His grandfather is sorry, his father is sorry, hell, he’s sorry. Leave the poor kid alone.”

“You want to forget it, but it is not forgetting us.” She pointed at herself.

Miyoko was fifty-five but could have passed for a woman twenty years younger. She ate a Japanese breakfast every morning—miso soup, shioyaki salmon, rice, tamago, pickles—and swam laps six days a week. She gardened at the community plot, she went to temple, she helped her older neighbors up the stairs with their groceries, and during extreme heat and cold, she looked in on them and sometimes had a few of them over for dinner. Her eyes were deepest black—the kind of black Kindwall imagined was at the bottom of the sea when you died of drowning. Her eyebrows were painted on perfectly: They looked like a sketch of the perfect eyebrow by Hiroshige. Her nose was shaped like a teardrop. Her lips she painted dark red every morning and throughout the day. Her neck was muscular and inviting at the same moment. He wanted to kiss her neck. He wanted to kiss her damaged face.

But instead he lashed out. “Why are you here? Where is your boyfriend?” His voice hit a cruel note intended to hurt. Three months earlier, they’d split for a few weeks, and she’d dated another man.

“You are my boyfriend. You have to stop calling on the phone all hours and asking my name and hanging it up. I do not sleep with other men. I am the older woman, yes? The older woman does not run around. She waits for her young lover!”

“I am not so young.” Kindwall approached her and pulled her near. He unzipped his flight jacket and tucked her head against his chest while she wept.

She spoke into his chest. “But you are the younger lover of me. So I wait. I put up with your selfishness and I wait. How do you like that?”

Kindwall realized that in fact he was tired of his own selfish shit. He did not like to see Miyoko cry. They’d had this fight hundreds of times. She pointing out their age difference, ten years, he claiming it didn’t matter, he claiming he kept her away from his daughter in order to protect Virginia. But who was he protecting? Himself, of course.

Kindwall lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. He said, “Come home with me and meet my daughter.”

 

Back in his kitchen, he poured two cups of coffee. He looked at Miyoko, who sat at the kitchen table, a red wool shawl thrown artfully around her shoulders. How to wear a shawl, what a simple matter! Something he never would have been able to teach Virginia. Now she might know! He’d isolated the poor girl in the world of men and the world of the military, the world of power, of white America. Her Japanese was flawless, but language did not equal culture, he knew. The grandparents on her mother’s side had refused to recognize his marriage to her mother. Later, they refused to recognize Virginia. One of Olive’s sisters had visited when Virginia first arrived in Japan, but that was the only time; she had refused his other invitations. He wondered if he’d have had a softer daughter now if he’d introduced Miyoko and Virginia five years ago. Virginia was not soft. For so many years, he’d been proud of this. Why? And what about himself? What if, for the last five or seven years, Miyoko had been sitting at this table for breakfast each morning? What would that have meant to him? The thought of what he’d ruined disgusted him.

Above him he heard the shower running and he knew that beneath the water his daughter stood cleaning her body.

“I will make a large breakfast for us all,” Kindwall said. “The First Breakfast.”

Miyoko rolled her eyes. She was used to his bad jokes. “Even in your own house, you aren’t funny,” she said.

“It’s a house from the outside, I want to make it a home. What do you think of it?”

“It’s nice, Oliver. A nice American house. Everything is so big.” She gestured toward the dining room and the living rooms beyond. “I might get lost in here.”

“You know Americans; we make it bigger, faster, and stronger. But I want to make a French breakfast. Omelets,” he said. “French omelets. Virginia will be happy.” He opened a cookbook to the index and scanned for omelets. “My mother gave Olive this cookbook when we got married. Western cuisine was not to her liking. I think she used it twice—once to burn a turkey, once to burn a cake.” He laughed at the old fond memory. Then he asked Miyoko, “Is there such a thing as a French omelet?”

“Of course.” She removed her shawl. “According to the French, there is a French everything. Let me help.”

“Oh, no. This is my show. I’m the chef. I want a French-American omelet, not a French-Japanese omelet! Gruyère and seaweed? Hah!” He embraced her, picked her up, and spun wildly around the room.

He set her down and kissed her forehead.

She looked at him and said, “Be careful.”

But he didn’t understand her. He smiled. “Anything we break, we will fix. You wait in the dining room. When Virginia’s out of the shower, she’ll come down and want some coffee. I’ll sit her down and explain it. I’ll tell her that things have changed. That we’re going to start a family.”

“Whatever you think is best.” She hugged and kissed his massive arm and went back into the dining room.

He looked out at Mount Fuji. Officers’ housing had been designed so that every kitchen had a view of the mountain. He’d climbed Fuji once with some of his junior officers. Now he’d take the girls on a trip. The girls. It sounded great: the girls, the two ladies, the two women in my life. He almost forgot about tonight’s football game. Hell, the assistant could run the team with his eyes closed. The guy was probably a better coach. Maybe he’d take the game off and drive the ladies to Fuji for the day. Or to the coast, to Kamakura, sushi lunch, fish fresh off the boats, one minute the salmon is a mile out in a net, and ten minutes later, the poor boy’s lined up pretty in mini-fillets on sweet rice. And they’d spend the night, yes. A family weekend at Kamakura. Who on earth could argue against the purity and beauty of that?

He discovered that the French omelet was simple, two lightly beaten eggs and one added ingredient, or none, even. But he found some chives and chopped them finely. The French-omelet technique supposedly took some practice, but he was a handy guy, and he had no doubt he could master it with one try. He viewed the handle of the skillet as he used to view a plane’s throttle. It was all in the motion. He laughed at himself, an American general making a French omelet. He had a cook for three meals a day during the week, but he gave her the weekends off. Fried-egg-and-cheese sandwiches, and Scotch, lasted him the weekend, and Virginia ate most of her weekend meals with friends. Time to change that.

Virginia descended the rear stairs that spilled into the kitchen. It was fair to say that General Kindwall was in love with his daughter.

“Virginia,” he said. “Breakfast? ETA of five minutes.” He smiled at her.

She looked at him suspiciously. “I just want coffee. I hate eggs. They’re gross.”

“You can’t drink only coffee. Do you want to run around like an enlisted wife, juiced up on diet pills and caffeine, hair in curlers, three kids humping each leg?” He laughed at his own joke.

“You are so crass.” She poured herself a cup.

“I’m sorry. These aren’t simply eggs. I’m making French omelets! Woman can’t live on coffee alone. Put some milk in there.” He pointed at her coffee cup. “That tar I make will eat through your young stomach.”

“What about you? Four pots of black a day?” Her face, still damp from her shower, had the fresh look of a meadow at dawn. “Who was here? Sussman? Damage control? I heard voices.”

“I have a lifer’s stomach. I could live on coffee and tobacco for forty days.” He ignored her questions. He knew she’d want to talk about Yoshida’s son, but he needed to avoid hot topics. He poured two beaten eggs into his buttery skillet. He had to stir the eggs lightly with a fork, just barely touching them with the tines while shaking the pan back and forth until the eggs achieved a custardy consistency. “It was just me reading the recipe aloud, a briefing for the troops,” he said, keeping his attention trained on the pan.

“No. I heard a woman’s voice.” She looked around the room, as though she’d see a woman crouching in the corner or behind the door.

“I was doing Julia Childs.”

“Why are you actually cooking? What happened to fried-egg-and-cheese sandwiches? I like them sometimes.” She crossed her arms over her chest and sank into her seat.

He rolled the omelet out of the pan and onto a plate, topped it with a sprinkle of chives, and held it at arm’s length for Virginia to inspect.

She said nothing.

“Perfect!” Kindwall said. “I hope you are impressed with your old and uncultured father. I have created a French omelet as good as any you will ever eat in Paris, when you finally get there.” He placed it in the oven to stay warm.

“We need to taste it before that judgment can be made,” Virginia said.

But she did seem impressed. He loved this kind of banter with his daughter. It rarely happened, and he was eating it up. She was a smart kid, bright and a quick thinker, a bit of a pessimist, but she’d gotten that from him. No, maybe she was just a healthy skeptic. All of her beauty and grace came from her mother. They shared responsibility for her temper.

“You are right, my dear. That was the practice run, but it was good enough for the real thing. It’ll be mine. One down, two to go.”

“Two to go? What does that mean?” She finally noticed the red shawl on the seat next to her. “Whose is this?” She picked up the shawl and smelled it.

“Virginia, it means we are making a family. Miyoko? Please come here and meet my daughter.”

Miyoko entered from the dining room and smiled at Kindwall and then Virginia. She offered a slight bow.

Kindwall looked at his daughter. He wanted her to speak, he wanted her to run over to Miyoko and hug her, he wanted her to instantly love this woman he’d loved silently for so long. But Virginia didn’t move. She sat with her arms crossed. Her face became dark red, like the desert sky at sunset.

“‘Please meet my daughter’?” Virginia repeated. “Just like that? You run around and hide something from me for years, and then one morning you decide to make some French omelets and ask her to please meet your daughter? You think it’s so simple? Present her like you presented your omelet?”

He leaned against the kitchen counter. “I don’t think you understand what I’m trying to accomplish here.”

Miyoko stood next to Kindwall with her hands crossed in front of her and her head lowered.

“Accomplish? Like a mission? I understand. You’re trying to buy back seventeen years of guilt with one simple gesture—so now you can live with her in this house, and I’m supposed to feel good for you?”

“I’m trying to make a family, sweetheart. I’m trying to give you a mother. Miyoko knows a lot about you. I love her. She’s a refined woman. You’re a young woman; she’ll teach you the things I never could.”

“Like what? Putting on makeup and fixing a radiator? She’s a mechanic. I’ve watched her fix cars.”

“What are you talking about?” Kindwall said.

“I’ve followed you on your dates. I know where she lives and works. Why didn’t you do this when I was twelve?” She burst into tears. “You are such a horrible man,” she screamed. She grabbed Miyoko’s shawl and ran out of the house.

Kindwall reached for Miyoko. The huge man needed her to steady him, or he would fall.

 

Severin waited for someone inside the Kindwall house to respond to his knock. He had never knocked on the door before. He hoped that Virginia and not her father would open the door.

“Hi, Severin,” General Kindwall said.

Severin looked up, surprised. The general did not look good. He looked as though he’d been crying. But that seemed impossible.

“Hello, sir,” Severin said. “Virginia told me to come by this morning.”

Kindwall spoke. “I don’t know where she is. She ran off an hour ago. I can’t go chasing her. What would that look like? Will you find her and tell her to come home?”

“I don’t know where she hangs out, sir. But I’ll go to town and look around. I think we were going to hang out or something.”

“Or something? What is ‘or something’? What is ‘hang out’?” Kindwall leaned down toward Severin.

“I don’t know, Coach.” Severin thought that calling him “Coach” would cut some of the anger. He was right.

“Just find her, okay, boy? You have two things to do today. Find my daughter and win a football game. You have all of my confidence.” Kindwall slammed the heavy wooden door.

Severin walked toward the main gate. He passed the enlisted barracks, where guys were in the parking lot washing their cars and blaring music from the radios. Some of the guys had girlfriends with them, both American and Japanese. Most of the black guys had Japanese girls, and the white guys had white girls. The men were playing catch with a football and generally messing around, a lot of profanity, a lot of talking trash. His father had told him never to hang out with these guys. They were uneducated, and they were trouble. But his father had once been uneducated trouble, an enlisted guy, so Severin didn’t know what his father’s problem was. They seemed like cool guys. Many of them were good athletes. Severin respected feats of athleticism. He liked the guys except for the ones who hit on his mom at the Base Exchange. He always remembered their faces.

From behind, he heard his name being called, or some mangled version of it. “Severo. Severo.” It was Virginia. He felt his feet lift from the earth.

She was in the parking lot, leaning against the door of a big Chevrolet, using it as a prop to assist with the image of herself that she constantly, unerringly, and with minor effort projected: the image of a sexy beast. Severin knew that he was the small piece of prey being torn asunder within the beast’s jaws. A pleasant sensation.

“May I start calling you Severo? Doesn’t that sound slick? It could be your street name, your punk name.” She batted her eyelashes.

“You can call me Severo.”

“Let’s get out of here. Let’s go downtown.” She pointed to the other side of the main gate.

“What about the book I left in your van?”

“You didn’t leave anything in the van. I was asking you out on a date.”

Severin smiled, embarrassed.

The GI whose car she’d been leaning on interrupted. “I thought you and me was going on a date? Come on, I never got me a general’s daughter yet!”

Virginia looked at the guy, a young man with a permanent farmer’s tan from decades of work on his family’s farm in the Midwest. She smiled. “Next time, hayseed.”

The men erupted in cheers for the general’s daughter.

“Severo, since we’re going on a date, I assume you brought some money?” She raised her eyebrows and led him away.

“I have ten American, that’s my two-week allowance. My mom just gave it to me.” He shrugged, assuming this sum would be met with disapproval.

“That’s really sweet. Ten bucks. Don’t worry. I’ll pay. I’ll always pay for you, Severo.”

“Okay. I mean, you don’t have to. I have more money at home. I have a lot of money. Let me get some. But do you have to say my name every time you talk to me? It’s kind of weird, dude.”

“Severo, I like your name. Let me say it as much as I want. And, Severo, please don’t call me dude. I am not one of your muscle-headed football friends. I’m not going to slap you on the ass or say, ‘Killer, dude.’ I’m a girl, Severo. Treat me like one. Here, this is how we’ll do it. I’ll give you the money, and you pay.”

She handed him a wad of fifties and twenties. He’d never touched a fifty before, and he tried not to act nervous. He attempted to count the bills before shoving them into his jeans pocket. He fingered the bills. He thought that maybe a fifty was thicker than a twenty, but this was not the case; all the bills felt the same. What dead president was on a fifty, anyway? Whatever the case, he had more money in his front pocket than he’d ever touched before, and he was walking off base with the general’s daughter, one Virginia Kindwall, and she was holding his hand, not simply holding but gripping. How did this happen? He imagined that on either side of the street, the people from his life were lined up, blowing noisemakers, lighting fireworks, shouting messages of goodwill. Severo, he said to himself, don’t blow this date.

But wait. He had found the general’s daughter, and he was walking the wrong way with her. He was supposed to bring her home to her father. He needed to stop this wonderful date that had only just begun and turn her around. This sickened him.

An MP cruiser passed the young couple, slowed, shifted into reverse, and pulled even with them on the shoulder of the road. It was the Jones guy, Severin noticed. He was somewhat of a legend and a curiosity. He made Severin nervous.

“Hey, guys,” Jones said. “Great day for the race, yeah?”

“The human race, Jones,” Virginia said. “That’s my dad’s joke. It’s not very funny.”

“Boxx, how many sacks you gonna make tonight? I’ll give you twenty dollars if you make four sacks. I’ll give you fifty if you make five. If you guys win by more than five touchdowns, I’ll throw the whole team a party in the ville. Tell your boys. And your mama.”

Jones accelerated. The engine growled, and the tires clawed into the earth, kicking dust and gravel into the air. He slowed and backed up, his car even again with Severin and Virginia.

“You see what happened in Germany last week? That’s the power of America, my friends. That’s democracy knocking down the evil doors of totalitarianism. It’s gonna happen all over the world, one way or another. China, Cuba, North Korea, the rotten prison of communism will crush under our weight. Watch out. And I’ll keep you safe, Virginia!” He sped away.

“That guy is a freak,” Virginia said. “He must have a death wish. General order number one is you don’t try to screw the general’s daughter. Same with that hayseed who spent five thousand dollars to get his Chevrolet shipped to Japan. Car is three times as big as any Japanese car. He can only drive it around base, ten square miles, at fifteen miles an hour. Where do they find these guys?”

“Have you told your father?”

“That Jones wants to sleep with me? I don’t have to tell him. He knows everything. A sergeant over in the enlisted ghetto yells too loudly at his dirty-diaper kid, and my dad knows. That’s how he became a general. He knows how these guys think. And he thinks for them first, so they don’t blow up the world or kill someone when they aren’t supposed to. At least that’s how he and his general buddies talk about it. Next time they’re all over, I’ll invite you. Half of the world’s largest military is dangling at the ends of their fingertips. They are not the sharpest tools in the shed. But they know how flyboys and squids and army doggies and jarheads think. That’s why they’re in charge. Between them, they’ve got about one hundred and fifty years of war and ten thousand corpses. And now that they’ve got Jones, one hundred thousand more. You know Jones’s grandpa dropped the bomb on Hiroshima, right? The general eats that up. Can you believe his girlfriend is a hibakusha?”

“I didn’t know your dad had a girlfriend.”

“Today you will learn a lot.”

Severin stopped walking and let go of her hand. “I went to your door. Your dad asked me to find you and bring you home.”

“My own private bounty hunter. How much did he offer you?”

“Nothing,” Severin said. “He’s the general. He told me.”

“Next lesson for today: Generals don’t always get what they want. Let’s get off base before he really catches me.”

The pair walked briskly across the pedestrian crossing, moving from militarized zone to de facto occupied zone. They glanced at the main gate below and saw Jones staring. Virginia flipped him off, and then Severin did, and they laughed, and Severin yelled, “Stay away from my mother,” and Virginia shoved him, and they laughed, and they ran the rest of the way down the pedestrian crossing and into the mad world of noodle shops and pawnshops, porn stores (video or paper, take your pick), strip clubs, whorehouses, gentleman’s houses, family sushi joints, konbini stores, gas stations, gin and beer houses, whiskey shrines, sake fountains, military surplus stores (where the gear was not surplus but stolen, military surplus being the arena in which hundreds of supply sergeants had made their fortunes from the beginning of the occupation on September 2, 1945, until this very second; this very second a supply sergeant and his minions were unloading in a warehouse somewhere in Tokyo—ten dozen pallets of gas masks, two tons of olive-drab wool blankets, four hundred cots, one Jeep, canisters of mustard gas), tattoo parlors, hash bars, gay bars, hetero glory holes, lesbian bars (the tough butch air force chicks loved going down on Japanese women, lotus-flower honey, they called it), comic-book stores, pachinko parlors, barbers, butchers, fish shops, flower shops, and the alleys, the alleys that all led somewhere, usually down.
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