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For Captain Michael John Beach.
In the heart and mind, and on the
high seas, I have no better friend.





Preface


ON FEBRUARY 23, 1945, the U.S. Marines hoisted the Stars and Stripes on the peak of Mount Suribachi, above the bloody island of Iwo Jima. The photograph of this event became one of the iconic images of World War II.

Elsewhere that morning, another powerful and important episode in the Pacific War was playing out: the raid by the 11th Airborne Division on the Japanese internment camp in Los Baños, on the Philippine island of Luzon.

Were it not for that famous picture on Iwo Jima, the world’s memory of that day would be of the liberation of 2,100 starving and endangered civilians. General MacArthur remarked, “Nothing could be more satisfying to a soldier’s heart than this rescue.” Colin Powell has called the mission “a textbook operation for all ages and all nations.” The mission forms the basis of this novel.

Broken Jewel, like all my historical works, is grounded in closely researched actual events, places, and people. Some of these events are sources of controversy.

One of Broken Jewel’s principal characters, Carmen, is a Filipina “comfort woman.” The subject of these women continues to be a flashpoint for vigorous disagreement in Japan and those Asian nations conquered by the Japanese during World War II. The debate extends across the full spectrum, from outright denial by many Japanese to fierce recrimination by the surviving women and their descendants.

The girls were typically virgins aged fourteen to nineteen at the time they were kidnapped or tricked into sexual slavery by the Imperial Japanese Army. They were then sent to battlegrounds across the Pacific. The number of comfort women is indeterminate; estimates hover between 200,000 and 300,000. As many as 80 percent came from Korea, but every nation that fell to the Japanese saw its young women taken by the thousands.

This novel does not aim to present the issue in a contemporary light but as a fictionalized yet authentic rendering of what such an atrocity might have looked like from day to day in a dangerous time and setting. Several excellent nonfiction works exist to highlight the current status of these women and their fight for recognition, as well as to relate the terrible testimonies of many. Still, the experience of the comfort women remains one of the most compelling, sad, and least-chronicled chapters of the war.

Carmen is a fictional amalgam, as are the novel’s other principal characters—Remy Tuck, his son Talbot, and the American paratrooper Bolick. While composites, each is based on the adventures and fates of actual internees and soldiers.

At the back of the book you will find a series of annotations to help you understand and appreciate the true events depicted on these pages, plus the identities of the real people whose actions, sacrifices, courage, willpower, and even hatred form the remarkable basis for this story.

DAVID L. ROBBINS

RICHMOND, VA
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gyokusai—broken jewel

From the sixth-century Chinese history Chronicles of Northern Ch’i, stating that a man of moral superiority should die as a shattered jewel rather than live as an intact tile. He should choose to die heroically in battle rather than surrender; death over dishonor.

Atrocities follow war as the jackal follows a wounded beast.

—JOHN W. DOWER, WAR WITHOUT MERCY





BROKEN
JEWEL




the hooligan, the gambler,
and the comfort woman
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Chapter One


REMY TUCK had not seen his own reflection in three weeks. He’d lost his shaving mirror in a poker game to a man with jaundice. Remy hadn’t tried to win the mirror back. Lately, he played only for food.

He sat under a giant dao tree near the barbed wire, rolling dice on a plank. The faces of the internees around him told him enough of what he must look like. Scooped-eyed and hollow-cheeked, three of them bet with Remy for the prize of an egg, while the rest read or dozed. One of the gamblers, a former mechanic for Pan Am, tipped his sharp chin up away from their game. Remy stopped rattling the dice to gaze through the dao’s branches into the dispersing mist of a warm December morning. The far-off hum of an American plane—the Japanese had no presence anymore in the Philippine sky—added its burr to the calls of birds and insects in the scrub and bamboo inside the camp, the jungle outside it. Remy put down the dice. The whine of the airplane shifted to a higher tone. Something dived their way.

Remy rose first. He stepped out of the shade of the great dao. The tree provided him a favorite, cool place to sit, read, or run a quiet game of craps away from the guards and the Catholics.

He pulled down the brim of his old fedora to better search the lush horizon for the plane. At age forty-five, his eyes remained sharp, though fading sight was common inside the wire, where vegetables had grown scarce. Remy squinted to squeeze more distance into his vision. By the engine’s winding he expected it to come in low. This would be a fighter, not one of the big bombers that hammered the Japanese garrison in Manila every few days. Remy scanned west, beyond the fence. Three miles off, slips of fog clung to the forested slopes of Mount Makiling. To the north on terraced hillsides, bent Filipino farmers trod behind carts hauled by scrawny carabao, water buffaloes. Everything’s starving, Remy thought, except the fat dao tree.

Others moved out of the shade with Remy to find the plane. One of the dice players, the old piano player, black McElway, spotted it first. He said with a chuckle, “Hot diggity dog, look at ’im.”

The twin-tailed fighter appeared out of the northwest, above the bay, a green sliver returning to Mindoro from a dawn raid over Manila.

“Everybody,” Remy announced, “inside.”

The fifteen men and women under the tree got to their feet. Some had to reach down to help the ones slowed by the blue ankles of wet beriberi.

Remy hurried beneath the dao to the plank. He snared his dice and the egg he’d been about to win. He returned the egg to McElway, who offered a broad, rickety mitt for a grateful shake. Remy gripped the man’s elbow to hustle him and the rest along before any of the two hundred Japanese guards came to do it for them.

Everywhere in the camp, internees scurried for the two dozen sawali-and-nipa barracks. Guards on the dirt paths clapped, beating a rhythm of urgency. They shouted at anyone they observed meandering, “Bakayaro!” Idiot. Some brandished bayonets, jabbing them in the air as if they would skewer any malingerer.

Nearing his own barracks, Remy lagged for one more glance at the fighter coming hot and steady. The plane traced the earth so closely it blew through the smoke from a chimney in the village. McElway climbed the few bamboo steps into the barracks. The old man tugged Remy behind him.

“Come on, man. You don’t want that trouble.”

Remy made a beeline for the cubicle he shared with McElway and four other bachelors. Throughout the barracks, the ninety-plus men already inside shambled for their own bunks, grumbling at being forced under cover by a hotrodding pilot. Before Remy could poke his head out the window, the fighter screeched past, shaking the sawali walls and bamboo timbers.

Remy hopped up to his top bunk. He stuck his hat on a nail. The snarl of the fighter faded quickly southward. Remy smelled exhaust. Dangling his legs, he pictured the view from the cockpit, of speed and freedom, turning this way or that, no bayonets or wire fences. He imagined a horizon, the soft curve of the world.

“He’s coming back!”

All the men crowded into the hall to rush to the south-facing windows. Alone, Remy hurtled to the back doorway. Here he had a view across the southern grounds of the Los Baños camp, between the guards’ office and one of the married barracks. Four guards there watched the fighter bank wide above the jungle. Mount Makiling caught the plane’s engine noise and threw it back across the camp in echo. None of the men in Remy’s barracks cheered. The Japanese would not stand for that loss of face.

The plane leveled its wings. Other fighters had buzzed the camp, but those pilots had stayed on course after their joyride and disappeared. None had done this, come back.

The four Japanese outside their office sensed something different, too. They ducked behind their bamboo porch. Elsewhere in the camp, other guards scurried and shouted. The fighter bore in, menacing behind its slow, swelling roar.

In the barracks, someone hollered, “What the hell’s he doing?” From Boot Creek, cuckoos and bush doves flitted out of the tangle of palms and acacias; an indigo egret flapped away, spooked. The fighter dropped below the level of the foliage along the ravine. Remy lost sight of it.

No guards stood in the open hoping for a one-in-a-million rifle shot. The hidden plane closed in, trembling the floorboards under Remy’s sandals.

Outside the southern fence, a storm of wind and knives mowed through the treetops above Boot Creek. The stones of the ravine drummed and split. The bedlam halted as fast as it started, to begin again in the next moment farther along the ravine. This second burst stopped quickly; a third barrage did the same. Then a long rip of bullets pelted the remaining length of the creek.

The next instant, the fighter followed its guns. Only fifty feet above the camp, it blasted by at a speed that beggared any machine Remy had seen in his life. The men in the barracks leaped across the hall for the opposite set of windows to see the American go. Remy in the doorway watched this amazing thing; when the war and internment started, no one in the camp had ever seen a single wing plane, only the bi-winged versions. Now this modern wonder climbed, acrobatic and straight up, with a howl of everything American that Remy needed it to be, swift, unyielding, harshly potent. When the pilot turned the twin-tailed fighter onto its back in a snappy barrel roll, Remy shook a fist beside his hip to keep the gesture out of sight of the guards.

McElway sidled next to him. “You got the best view.”

Remy raised his nose, reluctant even to point. “Nah. He’s got the best view. His gets to change.”

The old man showed moon-pale teeth. “What do you reckon that fella was doin’ shootin’ up the creek like that? Three short ones. Then that long one.”

“Showing off. Telling the Japs to go screw themselves. I don’t know.”

The piano player raised a fingernail yellow as his teeth. “That there, I think. That was Beethoven’s Fifth.” He dotted the air with his finger. “Dun dun dun daaah.”

Remy considered the old man’s lean face. Mac kept himself shaved, a rarity in the camp. He’d cozened a whole year out of a single razor blade. McElway was one of the few Allied negroes living in Manila when the Japanese captured it in January ’42. They’d asked him to sign a statement supporting Nippon’s efforts to free all races in Asia, including his own. If he would sign, they’d leave him alone. Mac patted his piano, said “Paalam” to the Filipinas in the whorehouse, and got on the truck with the other Americans.

Remy hadn’t considered the musical quality of the strafing run. The pilot banked one more time, then flattened his wings for another sortie.

“This flyboy looks harebrained,” Remy said to Mac, “so maybe you’re right, Maybe it was Beethoven.”

Topsy Willets, once a stout fellow who’d lost all but his double chin, shouldered his way between Mac and Remy. He stuck his head out the door to see the fighter returning. In Manila, Topsy had been manager of Heacock’s Department Store and a regular at the University Club. He’d been a clever merchant, a transparent poker player.

“Right about what?” Willets asked.

Mac told him his guess about Beethoven’s Fifth.

Willets shook his head. “I like Clem’s idea better.”

Clem, a carrot-topped Scots merchant seaman, had missed getting out of Manila by two days before the city fell. He got drunk and was late for his ship. Last week, he went to see one of the internee doctors, who told him he had dysentery. Clem’s room was next to Remy’s. He’d taken to moaning at night.

The week before, that same doctor had killed a family’s dog to add it to that day’s stew rather than see food meant for the internees go to keeping a pet alive. A son from the family beat him up over it. The doctor swore he’d do the same again and did not understand such selfishness.

Willets said, “Clem figures it’s Morse code.”

Mac recast the musical notes: “Dot dot dot dash.”

“That’s V,” Willets said, raising two fingers. “For victory.”

Clem’s right, Remy thought.

He stepped out the door, onto the topmost bamboo tread.

Last month, sixty-year-old Scheyer was punished for standing outside while American planes were overhead. Scheyer had been manager of the Wack Wack Golf Course. Before the air raid, he’d eaten some flowering bulbs that turned out to be indigestible. Twenty minutes later, with the planes coursing past, he walked a few paces from his married barracks to throw up in private. Sentries nabbed him and took him to the front gate. They forced him to stand in the sun on a narrow concrete block for ten hours. If Scheyer wobbled or stepped off, they struck his legs with cane rods. The guards watched from lawn chairs. Scheyer left the camp hospital a week later with the backs of his legs still raw from a lack of iron in his blood.

The fighter pilot’s engine wailed in approach. Remy said to him, “Attaboy.” He took another stride down the bamboo steps.

Twenty yards off, one of the guards kneeling beside the office spotted him. The guard waved madly for Remy to retreat. He shook a small fist.

The fighter barreled closer, a mile off now. At that speed the Yank would blow by the camp in seconds. Would there be another machine gun melody? Was the pilot intending to chew up more jungle, maybe some of the camp this time? The huddling guard had seen enough of Remy. He got to his feet, unshouldered his rifle. He was not going to allow an American prisoner to gloat.

Remy split apart two fingers on his right hand. All he had to do now was raise the arm.

Brown hands lapped over his shoulders. Remy was tugged backward up the steps. Inside the barracks, Mac released him. The guard raised an angry finger at Remy, then resumed his squat behind the office steps.

Mac whispered in Remy’s ear. “What you thinkin’?”

Remy kept his voice low for only his friend to hear. “Whyn’t you grab me sooner? Jesus Christ. I almost did that.”

“I figure you a grown man. Had some sense.”

Remy rattled his head at himself. A gambler did not get carried away, ever.

Everyone in the barracks riveted their attention on the fighter. This time, the pilot didn’t line up on the ravine outside the camp but aimed his nose inside the wire, straight for the great dao tree. He cut his airspeed.

The plane came in low and slow. Again, none of the guards tried to potshot it, though this time they might have had a chance. When the plane closed to within a hundred yards of the camp, its canopy slid open. The pilot faced the twenty-four bamboo-and-grass barracks, the weedy yards and worn paths, the two thousand Allied prisoners, and jackknifed his hand into a salute.

Remy, Mac, and Topsy Willets ignored the consequences and returned the salute. Behind them, the barracks rustled. Remy pivoted. In the windows, all the men had their hands flattened across their brows.

From the opened cockpit, a small package tumbled to land in the trampled grass of what had been the camp garden. Coursing the length of the camp, the pilot held his salute until he slid shut his canopy and gunned the motor. He dipped the fighter’s wings, climbed into the last purls of mist above the jungle, and disappeared south.

No one in the camp moved. Slowly, to the departing growl of the fighter, the guards came out from the pillboxes, shadows, and various crevices they’d dived for when the plane first loosed its guns on the creek. The small package lay untouched in the open. None of the Japanese came near it.

Clem stirred first. “Maybe they think it’s a bomb.”

Mac said, “I hope it’s a couple chocolate bars.” The old man bared his teeth at the long-absent taste. His gums had faded to a milky pink.

Remy couldn’t guess what had fluttered to earth; from seventy yards away it looked like an olive green ball.

“We’ll find out,” he said, “soon as Toshiwara crawls out from under his desk.”

Every barracks waited for the commandant to sound the all-clear bell. Once the signal was rung, Remy could return his attention to winning McElway’s egg. The last drones of the plane ebbed below the creaks of the rafters and the chirps of birds returning to the thrashed ravine.

Most of the men spread themselves on cots. A dozen queued in the doorway, to return to their assigned chores interrupted by the air raid. Firewood detail, cooking, tutoring, maintenance, sewing, administration; the men, women, and children in the camp handled hundreds of tasks, like in any small town.

The silence in the wake of the plane deepened. The collective breath of the internees was held. Guards ran pell-mell toward the field.

From the barracks beside Remy’s, a tall boy strode with hands in pockets. He wore his black hair over his ears. His long-legged gait, in sneakers and patched shorts, was swift enough to carry him to the packet before the Japanese could beat him to it.

Once more, Mac lapped a hand over Remy’s shoulder. Mac pressed to hold him in place, though he needn’t have. Remy had no intention of going out there. He’d already had one brush with hotheadedness this morning. Besides, the boy had an independent streak. That’s why the Japanese had taken him out of Remy’s barracks and housed him next door, in No. 11 with the other troublemakers.

The boy, who’d grown gangly in his nineteen years, closed in on the packet, outpacing the guards. He bent his long frame to pluck it from the grass, then unraveled it into two parts. The first was just something to weigh the package down; he cast this off. The second item the boy held aloft, to show the camp a green box of cigarettes.

Willets snorted. “That’s gonna be bad.”

A tall man, Janeway, crowded beside Remy in the doorway. He’d been a bridge builder on Bataan, with a reputation for graft that stuck with him into the camp. Remy would not bet with him, he was known to welch.

“That’s gonna get him more than a binta.” Janeway patted Remy’s arm. “Sorry, old man.”

Janeway was right. The Japanese were not going to let the boy off with a slap. Far from it. Remy winced, quelling the impulse to pop Janeway in the jaw. Not because Janeway deserved it for his statement, but Remy wanted to lash out at something and Janeway had deserved it other times.

Close by, for Remy’s ears only, Mac clucked his tongue. Perhaps it was the old man’s brothel years that had taught him to speak softly.

“What is the matter,” he whispered, “with the men in your family?”

Out in the field, the Japanese neared the boy, who maintained a purposeful, theatrical unawareness of them closing around him.

Remy answered, “I don’t know.”

Again he wanted to raise his arm and flash the V sign, this time so his son could see it. The gesture would serve no purpose. The boy was not facing him, nor was anyone.

From the commandant’s office in the center of the camp, the brass gong tolled the all clear.

“But look at him,” Remy said to Mac above the ringing. “He’s goddam terrific, ain’t he?”


Chapter Two

TWO JAPANESE wrapped Hua in her bedsheet. Carmen stood aside and closed her own short haori robe across her bare belly. The soldiers hoisted Hua off the thin tatami mattress, to lug the corpse out of the small room down the two flights of stairs. Carmen in her black sneakers followed.

Outside the building, the guards set down the body. They were replaced by two more who took up the ends of the blemished sheet. Hua had soiled herself as she died and was being carted to her grave with it gathered around her. Carmen kept at a distance, to be allowed to attend. If she drew attention to herself, she might be sent back inside.

The grave had been dug thirty paces from the rear of the academic building. The new guards struggled with Hua for the short walk to the hole, sometimes skidding her swathed body through the dirt. They were not large men, the Japanese.

One other guard waited beside the shallow grave. Corporal Kenji watched the approach of the body with hands folded, respectful and quiet, a contrast to the complaining pallbearers dragging the body as much as they carried it.

The two soldiers set the body beside the hole. They put hands on hips and arched their sore backs. Kenji, lean and taller than any of the other Japanese, beckoned with a long finger for Carmen to come closer. She approached, keeping her robe shut, but remained on the opposite side of the grave from Kenji.

Hua was not allowed to be buried in her bedsheet. The two soldiers gripped it by the corners and spilled her into the hole. She landed oddly on her side. She seemed caught in the middle of a seductive gesture or dance, both hands above her shoulders, wrists cocked. Like Carmen, Hua was naked beneath her yellow haori.

One of the guards balled up the sheet. He tossed it across the grave to Carmen.

“Sekken o shite.”

Kenji interpreted. “He wants you to wash it.”

The pair of soldiers stalked off. They clapped their hands to be rid of the job.

Carmen rolled the sheet tighter to bundle away the odor. She laid the balled linen at her feet, nodded to Kenji.

“How did she do it?” he asked in English.

“Why?”

“If I am to pray for her, I should know.”

Last night, after the final visitors, Hua entered Carmen’s room with hands cupped as if bearing something fragile. She squatted like the peasant girl she was. Carmen’s small room had no chair, only a tatami, a table for a lamp, and a basin for the disinfectant water. Nothing covered the window, which faced south above the barbed wire.

Hua opened her hands to show Carmen a dozen pills. She mimicked lapping them up.

Hua said in English, “I kill.”

Carmen corrected her. “I die.”

Kenji’s gaze fell into the hole with Hua. “Where did she get the pills?”

“From soldiers. Where else?”

Carmen hardly knew the girl. Hua spoke only Chinese; the few words of English last night were the only ones that passed between them in the three months Hua had been assigned to the shuho at Los Baños. Before her arrival, Carmen had been here alone for six months.

Hua quickly contracted gonorrhea. The doctor gave her a 606 shot. The medicine made her bleed too much. Hua was taken to the infirmary. The doctor scraped her uterus. She could not have babies afterward. The doctor told Carmen these things as a way of reminding her to make all the soldiers wear condoms.

Hua had been short and round-faced. Her skin bore the yellow pallor of the Chinese. She was not popular with enough of the soldiers and did little to ease Carmen’s burden. As Hua grew more ill, she faded to pasty white. The soldiers preferred taller, thinner Carmen, her angular Spanish face, flesh the color of wet sand. Because Carmen was Filipina, she had the tinge of the exotic for the guards and the battle groups on their way to Manila.

The shuho served twenty to forty soldiers every day. While Hua was in the hospital, Carmen serviced them all, as she did before Hua came to Los Baños. When the Chinese girl returned, the demand for Carmen lessened only among the soldiers passing through Los Baños, not among the frequenting guards of the camp.

The Japanese would not wear the saku if they did not want to. If they were refused sex, they sometimes became violent. Carmen had been beaten, cut by the sword of an officer, and—with the war turning bad for Japan—offered suicide pacts by sad and mortified boys who clouted her when she refused to accompany them into the afterworld.

In Japanese, Kenji prayed over Hua. Finishing, he glanced across the grave to Carmen.

“Can you pray some more?” she asked.

“Why?”

“I’m enjoying the sunshine.”

“We are finished.”

From her robe, Carmen pulled a wooden tag. This belonged to Hua. It had hung on a peg next to Carmen’s tag, on a board on the third-floor landing. Across the top of the board was inked a banner reading [image: img], jugun ianfu, for “military comfort women.” This was not how the soldiers referred to the girls; they called Hua and Carmen pii—a vulgar Chinese word for vagina. The shuho was on the third floor of what had been the school for animal husbandry at Los Baños Agricultural College. The comfort station opened six months after the Japanese brought their internment camp here. The animal husbandry building stood vacant alongside the crowded camp, the shuho the only activity inside.

Hua’s tag been inscribed with [image: img] the kanji character for “flower,” the meaning of the girl’s name in Chinese. The soldiers visiting the shuho who wanted the Chinese girl saw the tag and asked for “Hana.” Carmen’s tag was inscribed with the character [image: img] for “song.” The soldiers called her “Songu.” Kenji did not. He let Carmen keep the token of her real name.

Carmen dropped Hua’s tag into the grave. She pointed at a shovel stabbed into the clay mound beside the hole.

“When will they cover her up?”

Kenji did not answer. His attention had floated upward into the morning, south beyond the barbed wire. The American planes most often came from the south.

“Do you hear that?”

Carmen did not want to go to her room. The sun and breeze across her skin were precious.

“May I stay out a little longer?”

“Go inside.”

She knelt for Hua’s bundled sheet. This brought her closer to the girl in the grave. Carmen mined herself for some sense of Hua’s release and tragedy. Instead, she muttered “Salamat,” in brief gratitude for the soldiers Hua had occupied away from Carmen. She appreciated, too, that Hua’s suicide meant her own tag on the board upstairs had been turned over for these few minutes to say Songu was unavailable, allowing Carmen to stand under the open sky.

The sound of the plane swelled. Kenji followed to the door of the animal husbandry building before jogging off.

She hurried up the steps with Hua’s sheet. At the top of the stairs, the old Filipina woman who with her husband ran the shuho for the Japanese barked at her, “Move, girl!” Carmen did not know the names of either of the collaborators. She’d been instructed to call them Mama and Papa.

The old woman raised a hand as if to swat her. Carmen paid no mind. Grumbling, Mama turned over Songu’s tag on the board. Carmen went to Hua’s room in the south wing. She stuffed the reeking sheet beneath Hua’s table to wash the linen tonight with her own and the day’s used condoms. She crossed the foyer to her room and stood on her tatami to see the American plane from her window above the camp.

The internees all moved indoors, as they must. Carmen looked for Kenji, so easy to spot, tall in his soldier’s cap. She found him between barracks, pointing the way for the internees to get out of the open. The internees walked with little urgency despite the shouts to hurry, “Hayaku!” The exceptions were the two hundred nuns and priests who hustled into their twin barracks near the southern fence that the internees called Vatican City. In the camp, the Catholics had a reputation for following orders, according to Kenji, who talked to Carmen of his job, the internees, the war. He smuggled her extra rations. Often, she listened and ate during her allotted time with him instead of having sex.

Thirty minutes with a comfort woman cost a regular Japanese soldier 1.50 yen. Kenji claimed his monthly pay was only 15 yen. Privates and corporals were permitted to visit before noon. Noncommissioned officers paid 2 yen, until 2 p.m. Junior officers paid 2.50 and senior officers 3 yen. Only senior officers were allowed to sleep with Carmen overnight. The old makipili couple collected the money and handed the soldiers’ chits. Papa knocked on the doorframe outside her curtain when time was called. Mama handed Carmen none of the cash, claiming it went to pay for Carmen’s food, clothing, and expensive medicines. Carmen should not ask for money, Mama had scolded. Japan fought for her liberation and for the whole Pacific. Carmen must give all and ask for nothing. Mama believed in this bargain. Carmen did not have such consolation. Money or no money, this was not liberation.

From her perch, she watched the American plane bore in on the camp, skirting thickets and bamboo groves. The fighter came alone, with no plain intent. The guards looked frightened, and well they should be. Carmen knew the Americans, knew they could be crazy and act without design. These traits were unfamiliar to the Japanese.

The fighter flew past the camp only meters above the barracks. The propeller’s wake peeled thatch from roofs. The camp shuddered and the engine drowned out everything. Carmen cheered from her window, aware that the old makipili woman might hear her.

The American fighter zoomed kilometers past the camp before wheeling around. The twin-tailed plane was sleek, green as the jungle. American bombers and fighters had appeared above Los Baños for the first time last month. Rarely in the mornings was Carmen able to observe; she could hardly rise from her mattress with a soldier pressing her down. Never would Carmen smile for America when a soldier was between her legs, she did not care to be struck. But this morning, she could watch from her window and thanked little Hua once more for making it so.

Again, the pilot lined up to fly past the camp. He came in low like his first pass. This time he machine-gunned the ravine in several bursts. The violence seemed an amusement for the flier. The Japanese remained stunned and behind cover. Carmen thumped the flat of her palms against the wall, adding her own pounding to what the fighter gave the ravine. The pilot shot past, then banked above the bay for another pass. Approaching this time, he slowed, opened his cockpit, and dropped something small inside the barbed wire. He saluted his countrymen and allies and flew away. Carmen watched him go for a long time, until sight and sound of the plane vanished.

The camp remained rigid. No internees spilled from their barracks, no guards resumed their stations. The commandant’s gong did not ring. The small package in the grass seemed to send the camp out of kilter, as if one more American thing inside the wire, even so tiny, was one thing too much.

The instant the boy appeared, the quiet ended. From fifty meters away, she knew it was him. His long amble into the field sent the same ripples through the camp as the fighter plane. He wore his dark hair long, almost longer than Carmen’s. From her window, she heard people scattering to other windows to see, then cautious calls between barracks, the ones blocked from a view of the field asking what was happening. She heard his name, not for the first time, but always the same. This was how Carmen had named him in her heart. That Tuck boy.

He was the only American outside his barracks. The boy did not hurry across the field but walked with a grace and length that outdistanced the Japanese.

Carmen’s chest tightened. She whispered, “Go back, boy.”

He reached the packet first, bent for it. He unwrapped his prize and thrust it high for the camp to see. He held a small box, no larger than his hand, and faced Carmen in her high window.

The guards closed in. With movements as calm as his strides had been, the boy lowered his arm, tapped the box once, and popped a cigarette to his mouth. He reached into his pocket for a lighter. He blew one cloud of smoke before the guards reached him and knocked him down.

In the camp, the gong sounded. Internees poured from their barracks, making their way to the field to see for themselves what that Tuck boy had done, and what he would reap.

Mama rapped knuckles on the doorframe. She entered, pushing aside the curtain. The old woman, creased and brown, carried a plate of rice balls and a steaming bowl. The soup held salted water with a strip of boiled fish.

“Get away from that window. I’ll have it boarded up.”

Carmen turned from the boy. He became lost in the field beneath a tangle of soldiers, in front of a growing semicircle of gawkers. Carmen imagined the cigarette still on his lips under the pile of Japanese.

“And if I could,” she asked the old woman, “what would I do to you?”

Mama set the food on the floor beside the tatami. Behind her, the curtain parted again. The entering Japanese held it aside for the old woman to leave.

Carmen lay back while the soldier set his ticket on the table. She opened her scarlet robe and spread her knees, keeping her feet flat on the mattress. The guard fumbled with his pantaloon buttons and with slipping the saku over his erection. He knelt on the edge of the mattress. Carmen tilted her chin to the ceiling, gazing backward out the window. Unnamed and unwatched, the soldier lowered his breath to her neck. Carmen put a rice ball in her mouth.



Chapter Three


THE JAPANESE were going to see an American pick up whatever had been dropped into the camp. They weren’t going to make him rush or break into a run. He’d stroll as if they didn’t exist.

Once he stood over the package, Tal measured the seconds before the guards arrived. He needed to hurry.

He knelt on the grass. The pilot had wrapped a pair of goggles around a small olive box. Cigarettes. Tal uncoiled the goggles, cast them aside. Printed on the box was the brand, Lucky Strike, and the words “I shall return. Gen. Douglas MacArthur.”

Tal faced the two dozen barracks. Every head crammed into a window or opening was riveted on him. Seventy yards off, motionless in the doorway of his own barracks, stood his father. Old McElway held Remy back.

The charging guards shouted, closing fast. From his doorway, Remy shook a fist. Good enough, Tal thought. This was for Remy and the rest, and especially for her, because he could do it and it had to be done. Tal drew a deep breath to steel himself.

He thrust the cigarette pack high over his head, where she could see it. She was in her window in her red robe. Tal wanted to run through the camp, stop beneath her sill and toss the smokes up to her like roses, just to give her something because no matter what little he had, she surely had less. In six months, they’d seen each other every day. Always she seemed worn, but was never less than beautiful and that made her heroic. She perked up whenever she saw him. They made little waves to each other, lifted chins. He’d winked but had never gotten near enough to see if she’d returned it. They’d never spoken. This morning, if he could run right up to the barbed wire below her window and shout “Hello” and “What’s your name?” what more could the guards do? He was already in dutch.

Six Japanese galloped his way. Two had rifle stocks poised to crack him. Tal had only moments left. No sense wasting good smokes after all the trouble MacArthur had gone through to deliver them.

Tal tore quickly at the pack and shook one out on his lips. He flipped open his silver Zippo to flick for a flame. He’d stolen this lighter two years ago from a Japanese who’d left it on a tabletop close to an open window. Tal hoped for a light on the first try. The guards were only yards away and not slowing. The Zippo scratched and fired. Tal lit up the smoke. He blew as big a cloud as he could into the faces of the guards, and made them run through it to tackle him.

Flanked by four armed guards, Tal entered Major Toshiwara’s office, leaving outside the silent crowd that had followed from the field. Remy walked at the front of the gathering beside Mr. Lucas, the youngest member of the Internee Committee.

The commandant’s office was sparse save for a desk with no papers, a lamp, a tiny bonsai in a clay pot, and a porcelain rice bowl branded with the rising sun. The commandant’s fan oscillated, looking for him in the empty chair.

Tal still throbbed from the thumping these small guards had given him on the grass. He’d balled up and taken it. Nothing was broken—they hadn’t pounded him with real enthusiasm—but his ribs ached from a rifle butt and his ears rang. Though none of the guards smiled now, neither did they seem particularly interested in continuing hostilities. All four were much older than Tal.

A quiet rap sounded on the office door. Mr. Lucas stepped inside. The man, lanky and balding with a sharp face, shook a censorious nose at Tal while moving to a corner. The room had grown warm and close. The whirring fan did not alleviate this.

After minutes, Tal had not sweated but the guards perspired, browning their khaki tunics at the pits and collars. These four had run, yelled, and clouted while Tal hadn’t exerted himself beyond a quick stroll into the field, then covering up while they whaled on him until Mr. Lucas and his father begged them to get off.

Toshiwara entered. The little commandant stared straight ahead at his waiting chair, avoiding eye contact until he was seated. At his rear came Lieutenant Nagata, second in command of the camp. Stocky and seething, Nagata planted himself in front of Tal. He dropped his right shoulder, badly telegraphing the binta. Tal braced and withstood the slap with a straight spine. Nagata cocked his hand for another wallop. He bellowed, “Rei!”

Tal dipped the burn in his cheek toward the floor, bowing at the waist ninety degrees, hands at his sides. Behind him, Mr. Lucas took the same posture.

The commandant spoke in a weary voice. “Jubun.” Nagata, called off, took a backward step.

Tal straightened, fixing his eyes well over the head of Nagata. The short guard spun away, taking his place behind Toshiwara.

Another guard entered. This one stood as tall as Tal. Toshiwara waited in and out of the fan’s swinging breeze. He fingered his bonsai, releasing a long breath through his nose.

“Fuson.”

Behind the commandant, the tall guard translated.

“Insolence.”

The commandant laid his hands on the desk. He looked onto the backs of them while he spoke. Tal listened to the translation, gazing at the top of Toshiwara’s gray head.

“What can be done? I am called from my garden to discuss insolence.”

The commandant tapped his chin. After moments, he pointed at Tal.

“You believe yourself to be a young samurai. I can see this. You are a warrior in your heart. I respect this. In return, I will give you a lesson today.”

“Commandant…” At the rear of the room, Mr. Lucas took a step. Nagata heaved up an open palm to warn him from making another move. The committee man stilled. The commandant never averted his eyes from Tal. Behind him, the tall soldier continued to interpret.

“A samurai has courage, yes. But he uses this only in the name of his master. He does not flout authority. You are a prisoner in Japanese-held territory. We are the masters in this land. Yet you feel no embarrassment in this. You walk into the field to smoke a cigarette dropped by an American plane, to embarrass us instead. A samurai may never accept his defeat, or his disgrace, but he will take his proper place. He plots revenge, yes, but shrewdly. He does not do it with such crudeness, so openly.”

On all sides of Tal, the guards, even the interpreter, nodded. Only Nagata stood inert as a gargoyle, hands locked behind his back. Tal’s cheek sizzled from the binta.

The commandant continued. “You wish to earn respect. From the people in the camp. From your father. But I know you to be a thief. Lucas has told me this, others as well. A samurai does no such dishonorable thing as thievery. Honor is above everything, even life. Loyalty to a principle. This is Bushido.”

The commandant was done speaking directly to Tal. He cast his eyes again on the petite perfection of his bonsai tree. He stroked the tiny branches, spoke to the simple clay pot.

“You think you understand suffering, young Tuck. You believe much is warranted in its name. This is true. The samurai builds force of will from misery, it strengthens his belly, knocks away the rust of the body. Once you are at peace with suffering, you will find honor.”

The commandant smoothed his hand across the emerald of the tree as if over the crown of a child. The fan cooled him as best it could. Like Tal, the commandant did not sweat. This was worrisome.

Lucas spoke. “Commandant.”

Toshiwara did not look up from his plant to respond. “Nan desu ka?”

“The boy will be punished by the Internee Committee. Let us handle our own. His actions will get him an adequate sentence. You have my word.”

The interpreter turned Lucas’s words into a monotone, devoid of the committee man’s attempt at authority. The commandant awaited the translation. Then the interpreter spoke for him:

“Adequate, perhaps, but the insult was directed at Japan. So Japan will decide what is adequate in this instance. And what is instructional.”

Lucas was undeterred. “Commandant, with respect, that’s a violation of a long-standing agreement we have had with other commandants and with you. The Japanese handle matters of security. The Internee Committee is in charge of administration. The boy did nothing to breach the security of the camp. That makes this a civilian matter for the internees to deal with. We will punish the boy.”

The commandant rose in the middle of the interpreter’s words. “Nagata?”

The stumpy lieutenant grunted, “Hai.”

Without another word or glance, the commandant walked out of the room. The click of the closing door set Nagata in motion. He gestured to be followed outside.

Mr. Lucas said, “I protest.” The interpreter did not translate this.

Tal pivoted amid the four guards around him. They marched him from the office. The waiting crowd remained in the hundreds. Shadows slanted in the warm early sun. Remy in his battered hat had not moved.

The guards rushed Tal past his father. Nagata strode in front with a military cadence. Lucas stayed behind on the commandant’s steps to address the crowd. Only a few dozen hung back to listen. The rest trailed Tal, led by Remy.

The guards escorted Tal to the pillars of the main gate. Outside the wire, six more Japanese manned a pair of dirt pillboxes. The men were dank and dusty from standing beside the road, faded by the sun, lean and hungry. They showed no measure of eagerness for the boy being marched toward them for a reprimand. They seemed abused in their own way. With the first barked order from Nagata, all the guards snapped to stiff attention. Tal’s legs weakened to see the gate was not being swung open.

Wasn’t he going to be forced to stand outside the wire on a cement block for ten hours, like Mr. Scheyer? Tal had made himself the promise before he’d stepped out of No. 11 that he was ready to do twelve hours, fifteen. The camp would see, and so would she. This was how he would tell her to keep hanging on, by showing that he would endure also, and that they would do so separately and together.

The tall interpreter moved beside him. “Yours will be a different penalty.”

Tal’s father and the crowd had been stopped from following. They stood back in a quiet, hardened picket.

“Walk here,” the interpreter said. He led Tal to one of the concrete posts framing the gate. “Raise your hands.” The interpreter’s manner stayed emotionless.

Tal hoisted his arms. The interpreter laid a palm against his back to make him step forward, put his arms around the post. Nagata spat another command. One guard outside the wire removed his leather belt. He wrapped this around Tal’s wrists, securing him to the pillar.

Tal focused on his breathing to fend off panic. His bladder stung with urine suddenly pressing to be relieved. He tightened his gut against it, refusing to add that humiliation. He filled his lungs and held, to stop from panting. He balled fists on either side of the post and squeezed.

Nagata moved close. He spoke in Japanese, words the interpreter did not bother to reveal. Tal assumed it was a pronouncement of punishment.

Nagata tugged out his own leather belt. He held it up for Tal to examine. He stepped to Tal’s rear, out of sight.

Tal had only moments. Once the beating started, he’d be unable to gird his body more. This had all gotten out of hand. He found his father at the head of the gathering, held at bay by the guards.

Remy spread empty hands in front of him, implying, This is a waste, boy, what are you doing?

The first lash from Nagata struck between his shoulder blades. Tal’s threadbare shirt did nothing to cushion the strap. With little flesh on his frame, the belt beat against his bones. He felt the shock in his teeth and in his heels.

Tal turned his head behind him, into the camp, to her building. He glared at Remy. In distress, his father ran both hands through his hair. Remy looked down the wire fence, for the red robe in the third-floor window.

He shook his head. No.

With the second flail of the belt, tears welled in Tal’s eyes. He fleered his lips and grit his teeth. He buried his head beneath one raised arm, stuck his nose in his armpit, and kept it there while Nagata beat him, first across the back, then on the buttocks and against his bare calves. With every blow Tal growled into his own shoulder, made the noises of an angry, whipped dog, and made himself remember it.

Nagata thrashed him a long time. When Tal’s hands were finally untied and lowered, he could not form a sentence or a coherent thought. He could only summon willpower to keep his knees from buckling. The Japanese left him by the gate pillar. Blurry, Tal watched them walk off without understanding that he was no longer being beaten. The pain from neck to ankles had not quit. Tal swayed forward. He did not know where he might go or why but sensed only that a stride was required of him.

His forearms were lifted and supported, as if he were in an easy chair. The buzz of his pulse and the hurt searing his awareness masked many sounds. One voice cut through.

“Easy, boy. Easy.”

Tal freed his hold on himself. Remy did not let him fall.

Tal woke facedown on a white linen pillow. His head felt weighted as if by chain mail. Both arms lay heavy along his sides.

He raised his head to see where he was. The sensation of crackling, a breaking shell, preceded a burst of agony across his shoulders. Tal collapsed into the pillow, mouth open.

When the ache passed and he could focus, he rolled one eye above the pillow. Tal lay on a cot in a row of four, all of them made with white linens. Shelves of bottles and cardboard boxes filled the wall at the end of the room. An old man lay nearby, gaunt Mr. Goldstein, with rattling breaths. Mr. Goldstein had been an accountant in Manila, with offices above the Exchange Café. A doughboy in World War I, he’d been a lifelong fight fan, had managed a few middleweight pugs, and just last month asked Tal if he might like to train to be a professional boxer when the war was done. He said Tal had the broad shoulders for it. Though he’d left America, Mr. Goldstein was always optimistic and patriotic to a fault. Tal had not known he was in the infirmary.

Tal tried to reach to the cot on the other side of him, to jostle Remy. His father snored. Moving the arm almost cost Tal his consciousness.

“Hey.”

Remy did not move.

“Remy.”

His father snorted, squeaking the bedsprings. He removed the fedora balanced over his face. “What?”

“Wake up.”

Remy set the old hat aside and swung his legs to the floor. He did not stand but put elbows to knees. He wore sandals, cut-off shorts that were unhemmed and unraveling, and a brown vest buttoned over a white T-shirt. Remy kept the distance between them. Tal was relieved, so tender was his back that the heat of anyone standing close might agitate him.

Remy pressed his palms under his chin, touching his index fingers to his lips. This was one of his few tells as a gambler. It meant he was sure of his cards.

“You’re a vexatious boy.”

Tal nodded against the pillow.

“How bad does it hurt?”

Tal closed his eyes for a moment, intending to take stock. “I can’t really describe it.”

“They give you anything for the pain?”

“They got nothing to give.”

Remy grabbed a drinking glass off the table between the cots.

“I figured. I brought a little something.”

From beneath his mattress, Remy pulled a bottle filled with a strawberry-colored liquid. He emptied the bottle into the glass then brought the concoction under Tal’s nose. The sniff of fermented guava curled Tal’s nostrils.

Remy whispered, “Bomber lotion.”

“Where’d you get that?”

Remy grinned. “Don’t ask your old man questions, boy. Like I don’t ask you. No sense us being disappointed in each other.”

“Got a straw?”

“After a fashion.” From another pocket Remy withdrew a thin reed of hollow bamboo. He placed one green end in the liquor, the other into Tal’s mouth.

“Suck it all down. That’s right. It’ll take the edge off.”

The red mash tasted bitter and had a syrupy texture.

Tal finished the glass. Remy rinsed it out and drank the remains. He did the same with the bottle. Bootleg alcohol was strictly prohibited. A year ago, homebrew had been readily available on the camp’s black market. The past few months, it had grown scarce with every other form of nutrition.

Tal asked, “What time is it?”

“Just past dinner. You been out around ten hours.”

Tal licked his lips, looking for his hunger. He figured it must be there but was hidden in his body. He didn’t worry, it would return.

Remy settled again on the neighboring mattress. “That was some shellacking you took.”

“How bad’s it look?”

“Nagata wore you out pretty good. You got a few cuts, mostly around your neck and shoulders. The nurses didn’t have any gauze, so they made some strips out of sheets. You’re already scabbing up. Down your sides you’re red as raw steak. Back of your legs’ll heal all right. Your ass came out the best. You’re a Tuck, so that’s gonna be your strong suit.”

Tal bit his lip. “Don’t. Nothing funny.”

His father held up a hand in apology. He produced a second bottle from under his mattress. “Got you some sabila. Had to play a Dutchman for two hours to win it off him, or I would’ve been here sooner. You were out like a light anyway.”

Remy stepped beside the bed. Tal’s back prickled with alarm when Remy reached down to him.

“Remy, don’t.”

“It’s all right. I gotta take off these bandages to get this cream on you. The Dutchie says it’s native aloe, good smuggled stuff. It’ll help you heal right.”

“Can’t you get a doctor to do that?”

“The docs find out I got this stuff, they’ll want me to share. And that ain’t gonna happen. Now get a hold.”

Tal rotated his face into the pillow. If he were going to grimace, Remy would not see.

His father picked at the edge of a cloth strip, then gently tugged. The bandage did not lift away. Scabs had woven themselves into the fabric.

“Hold your breath, son.”

Tal cursed into the pillow, and sucked in.

Remy plucked at both edges of the bandage, not in a rip but a steady peel. The clots broke free with the lifting cloth, snapping the crust. Tal seized on the cot, gnashing his teeth into the pillow. The hurt rivaled the worst of Nagata’s belt.

His father stroked the back of his head.

“One more.”

The second strip, lower on his back, came away with equal anguish. Blood trickled down the corduroy of his ribs. Remy mopped it with the bandage.

Tal did not unclench his teeth until Remy said, “All clear. Come on out.”

Remy poured lotion into his hands. He rubbed his slicked palms first across Tal’s neck, then over his shoulders. Tal flinched at the touch. Immediately the aloe relieved the gashes and flay marks. Tal breathed easier under the fragrance of the sabila. He noted, too, the first soothing wash of the guava liquor.

Remy spread the rest of the aloe over Tal’s back, then pocketed the bottle. When he was done, Tal found enough painful flexibility to roll onto one side, facing his father.

“I’ll get some more of that stuff,” Remy grinned. “The Dutchie tugs his earlobe when he’s got good cards.”

“You touch your lips.”

“Do I now? Anything else?”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Good boy. Don’t.”

“How long have I got to stay here?”

“Doc Lockett said a couple days. You’ll be moving a mite sore for a while. He says to let those cuts breathe, then we’ll put some fresh strips on ’em. You go ahead and rest. I’ll keep the flies off your back.”

Tal closed his eyes. The aloe and bomber lotion lulled him toward sleep. He gazed up at Remy, who had not moved from his cot.

“Thanks.”

“No worries.”

His father strode behind Tal to wave away a fly. The air whipped by his hand made a breeze against the sabila.

“What were you thinking, boy?”

“I dunno. Maybe I wasn’t.”

“You definitely looked like someone who was thinking.”

Remy swiped again at the fly.

Tal asked, “Why do you gamble?”

“The way I figure it, there’s two worlds. The one we see and the one we don’t. It’s like fishing. We know what’s on top of the water, but not what’s underneath. Could be fish, could be rocks, or just nothing. Gambling’s like dropping a hook into a pond. If I win, I know I’m in the right place, doin’ the right things. When I lose, I suppose I need to be doin’ something different. It’s sort of the way God and I have worked out how to talk to each other. I play, and He lets me know what’s on His mind.”

Remy leaned closer to Tal’s injuries. When he spoke, Tal felt his father’s breath.

“I reckon you overplayed your hand a little out there today.”

“She didn’t even see me.”

“She’s a whore, boy.”

“Come around here,” he said.

Remy made no move. “She ain’t worth you being laid up like this.” Remy sucked his teeth. “Goddamit.”

Remy returned to his seat on the adjacent cot.

Tal said, “Don’t call her that again. She’s not a whore.”

“What is she, then? She screws Japs, that’s all I need to know.”

Tal flexed his jaw as he had under Nagata’s lash. She stood in her window on the third floor, Tal saw her there and never anywhere else. She wore only a red kimono, holding it shut across her naked belly and small breasts. From a hundred feet away or a thousand, she appeared sad and afraid, disgraced and innocent. He watched her because she was beautiful. He loved her because she endured.

His father scooted backward on the mattress, lifting his sandals off the floor. “I’m sorry I said that.”

“I don’t know what she is. I’m gonna find out.”

“Okay, kiddo.” Remy nodded. “What the hell, we’re all stuck here. She probably is, too.”

Remy popped to his feet. He yanked the white sheet away from a neighboring cot. The bare tick mattress showed rusty stains. Remy bit into the linen to start a rip, then tore away a long strip.

Mr. Goldstein, a hand quaking on his frail chest, asked, “What’re you doing, Tuck?”

“Watchin’ out for my boy, Mr. G.”

“Good,” the old man urged from his laboring throat. “Good. Keep him strong. He’ll do something one of these days.”

“Sure as shootin’, Mr. G.”

Tuck tore another strip. The rest of the linen he respread over the mattress, doing his best to tuck away and conceal the missing portions.

“Listen.”

“What.”

“I talked to Lucas. He says you can move back in to number twelve. Till you’re up on your feet.”

Tal rolled back onto his stomach. Exhaustion and the guava mash were catching up with him.

“No.”

“You’re gonna be healin’ for a while. I can take care of you better if you’re with me.”

Tal shut his eyes for sleep, and against the sight of Mr. Goldstein wasting away.

“Remy?”

“Yeah?”

“Why do you think I got myself thrown out of your barracks in the first place?”

Tal let slumber approach. Above his dulling back, his father’s hand chased off another fly, cooling the aloe.



Chapter Four


SHE SAT up to her elbows to watch the young soldier.

He laid his ticket on the table beside the door. The thin chit lay on a pile of ten, fifteen, she did not know; never did she count, Mama simply swept the vouchers away at the end of the day. The Japanese greeted her with a quick nod. “Songu.”

He set both hands to work undoing his pantaloons, then stopped to remove his cap. He held it by the brim, searching for a place to hang it or set it down. He put it back on his head, sheepish and uncertain. She watched him between her brown knees.

Carmen did not recognize him, he was not one of the camp guards. Early this morning, a long convoy had rattled past the camp. This boy was likely on his way to Manila. Someone in his unit brought him, perhaps on a dare, to the shuho of Los Baños.

The boy’s khakis dropped in folds around his boots and leggings. He wore a loincloth which he pushed down his thighs. At the edge of her tatami, he stood naked only at the hips. He had small tufts of hair above his penis. He looked down at himself, raw in this room smelling of Mama’s bleach mop. Behind Carmen’s head, through the open window, a bird cawed. This drew the boy’s attention. He looked up, biting his bottom lip. He seemed to want to be out there instead, in the air, flying off. Carmen saw that this was his first time with a woman.

She pointed at his penis, not meeting his eyes.

“Saku.”

Surprised—did he expect a corpse with no voice?—the soldier made a perfunctory bow. With both hands, he hauled up the accordion of his pantaloons to rummage in a pocket. He found the paper envelope. Without lowering his pants, he tore the packet open, then had to push down his breeches again to let his penis stand between the tails of his tunic. He held the rubber condom ring with fingertips. He halted, with no notion of how to put it on. Carmen wanted to send him away, push him out the window to give him his chance to fly. She remained motionless except to gaze down at her own bare hips, the black tuft that was hers, and considered that if she had a penis there, she would not be on this mattress. That was the difference, but it seemed not enough to explain things.

The soldier held up the ring to her, asking for help. Carmen stared back deadpan. He drew his lips over his protruding teeth, determined to figure this out.

The Japanese boy did the wrong thing. He poked a finger into the rubber ring, pushing the condom out to its full, flaccid length. He lowered the sack to his penis and tried to tug it on like a sock instead of rolling it back. The condom slid on partially, leaving half its length dangling. His breathing became irregular with his frustration.

The boy’s glance rose from his own chaos to her vagina. With a grunt, he determined to get rid of the condom, pinching it at the tip to yank it off. The thing snapped when it jerked free.

Before the boy could bend his knees to the tatami, or Carmen could raise a hand to stop him, the soldier ejaculated. His stream landed in milky beads across Carmen’s stomach and inner thigh, onto her open robe. She looked down at the trail and thought nothing of the boy’s warm semen on her skin. She knew what would come next, the necessary trade for being done with him quickly. Averting her eyes, she sat up straight to make her face easy for him to reach.

The boy’s hand clapped against her temple, sweeping her off balance. She tumbled to her side, not catching herself but acting out the receipt of a great blow. She lifted a hand to her cheek and whimpered, to assuage his loss of pride. The boy stood over her, dripping.

The Japanese raised a finger to his bulging lips, making the signal for silence. Say nothing. Carmen nodded, aping fear.

He flung the condom to the floor and pulled up his loincloth and pantaloons. Carmen did not take her hand from her cheek, to show the sting was mighty. The soldier buttoned and buckled himself into place, glaring at her to drive home their compact, that he would not strike her again if she told no one. Carmen lowered her eyes, the final act of her role.

The soldier drew himself up, almost to attention, to leave her room and the shuho looking satisfied and commanding. Carmen supposed he was a year younger than she, perhaps two. He gazed down his nose and nodded approval, beginning the deception that would last the rest of his life. He spun on his heels and swept beyond the curtain. Carmen lowered her hand, bothering only to hope that his life would be short.

Papa dropped an empty straw basket inside the curtain. In Tagalog, he said, “Labanderiya.” The old man surveyed the little room, Carmen on the mattress, on her knees at the open window. Continuing in their native tongue, he said, “Why don’t you jump? It might kill you.”

Carmen turned. She released her red haori, to let it hang loose and expose her belly, thighs, and waist, to taunt Papa and tell him he meant so little to her.

She asked, “Why don’t you jump with me?”

He rattled his head before glancing once behind him, down the hall to where his wife sat as hostess and guard.

“It might not kill me. Come. Laundry.”

Carmen stood from the tatami. She had not seen that boy Tuck in four days. She did not consider that he might be dead. She hadn’t seen his punishment, but knew that, whatever it had been, he’d chosen it. The boy was strong and measured himself against what the Japanese could dish out. She would see him again soon, striding about the camp, making himself visible. That was why she wore a red robe, to be easily spotted by him. But he was in hiding, and her robe needed washing.

She shed the robe into the basket. Naked in front of Papa, she took from a pile of clothes, neatly folded in a corner, a pair of discarded khakis and an undershirt. She stripped the yellow-stained sheet.

Papa led the way down the hall, approaching Mama at her station on the landing. The old woman flipped over Songu’s wooden tag.

On the board hung another tag, bearing the symbol[image: img].

Carmen halted, basket in her arms. “What is that?”

“Another girl. Chosenjin.”

Mama used the Japanese word for a Korean.

“Where is she?”

“Talk less, Songu. Wash more.” Mama jerked her head at Papa for him to lead Carmen down to the laundry room.

A sudden commotion erupted in the south wing, across the foyer. The drape over the doorway of Hua’s former room billowed outward. A tin water bowl clattered into the hall. A girl’s screech followed, then a soldier backpedaled through the curtain to collect the bowl. The young man’s tunic was darkened with the thrown water and his dropped trousers coiled around his ankles. His penis was big enough to see beneath his shirttails, pink with no saku. He stumbled once, almost tripping, then lifted a hand to check his cheek for blood.

He bellowed, “Konoyaro koroshite yarou ka?” Carmen had heard the phrase often enough. Shall I kill you, bitch?

The soldier hobbled back into the room. Again the girl screamed. The metal bowl clanged again, like a gong. Someone had been struck with it.

“Chosenjin,” Mama repeated.

“Come.” Papa motioned Carmen to the stairs.

Carmen reached into the basin, sinking her arms to the elbows. She agitated the water, kneading the mass of socks and loincloths the camp’s guards had piled for her to launder.

She’d reused the gray wash water four times. Soap had become a rare thing, rationed beyond food. Papa sat at the top of the stairs to the basement laundry room, humming to himself. Every so often he clambered partway down the steps to make sure she was working and that her own sheets and crimson robe were placed aside, to be cleaned last.

She rinsed and wrung socks, a hundred pairs, it seemed, with pruney fingers, then tossed them into the straw basket. She recalled the times she and Hua had worked side by side, always without speaking. When did Hua decide to kill herself? Was it during any of the hours they were together scrubbing or doing laundry? At rare shared meals? Carmen wondered if she might have seen this change come over Hua, like the shadow of a crow, a sign of death. This troubled her, that she had not been aware of Hua’s decision to take her own life. Carmen could miss it in herself; the shadow might cross her and she would not know it.

A Korean. Carmen knew nothing of Korean. Again she would be sentenced to silence alongside another woman sharing the same miseries. Did that help push Hua to suicide? If the girls could have spoken, would Hua be alive? Could Carmen have stopped such a momentum as death?

She finished wringing the last sock, then tossed her sheets and robe into the tub’s feeble suds. She sat aside to let her things soak. She’d stay confined in the basement until Papa grew bored and ordered her out. Then she would dawdle outside in the sunshine to hang the socks on the clothesline that ran beside Hua’s grave.

On the cool concrete, Carmen folded her legs. She sat on her heels, a prayerful pose, breathing in the must of the basement and the fading tang of the wash water. She imagined herself in Manila, in her Quiapo barrio. Her mother washed clothes with water from the fountain outside the Catholic church, with great clouds of suds boiling over. Carmen grilled cucuruchos on hot coals to sell to American soldiers who gave her tips. Her father and uncles tended the ponies that pulled their karomatas, hauling passengers and cargo, whoever paid. The smells of her barrio, sweat in the crowded boulevards, starch in the habits of American nuns, pork and peanuts on her grill, dung from the ponies, a flower in her mother’s hair, oil on her father’s hands—all were absent. She stared at the wan surface of the wash water and found no magic in the basin, no images of Quiapo for her there, only the scarlet shoulder of her floating robe. Carmen sensed nothing except a procession of Japanese, the two old collaborators who handed them tickets, and that she’d had a home, a family, and a time that were not here.

And that boy Tuck. He was near, but on the other side of the barbed wire.

At the thought of the boy, Carmen scooped her haori out of the tub. She wrung it over the basin. Some of the cloth’s red dye dripped out. The robe was her beacon, drawing the boy’s eye to her window. What if the robe kept draining itself, all the way to white, and he could not see her? She feared she would not get another red robe.

The boy’s disappearance for four days did not worry her. Carmen knew he would come back to her. She grew frightened that she might vanish from him. She was not the boy, did not have his strength. She could not be certain she would always return. Hua would not.

Carmen tossed the robe into the straw basket with the soldiers’ socks. She swirled her soaking sheet and pillowcase in the basin, hoping to capture some of the robe’s lost red dye in her linens, to color them even the slightest shade of pretty pink.

At the top of the stairwell, the door opened. Carmen drew the sheet out, to wring it fast before Papa could make her carry it upstairs sopping wet.

The old man did not come down the steps. He held the door open for a small girl clutching her own armload of sheets.

The girl tottered down barefoot. Beneath a green silken haori, she was naked.

Quickly, Carmen reeled her pillowcase out of the basin, to make room for the girl’s washing. She squeezed cascades back into the tub, pulled her wet things away, and gestured for the girl to use what little soapy water remained.

With short strides the Korean girl approached into the glow of the electric bulb. Blue bruises circled her ankles. She’d been in manacles. One side of her jaw appeared swollen. She stood a full head shorter than Carmen, no more than a child.

Carmen backed off from the basin, holding her damp linens. She pushed away, too, the laden straw basket. The girl came to the washtub with slow, careful movements. Carmen stood in the recesses of light, motionless.

The girl set to her washing without hurry or glancing around. She dunked her sheet, not letting it soak, and ground her knuckles into the fabric. She laundered like a farm girl. Her hair was jet like Carmen’s and boxed short below the ears.

Carmen asked, “Do you speak English?”

The girl made no response. Carmen repeated, “English?”

Pounding her laundry, the Korean shook her head.

Carmen stepped into the ring of light. At the top of the staircase, Papa shouted, “Songu!”

Carmen halted. The little girl did not interrupt her scrubbing. Carmen stared at the Korean’s back. She wanted to tell her, Do not wash your bright green robe unless you must. Do not fade.

Carmen dropped her linen on top of the straw basket and gathered it up. She headed to the stairwell.

The girl turned, expressionless. She said, “Songu.”

Carmen halted. “Yes.”

The girl released a hint of a smile, a guarded thing. She said only, “Yumi.”

Carmen nodded, as if to seal a secret. She climbed the steps to Papa.

[image: img]

The sun fell beside Mount Makiling. Carmen knelt in her window eating a rice ball, fish gruel, boiled weeds, and a cup of carabao milk. She wore her robe, dried and fresh from the afternoon’s sun and jungle breeze. The dusk deepened to indigo behind the mountain, vermilion clouds in the west like a fire in heaven. Carmen imagined herself in her crimson haori a part of the sunset, dropping from sight and gone.

Beyond the barbed fence, curfew hushed the camp with the settling twilight. The Japanese restricted the Americans and Europeans to candlelight or coconut-oil lanterns. Few internees had these luxuries. The barracks dimmed into starlight and the glow of a rising moon. Even the guards’ barracks and offices stood dark. Red dots bobbed along the boundaries, where soldiers smoked and patrolled the wire. From the Protestant chapel at the northern end of the camp, hymns floated over the nipa roofs, beneath the bolstering constellations. To the south, closer to her perch, stood the hut built by the Catholics for their worship. The Catholic songs, familiar to Carmen, seemed stodgy compared to the Protestants’ praise. Over the past year, though she had lost God, Carmen found herself preferring the Protestant service.

Through the rest of the afternoon, she’d heard nothing from the girl Yumi. After dark, Carmen could not sneak across to the south wing and sit with her; either Mama or Papa was always on guard; they slept on mats on the landing. Carmen, a Filipina, was being held captive by her own countrymen. When the Americans returned, and they promised they would, there would be a reckoning, not only for the Japanese but the makipilis. Carmen mulled over vengeance while listening to the hymns. She’d grown up Catholic, and the faith held that revenge belonged to God alone. She assumed the Protestants believed the same. Carmen accepted this without concern because it had no relevance for her. She’d abandoned the God who’d abandoned her. Perhaps the two of them could make peace after the war. Carmen suspected they would not. Just the same, she hoped He would avenge her.

A bustle sounded outside her curtain. Mama pushed the drape aside. The old woman fluttered to her. Carmen faced her with the same stoniness she mounted for the soldiers.

“Girl, come here. Let me see you. You’re a mess. Why anyone would touch you I can’t understand.” Mama pinched both of Carmen’s cheeks.

“I’ve told you to wash your face with tea, you’ll look younger.”

Mama untied the sash holding shut the red robe, to expose Carmen’s front. Carmen gazed down at her own jutting pelvis and ribs. She noticed that even Mama was losing her fat.

The old woman said, “Officers are here. Chew this.”

Mama rolled blades of sweet grass between her palms into a pulpy ball. Carmen parted her lips to take the mint taste on her tongue.

“Give me more.” She held out her hand. Mama dug a few green bits from a pocket. Carmen stuffed them into her nostrils to ease the stink of the man waiting outside her door. The officer was likely passing through Los Baños on his way to Manila with the rest of the troops she’d serviced that day. But unlike regular soldiers who dropped only their pants, officers stripped bare to lie with her on the tatami, sometimes until dawn. The smell of their feet and boots, unwashed chests and armpits, their nocturnal gases… Carmen would lie awake until he left.

Mama gathered up the plate, soup bowl, and cup from Carmen’s supper. At the curtain, the woman spoke into the hall. “Irasshaimase.” Please come in.

The makipili woman held back the drape for the approaching officer. His boots marched down the hall in a quickened pace. Carmen drew a breath through her nose to test the grass blades.

Nagata stepped past the curtain. Mama bowed low and left, pulling shut the drape.

Carmen stepped off the mattress. She copied Mama’s deep bow, using the moments facing the floor to compose herself.

Why had she been given this devil? The brute Nagata. Watching over the camp, she’d seen him swagger and bellow, slap prisoners, even his own soldiers. Every sunup he stood at the head of roll call, sweat-stained, croaking orders, more like a frog than a human. Nagata had gone to Hua, but had never come to Songu’s room. The commandant himself had visited twice, a fragrant, tired old man who slept quietly like the flowers in his garden. But Nagata? Why was he here? She stared at his boots until he grunted that she was permitted to straighten.

He strode close, shorter than her. He pulled down his cap, spun it into a corner. Without a word, standing at arm’s length, he stripped away his uniform. Button by clasp, Nagata did not pull his eyes from Carmen, measuring her. His glare made clear his disgust. Carmen could not guess what rankled him, her brown flesh or his own need of it?
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