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PROLOGUE

I

OKINAWA, JULY 1945

Nothing’s changed about ’em. Except that now they squatted in a pen—where they belonged. Jones Henry sneered in contempt. Go on, be scared. Should have shot the whole batch of you when we had the chance. He regarded them down on the ground below, past the sight of his combat boots, where they squatted, stuffing their faces with American rations instead of rice and fish heads. Kissed on the ass is what you got instead. One gaggle even shared puffs on an American cigarette. None looked you in the face. Thought you had so much honor you’d rather kill yourselves than be captured. All bullshit—that’s what your Jap lies turned out to be.

The prisoners’ camp in the heat had its predictable odors of latrine and old sweat and ammonia disinfectant. The stench rose to the guard tower where Jones paced. He’d likely soon have enough of that stink buddied in some snake hole, ducking shells overhead, when they invade Japan itself. So, you yellow Japs, just be glad nobody plans to shoot you. Unless you get out of line.

Prisoner-of-war duty at least gave a breather until the big push.

“Patted on the fuckin’ head, mebbe,” Jones rubbed the smooth barrel of his piece. “But just try to escape with me up here.” Out over the hills, past craters and debris, among tile-roof shacks and neat little patches of cultivation, lay the blue ocean—slick and hot under the raw sun. Water he wanted nothing to do with, he who’d once thought water was his only home. Their ratty little boats in the harbor wouldn’t last through a storm, and they said typhoons blew regular through here. Boats that would never last a day back home in Ketchikan. Jones Henry could show them how to build a boat to catch fish.

One of the scarecrows below fastened eyes on him. An officer, probably, since he was one of a small bunch that had been cordoned off by themselves: the only way to tell with their muck-caked uniforms in rags. All bones, like the others. Bugs crawled over his face and he made no move to squash them. Eyes narrowed more than just sneaky Jap eyes. Seemed to say “I’m still better than you up there.”

Jones scowled back and held the gaze. Yeah fellah, look at me—a sergeant in charge of enlisted. In charge now of you—an officer. Still alive no thanks to you and your people. In a few weeks I’ll be taking fire again from Japs like you while you’ll be here, all safe, so don’t feel too sorry for yourself. Those cooties crawling over your face—that you’re too lazy or too full of yourself to smash—let ’em chew their fill. Jones cradled his piece for long enough to light up. He let the cigarette dangle from his mouth while he slapped the stock. Just try to escape, Jap! Give me the excuse!
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Captain Kiyoshi Tsurifune scorned to crush the lice crawling inside his clothes and across his chin. Or to groan from the wound he’d patched with grass and mud to stop the bleeding. The wound now five days old, or six, ached and sometimes screamed inside the remains of his shirt. To eat their food was disgraceful enough. He’d let the time for honorable death slip away when he’d lost consciousness, and now he sat waiting for slow dishonor at the barbarians’ hands.

He glanced around. Others watched him with dead eyes. Soldiers under his command who had survived, lice-caked, like himself. He’d failed them, had set no example of dying with honor. They who had heard him day after day shout words of duty from generals and from the Emperor himself. He’d warned of the unspeakable tortures that awaited those taken alive—taken in disgrace. And now he, alive among them, awaited the enemy’s pleasure.

How would he face his father if he ever survived to return to Sendai? Father might be glad to have a son back home to help direct the family’s small fleet of fishing vessels that were out searching for food in the sea that would feed their countrymen during the struggle against American imperialism. But how would Father and Mother ever again hold up their heads with a son—proudly trained as an officer for the Emperor—returned defeated but still alive?

Let this wound kill me. Let it help me to die bearing pain. Let me do that at least for my Emperor.

Two days before, an American enlisted man—not even an officer—had gone among the captured to cull out the wounded. For treatment, the man had said as he, unbelievably, passed out cigarettes and talked in a friendly way. More likely he was culling them to be tortured and shot so they’d be no more trouble. It was what he himself had ordered for some prisoners, back during his battalion’s victories. He barely had enough food for his own men. Back when all knew that being captured proved despicable weakness.

Above him on a crudely constructed platform stood one of their soldiers. Beneath the helmet, the man’s face was a blank of lines and eyes, although how could you distinguish the expression on a barbarian’s face? They all looked alike. Before he could glance away, the soldier returned his stare.

Even in disgrace, Captain Kiyoshi Tsurifune did not permit his gaze to falter. Let this soldier from a foreign army know that I will die proudly. But suddenly the wound scraped at his very heart. Even so, except for one jolt he couldn’t suppress, he kept his look cold and steady. Blood seeped into his mouth. He swallowed it back down. His mind dizzied, but he screwed his eyes to hold the gaze. This—now this was important. Show the victor my resolve until, Emperor willing, I can die and be released.
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Jones Henry wasn’t going to look away first. You’d kill me if you could, Jap, just as I’d kill you, and you ain’t getting the better of me on this. Just let me kill more of your little yellow brothers when we invade your dirty Jap homeland in a few days. Then if they get me, at least it’ll be some ways even.

Slowly, the Jap squatting down below began to teeter. As his head hit the ground—with eyes still fixed on Jones’s own—blood started to trickle from his mouth.

“One less,” Jones muttered. “Good riddance.” But he didn’t turn away. The Jap kept his gaze locked while he struggled to get back onto his feet.

At last, Jones looked away, then back again in spite of himself. The Jap still struggled, his eyes still fixed.

“Son of a bitch anyhow.” Jones turned to a soldier on duty inside the tower. “I don’t care what you do, but mebbe you want to call a medic if one’s around. Prisoner down there looks like he needs help. If that’s what we’re up to these days.” He thought about it, before adding, “A man who ain’t giving up like the rest.”


II

OKINAWA, OCTOBER 1945

When word came that he could have five days’ leave, Sergeant Jones Henry snorted. Not enough time to fly home to Ketchikan, so big deal. Travel around in Jap-land? The one place he didn’t need to go.

Over a brew at the noncom’s club, Gus Rosvic raised his bottle, winked, and declared, “You’re nuts, man.” He too had been given leave. “I’m headed for Tokyo. Nobody’s going to hold this boy back!”

“Suit yourself. I’ll save my dough for home, where it matters.”

Back weeks before and by coincidence of war, Jones had strode into the club and there had been Gus in navy blues. In the darkened room, Jones hadn’t noticed him until the familiar voice—grown deeper since Jones had left for the war—said, “Man, if they don’t let anybody in here. And if they don’t put anybody in a uniform these days!”

When Jones saw that it was indeed Gus Rosvic—Ketchikan born and raised—waving and grinning, Jones could have hugged him for excitement. They had just stayed put, staring at each other.

Jones had been the first to speak. “Navy didn’t kick you out, I see. Looks like they even gave you some stripes.”

“Bosun First. Looks like the Marines’ve wasted sergeant stripes on you.”

“You here on a ship?”

“Shit Jones, I didn’t swim here.”

Grinning, Jones asked, “Your dad still trolling for salmon back in Ketchikan?” He couldn’t keep the hunger for home from edging into his voice.

“From his last letter, he did good with the cohos last summer and not bad with kings. Main trouble was getting enough gas to run the boat.” Gus had stopped to consider. “Same with your dad, I guess.”

“That’s all I want to do, Gus.” Jones had taken an eager step forward. “Get back and fish.”

Gus held up a hand, reigning in some of Jones’s enthusiasm. “Whoa, man. This boy’s going to stick around here first and see the world!” Neither one moved. Except for a scar that now ran from one side of his forehead to his cheek, Gus’s broad grinning face had changed little in the five years since they last faced each other across their fathers’ boat rails. Rivals for the most fish caught, the fastest boat back to the cannery. “Last time we drank together, Jones buddy, we both had to lie about our age. Remember? You got permission yet to drink legal?” It was a stupid question, Jones felt—Gus always sulked for being a few months Jones’s junior.

“’Course,” Jones sneered.

“Then it’s me’s going to order your first brew or whatever today.”

So now Jones wasn’t surprised by Gus’s enthusiasm for Tokyo, no matter that it was prime Jap-land, and was only recently enemy territory. No way he was gonna get Jones to go. In the NCOs’ club Gus practically swaggered with know-how and anticipation. He tilted his cap non-regulation style and made the grinning announcement that the would get laid every night in Tokyo by a different broad. “I’ve heard they just line up smiling and bowing, man. You take your pick! And don’t think that the American buck doesn’t buy you anything—I mean anything—you want!”

Mebbe I should go, Jones thought. But to Gus, he said, “All Japs. Likely you’ll wake up tomorrow or next day with the clap or worse.”

“I’ll use rubbers—ain’t stupid. And the way those broads treat you, man!” he said with as much relish as if he’d been there before. “Soft hands all over. Nice smells. Kissy kissy in places you never thought of before. Think you was a king or something.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Jones said he might go but for missing the Tigers win a game in the World Series. Gus laughed.

“Think they don’t have overseas radio in Tokyo? You sure have gotten stuck on those games since I laid you thirty bucks on my Cubbies.”

“You tell me something else here that’s closer to the old days. Besides, somebody’s gotta call you. Detroit’s where they make engines, so the Tigers got to have something. Won three games to your two and on a roll to win the fourth today, and the Series, and my bet to shut you up.”

“Yeah, yeah. Newhouser’s smart enough to dodge the draft. And Greenberg may be just back from the army, but that’s the best your Tigers got against my Bowroy and Cavarretta. We’re hot today.”

“My Newhauser’s going to pitch circles around your Cubs,” Jones declared. “That fuckin’ thirty bucks I win from you today goes toward the newest style boat engine back home—Palmer Forty at least.”

“Bull! Whoever wins today has got to spend it in Tokyo. I need to show a dumbass like you around. Somebody’s got to make sure you don’t get rolled.”

With a shrug, Jones agreed with to go to Tokyo, though he still pretended reluctance. “Nobody rolls Jones Henry!” he declared.
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Gus’s connections hitched them a transport flight direct to Tokyo. And since Gus knew—or more likely had buttered him up, Jones thought—the pilot, they were invited to the cockpit soon after takeoff, instead of staying strapped to a bucket seat in the cargo hold with the others taking leave.

“Why do we want to do that?” Jones had growled.

“To see the sights, man. Suit yourself. I’m going up.”

As Jones expected, there was little to see over the pilot’s shoulder that he hadn’t already looked at disinterestedly on the ground. Just more of the same blasted out buildings, cratered earth, and squared patches of land.

“So,” said the pilot over engine noise, “Who’s going to take Game Six? Looks bad for the Tigers.”

Jones popped to life. “Who told you that?”

Gus grinned at Jones. “Cavarretta’s gonna bring it in for the Cubs, man.” He wiggled his thumb against his fingers. “See? I’m already counting my win money.”

“You’ll count your empty hands. Why am I on this plane anyhow? I should be by some radio for when the game starts!”

“Just wait’ll you get to Tokyo,” the pilot announced. “Try loudspeakers by the train station. Whole town’s likely gonna be there listening.” Plainly enjoying himself, he turned to glance up at Jones. “Your Detroit Tigers are in trouble—even if before today they’d got three wins to Chi’s two. Chi Cubs are going to take this game today and tie the Series.”

“Sonuva bitch!”

Suddenly the pilot turned serious. “Look off to your left.”

Jones squinted without interest. “Nothing but clouds. Mebbe smoke. And we’re going to miss the start of the game!”

“Smoke, still. Hiroshima. Today’s October 8th right? So two months ago, almost to the day. Every time I make this run I change course a notch to see it. May be against orders, but this ain’t wartime still, so fuck orders if it don’t hurt the plane.”

“Yeah? That’s the place? Well. Couldn’t burn there enough for me.” Nevertheless, Jones leaned toward the glass and squinted to see whatever details could be made out. A few black shapes rose from the ground—maybe bits of buildings. He could see little else from that distance. But soon the plane had traversed this part of the scene, and they passed on over patches of water hemmed in by trees with yellowing leaves. “Nope. Couldn’t ever be smoke there enough in—what they call it? Hirohito?”

“Killed a few thousand they say,” observed the pilot.

“Did even one American get blown up there?”

“Don’t think so, Sarge.”

“Then it suits me just fine. Mebbe even got the Jap who would’ve shot my ass in the invasion. Couldn’t ever kill enough Japs. And here we’re stuck in the sky with no radio!”
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The paved airstrip they landed on was clean and open, as was another strip nearby, although further off lay heaps of glass shards and concrete slabs with weeds grown tall around them. Jones headed for a hangar from which a cheer had suddenly burst, but Gus hustled him into the only jeep around that had room to take them into the city.

“What’s the score?” Jones demanded of the driver.

“You mean the World Series? You got the wrong man, Sarge. I don’t follow baseball. That’s why I’m driving today—you can hear everybody else is hangin’ around the radios.”

“One numbnut they got at this base …” muttered Jones.

“Enjoy the scenery, man.” Gus produced a pint bottle of whiskey from some recess of his uniform. “Got this at the PX before we left. Figured we’d need to loosen you up.” He broke the seal, took a gulp, and offered it to the driver who shook his head, before handing it to Jones. “Not carrying this bottle any further, man, so do your share.”

Jones shrugged and drank. They drove through stretches of rubble on either side of the road where only a pipe stood here and there. Past areas that had maybe a building or two intact. Others were roofless, with black holes for windows. People everywhere stooped like mushrooms, picking over things that they put in bags and boxes. Most turned their backs at the approach of the American vehicle. Jones took one more swig and another.

Deeper into the city, the driver steered through streets that had been cleared of rubble, leaving a single lane. He honked nonstop to clear the Japanese to the side, then emerged into a wider street lined by lean-tos and shacks thrown together from charred boards.

We showed ’em, thought Jones dispassionately. What surprised him, though, was the energy with which these city Japs hopped about. Nothing like the ones on Okinawa. These were like the mosquitoes on the islands: sprayed ’em down, you turned for a minute, and back they came in double numbers. Some Japs even waved at them. When, still honking, they slowed a bit, one Jap ran alongside trying to sell a drawing of trees and mountains. By now, Gus held the nearly empty bottle, and he sprinkled the last drops of whiskey onto the Jap’s head before tossing the bottle out of the car. It clunked off the boards of a stall where little skewers of meat were smoking, then bounced against an adjoining stand selling pictures. It had barely touched the ground when a Japanese woman ran to pick it up.

“You might’ve hit somebody,” grumbled Jones.

“But I didn’t.”

“Yeah, you missed.”

The driver let them out at the side of a large building that he said was the Tokyo train station. “If you want your World Series, guys, here’s the best place.”

As the two clambered heavily out of the vehicle, Jones was less than impressed. Japs and Americans stood side by side, practically shoulder to shoulder, listening to the voice from the loudspeaker. “Tigers better win,” Jones growled, half-buzzed, to Gus. “Otherwise just standin’ around in some shit hole, buddyin’ up with Japs for no good reason.”

Jones and Gus elbowed their way through the crowd as Greenberg hit a home run over the left-field wall, bringing in two more runs for Detroit. But even as Jones joined in the cheer—looked like the Tigers were gonna win anyhow—he couldn’t help but think how there was only one place in the world Jones wanted to be. Home in Alaska. In Ketchikan where his old boat waited.
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PART ONE


1

CAGED

OKINAWA, AUGUST 1945

A pistol would have done it. It could have been with that pistol they took from his belt. The insult! To revive him with medicine when he had ordered himself to die. It was the fault of the soldier whose gaze had fixed with his soon after his capture. Captain Kiyoshi Tsurifune knew enough English to understand the man’s order—from English studied long ago, in a different world where dealing with barbarians was integral to the family business passed from father to son for decades.

If only they had shot him during capture as they had some of the others. If he had not been stunned by the explosives thrown into the cave, if he had strode toward them boldly as had young sub-lieutenant Kiji—with a concealed grenade ready to take at least one of them with him. Kiji had died a hero’s death. The Americans had shot him in the chest—only moments before the armed grenade blew him apart. This angered the Americans, who had shot others of his group—anyone who made even the least move. In other circumstances Kiyoshi had given those same orders. Shoot the prisoners—even those with hands up for surrender—if they made the slightest step forward.

“That’s for my dead buddy you yellow bastards!” one of the Americans had yelled before shooting two Japanese soldiers. Kiyoshi hoped indeed that some of those the American called his “buddies” had been righteously killed for the Emperor.

In the fetid cave where they had lived like rats in dark and mold for weeks, waiting to kill the Americans when the invasion came, hatred for all but anyone Japanese was clear enough. Even worthless local villagers, cringing disgracefully and screwing up their Chinese-like faces, were driven away when they too tried to use the caves after the shelling began. Those villagers that were not even useful for providing food, for they proved to have none themselves; inferiors who would have quickly revealed hidden stores under even lightest torture.

Now he was not even allowed an honorable death through starvation. The captors brought him food. Rice, of course, boiled to a clogged mush. The Americans had no understanding of how it ought to be prepared. Canned meat that smelled like dogs—Kiyoshi had to admit that perhaps it was better than the “meat” that was mostly weeds and sawdust to which they had become accustomed in the caves. But it was so rich that it cramped his stomach and worse. Yet he ate what they dished out onto his metal plate. At first he thought the meat’s strange taste was poison, and he prepared calmly for the justified, agonizing death of the defeated. At least he would die without flinching. When this happened, his identity would be found in the worn canvas pouch of letters and photographs that was all he had managed to keep when he was captured. Hope, then, that perhaps merely the report of his death would reach home, but not the circumstance, and Father would be able to mourn a son lost in honorable combat for the Emperor.

Not that the eternal spirits would be fooled. He himself would never be a Righteous Soul enshrined at the Yasukuni Shrine on Kudan Hill, like Junior Sub-Lieutenant Kiji. It appeared it was his doom to remain among the living, the vessel of his own disgrace.

He had prepared himself to suffer greatly as a prisoner. Yet even his wounds healed under enemy care. Now, instead of pain, his body produced such disgusting dysentery that he was often obliged to stagger or crawl in desperation to defecate into a stinking pit. A piece of canvas covering the pit trapped insufferable heat, and the stench attracted insects that bit any part of skin not covered by the rags of a once-proud uniform.

The Americans even humiliated officers as if they were only common soldiers. It was a mere American corporal who ordered them to strip and relinquish their clothes. They were sprayed with brackish seawater pumped by a small, noisy engine through a hose. The sudden pressure slapped their thin bodies against each other until they learned to brace against the gushing water. (And how the inferior American behind the hose laughed at their struggle!) Then, by gestures, they were made to cup their hands and scoop a thick, slimy liquid from a large can and smear themselves with it. One captor tapped each man’s private and most tender parts with a stick unless the man rubbed in the liquid until it sudsed white. The liquid stung Kiyoshi’s open sores and scraped like knives on the sores where the nested lice had bitten in a frenzy.

Then the hose would have been welcomed, but it was left to gush on the ground while their sweat dissolved the pasty liquid into long brown streaks. At last the hose again—washing off with its torrent both the dead lice and those still trying to bite. Finally the Americans splashed a bucketful of fresh, heated water over each man, half into the face and half toward the crotch. (How good that water felt despite the humiliation. Don’t admit it, even to yourself.) And the final indignity: each man was ordered to pick and mash any lice that remained on the body of the man beside him. The prisoners did so in apologetic shame, avoiding each other’s eyes.

The clothes, when they were returned to them, had been boiled clean. They were still hot and soggy, now shrunken and nearly shapeless, but the naked men hurried to cover themselves again.

It was an insult akin almost to torture to be made clean by the barbarian enemy. To be fed by them. Not beaten. Spoken to roughly, yes. Ordered about by the common ranks of their own soldiers. Deprived of an honorable death.

But the sun poured over the camp; it seeped through the shelters formed by swathes of canvas draped across poles. When rain fell, it settled into dripping pockets throughout the canvas. The raw chemical smells of disinfectant slowly replaced the odors of rot—except around the shit pits. Eventually the prisoners’ clothes dried and took shape again around their bodies. The lice became so few that they could be sought out and killed with a pop of the fingers—this time, they didn’t leave behind a dozen of their vermin brothers to make the picking a useless exercise.

When left to himself in the canvas shelter—the prisoners were too subdued to seek out one another’s company—Kiyoshi’s gaze wandered toward the sea. It formed lines of purifying blue beyond the fencing and past the heads of restless prisoners. It stretched in distant bands between hills and beyond the broken wings of a plane crashed into one of the squares of cultivated field.

In former days the sea had welcomed him as comfortably as home. From the desolate caves he’d stretched a hand toward goddess Sea. Daydreamed that her clean water washed the filth from his body. Now she beckoned as the ultimate home of the dead. Would drowned souls then live as gods? As restless spirits? As fish? Or, the greatest blessing of all, might the waters close over in simple blackness?

On that unbelievable night they said the Emperor appeared on the radio to announce surrender, when word traveled mouth to mouth among the prisoners, the sudden sound of booming guns made those around him hope. Hah. The surrender was a clever ruse, and now the Imperial troops were arriving to finish off the Americans. Shells exploded overhead, flashing in the night sky. The explosions were so great that hot metal from the broken shells singed through the prison shelters. Now it is that I am to die, he’d exulted, and I will be spared the disgrace of having submitted to capture. The thought did not fill him with the relief he would have felt only weeks before, even though he told himself—with tears in his eyes—that it did.

And then, after all, it was only the captors celebrating. The Emperor truly had surrendered. Reason enough for tears.

With acceptance that his entire nation was disgraced, Kiyoshi stopped thinking of personal death as the only way out. Surely not everyone should die. Looking back, the cleansing of the lice might have been the symbol of his return to life. All that the incident lacked in importance was the solemnity of a priest, as at one of the great shrines. He began to consider what life—not death—might lie ahead.

A father waited far away. And a mother, of course, both surely still living, although no letters had been exchanged for months. Were able to be exchanged. Father was the one face that remained vivid, the revered one he’d been trained to honor since boyhood. He was meant to follow him in the family enterprise. What of that now? And back home was a dead wife waiting to be mourned. His tender, sweet little Yokiko, who he had barely known except in childhood but married in haste before going to war.

The days after the surrender turned into long weeks. Daily rations of food and cigarettes began to be taken for granted. Anticipated. Criticized, even! And the small soap ration that provided a level of cleanliness beyond imagining during the months in caves and mud-slogged bunkers began to seem stingy in view of the American wealth of food and supplies. Those few prisoners to whom he deigned to talk—defeated officers like himself—complained so much that he felt ashamed. The Americans towered over the defeated. Barbarians, yes: big and loud. Voices deeper than those of the Japanese, less shrill when excited. He watched their confident progress. Men he might have liked if they hadn’t been the enemy.

It remained hot even in pouring rain. And boring. Kiyoshi watched as ordinary Japanese soldiers marched off in groups with shovels or picks over their shoulders to do some kind of manual labor. At the very beginning he thought, yes, aha, they were being taken to dig their own graves after all, and his own death was still to come—whether he desired it now or not. But each night they returned, tired perhaps, but joking more and more, with enough cigarettes that they no longer needed to share. Their disgrace forgotten. Reluctantly, he envied them in his own enforced idleness.

With his energy slowly on the rise, he yearned to run and stretch. It so happened that two officers had also once trained in the ways of Jigorō Kanō, and the three of them began to practice judo. Long abandoned during the rigors of burrowing in caves, preparing for attack; such hardships had sapped any will for excess movement. The three men gathered what rags and other soft material they could find for matting against the hard earth. At the outset they felled each other with slow ritual to conserve their fragile energy, though a decade previous, their dojo masters would have punished such soft restraint with shouts and blows. At first, just a few minutes of training left them staggering with fatigue. Days later they found themselves putting force behind basic moves and taking falls with less caution.

Some of the American soldiers began to watch from their lookout towers. Even called encouragement. One day an American shouted out, “Hey! Heads up!” and threw down a rolled rubber tent mat to replace their makeshift creation.

It was the same scowling sergeant who had matched stares with Kiyoshi weeks before. The one who had ordered him medical attention. The two men eyed each other once more. This time, before the sergeant turned away, Kiyoshi made a slight bow.
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SEA STORM

SEPTEMBER 1945

One daybreak, as the prison camp was just beginning to stir, a Japanese interpreter suddenly moved among them calling, “War is over. Gather your possessions and be ready to move. There is a ship waiting to take you home!” The rumble around Kiyoshi rose to a roar as the men talked excitedly. Some wept. There was little to gather. Hours yet followed of waiting.

They lined up for a final meal dished from pots onto metal plates (which the interpreter told them to keep for the journey) then at last they were formed into groups of about twenty men. Each group marched out separately, accompanied front and rear by armed Americans riding in open vehicles.

The road was sometimes little more than a rutted path. They passed rusted out vehicles and even a crashed plane—one wing stuck high in the ground like a banner. Green vines had already begun to cover the wreckage, even though most of the terrain was shell-pocked and barren to the rock.

The stones hurt Kiyoshi’s feet through boot soles worn thin as paper. The material was dried stiff and rotting, and it chafed raw against each ankle. Officers’ boots were not designed for marches but for riding above the troops in vehicles like those the common American soldiers sat in so casually.

Kiyoshi’s group passed through the remains of what had been a fishing village—to judge by the scattered nets. Only a few old Okinawan men and women were there to watch the prisoners pass by. Faces more Chinese than Japanese, wrinkled and thin. Short people, brown as the earth to which they seemed anchored. Most of them stared without emotion. Only one, a woman, caught Kiyoshi’s gaze. She spat. Worthless peasant, he told himself, and turned away. But what would his own father and mother look like after years of war?

Death to expiate defeat would have been the easy way.
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The group of marching prisoners had reached the edge of the shore. Small waves lapped nearly up to their feet. In the water waited a boxlike vessel that one had to enter by a ramp.

“Okay, move along. Move along there!” barked one of the American soldiers.

“You must advance quickly with no delay,” the interpreter translated. “Go. Go. Others are coming behind you. Do not cause delay!”

“Hai, go!” snapped prisoner Captain Kiyoshi Tsurifune, and he led the way into the water.

Once aboard the vehicle, the seawater that had filled his decrepit boots dribbled through holes worn through at the ankles.

They were packed to standing for the trip to a warship at anchor, supporting each other shoulder to shoulder as the clumsy landing craft rolled and bounced. A man beside him—a common soldier—vomited on Kiyoshi’s shoulder. Nothing to be done about it. Kiyoshi stared ahead as if he didn’t notice and made no acknowledgment when the man tried to bow an apology in the serried quarters.

At the ship’s side they were confronted by a clacking ladder constructed of footboards held together by rope, while their own craft surged up and down against the gray steel hull.

“Grab ahold and climb,” shouted a voice above in English. “Look lively there!”

Another interpreter called down in Japanese: “You must one by one boldly grip the ropes and climb upward. This is necessary, so do it quickly.”

One man found a handhold on the ropes just as a sea swell raised the slippery deck he was standing on. He cried out, loosed his grip, and fell back against the others hemming him. Some of the men began a mutter close to a moan.

“Oh shit,” laughed one of the Americans at the ship’s rail above. “This’ll be a fuckin’ circus. We got some kind of dip net aboard?”

Kiyoshi elbowed his way to the ladder. In the old days as a youth, he had ridden aboard fishing vessels and the mothership owned by Father and Grandfather. He knew what to do now.

“Watch,” he commanded and grabbed the rope as the deck rose. “Take hold and then do not let go. Be courageous. Do not let them see you are afraid. Do not be disgraced by their laugh.” Step by step he climbed the ladder until he was suspended beyond the surging rail of the barge. “You must move quickly to this height for safety,” he called down. “Then, if necessary, stop for breath. Then quickly upward.”

Panting, he reached the ship’s rail, tried to mount gracefully, and ended by rolling over it on his belly.

“That’s the way, baby,” laughed one of the Americans, steadying Kiyoshi with a hand on his arm. The touch and voice were firm but friendly. Kiyoshi righted himself to bow, but the man had already turned his attention back to the ladder.

“Name. Rank. Age. Home province,” an American sailor with a clipboard demanded impersonally. An interpreter beside him barked the questions in Japanese. Kiyoshi braced himself to attention and snapped crisp answers.

The American sailor stopped writing. A scar down his face exaggerated the hardness of his stare. “Yeah, yeah, fellah, act big. But you ain’t a soldier now. Just one more Jap what needs to be shot or fed. How many of us did you kill? Wish I could ask that and put it in your record here. Tell him to stand over there until the rest of them come aboard.”

The interpreter, a stiff, slight young Japanese, glanced uneasily at Kiyoshi. “Excuse me,” he prefaced, and translated only the instruction.

Two other men clambered up the ladder successfully. Then one, already halfway up, fell back screaming.

“Oh man. Be here all night like this,” said the friendlier of the two Americans. “Go tell the captain we’d better break out the fuckin’ cargo net.”

Thus, the prisoners came aboard like cattle. Belowdecks, the first of the prisoners were crowded into a mess hall with long tables. Others kept coming down the metal stairs. As hours passed, late arrivals were forced to group themselves in the passageways as best they could. Soon the odors of sweat and rancid breath filled the air. At anchor the ship barely rolled, but even this motion was enough to make some vomit. Any trip to the toilets required stumbling around others, then waiting in long restless lines.

Word spread that they were being transported to the Japanese mainland. It would take more than a day to reach a port on the southernmost island of Kyushu. What then? Were they still soldiers? Were they to be released and allowed to find a way back to their homes? For Kiyoshi, the journey north would need to cover some thousand kilometers more.

With such crowding, they received only boiled rice passed in pots among them to be scooped out by hand.

“Better than you yellowskin bastards ever gave my brother in Bataan,” muttered the cook who distributed the pots from the galley. “Just give me my way here for a day—.”

Kiyoshi looked in disgust at the clotted white mess that grimy hands had already stained brown. He started to refuse, then thought of the strength he’d need to reach home. He scooped himself one mouthful, then another before the pot was pulled away.

Throughout the day, the crowding steadily worsened—along with the stench. The prison stockade had held about three hundred men by Kiyoshi’s estimate, while the landing vessel had carried only about twenty per hour-long trip. Kiyoshi decided to try for air. He elbowed through the others, stepping around vomit, until he reached the metal stairs that led to open deck. A single armed American guarded it. When a new Japanese group descended in a pack he wriggled among them like a fish moving upstream, and then, at the top of the group, he crawled aside. The sky was already dark. He slipped unchallenged into a sheltered corner by an open doorway.

Through the doorway could be heard the roar of unseen engines below. The air that blew from the opening was hotter than even that from which he had just escaped, and thick with oily odors, but Kiyoshi felt a rush of excitement. It was the first time in months that no other bodies were pressed against him.

At long intervals, prisoners continued to arrive in bunches, ignominiously in a sagging cargo net. Cattle indeed, all his countrymen, now. Dishonored.

Two men clambered up a ladder from the engine room and out onto deck for a smoke. Kiyoshi crouched in the dark, and they did not notice him.

“Shit. No cooler up here,” one of them said. A short while later, they ground out their cigarettes and returned below. Alone again, Kiyoshi crept from his corner and grabbed the two butts. One still had a spark of glow. He drew on it and extracted a lungful of comforting smoke before the spark died.

At last, the cargo net was dragged off, and the loading appeared to be finished. Sailors hosed the deck with seawater while a static-laced voice issued orders over a loudspeaker. From below, the noise of the engine grew louder, and the deck where Kiyoshi stood began to throb. He heard a distant thump of what might be the anchor chain. Yes. Leave this cursed Okinawa—. Whatever might be waiting for him in the homeland.

They moved past the lights of other ships, then beyond the harbor, into the dark. The ship began slowly to roll. Yes! Like in the years before the military when he’d traveled aboard fishing boats belonging to Father and Grandfather’s small company, the nosing of this vessel into the sea signaled severance from land and all that remained upon it. He dared not venture into view on deck for a taste of breeze caused by the ship’s motion, but even the air around his corner began to lighten. Whatever lay ahead, Kiyoshi recognized for certain now that he no longer yearned to be among the honorably dead. Perhaps they were passing out more rice below? That meant returning to that cramped space where he felt like cargo and perhaps not being so lucky a second time to escape. Hadn’t he learned by now, through necessity, to live with hunger? He chewed the tobacco shreds from the two precious butts. They released a raw flavor that itself gave comfort. Each morsel was savored and slowly swallowed. When the last shred was gone, Kiyoshi doubled up in his corner against the hot metal walls to allow only minimal visibility and prepared to pass the night. Survival would need to be done an hour at a time.
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Later, still in darkness, Kiyoshi awoke from a dream: chased by faceless enemies as he fell from the edge of one cliff to another, ranged like terrible steps. Wind-driven rain now slashed across the lights on the deserted deck. He was shivering, but it was not from cold—not in the still-thick heat. An overhang sheltered him from the rain and the eyes of the Americans. The swallowed tobacco had given him diarrhea. Go back safely below with the others? No, solitude was surely too precious. Instead, he gripped a handrail, swung around so that his buttocks faced into the rain, and defecated. Back in his shelter he huddled once more and prepared to return to sleep, despite the malaise of the dream that remained strong.

He woke next to water splashing over his body. It was daylight, but the sky billowed in shades of deep gray and black. He rose against heavy motion, gripping the handrail for support. The ship swooped high, thudded down, twisted, pitched. Wind blew through the ship’s rigging with the sound of a human whine. Objects unseen clanged and thumped. Beyond the rail, waves roiled in dark foaming walls. With the ship’s roll, the long deck he faced sometimes slanted clear to the water. And then, rearing in the opposite direction, it carried scoops of sea that raced in to his corner and bubbled around him. It was only because he had wedged himself in that had he not been swept out or overboard.

He watched three American sailors labor their way across the deck. They were made to bend forward into the wind, moving by spurts in the moments when the deck stabilized between rolls. Finally, they reached a lifeboat—its canvas cover flapping wildly loose. The wind nearly drowned their shouts and so pressed against their pants that the contours of their knees were clearly defined. The Americans tightened the canvas with heaves on its guy ropes. At times, seawater rushed so high against their legs that they needed to grab hold of some part of the lifeboat for support. When they turned to leave from the direction they had come, the wind pushed them from sight as quickly as if they had been running. Kiyoshi heard footsteps on the engine room grating, and clutching the rail, he swiveled around the corner and out of sight. The hatch of the door thumped shut. He looked in time to see the handles that secured the door turn from the inside to lock it. Now he was truly alone. And he was hungry. At least when he extended his raised face beyond the overhang he could lick fresh rainwater from his lips.

Long hours passed. At one point an edge of canvas on the lifeboat flapped loose. The wind, like a beast at its meat, tore and tore until only shreds of cloth remained. Finally, the shreds themselves flew off in pieces. No men appeared now on deck. The black seas swelled and deck lights glistened on the walls. The foam on their tops gleamed whiter than anything else in Kiyoshi’s horizon. Unseen objects still crashed with booming thumps, and the wind swept deep ripples in the water that scudded steadily across deck. Seawater, sometimes as high as his knees, surged into his corner, drenching him. The seas began to seem full of life, trying to pull the man away with them. Kiyoshi gripped the rail tighter.

Suddenly the deck rolled deep into water, and a great waved crashed over the lifeboat. When the water surged away, the lifeboat was gone. Only pieces of rope remained, flapping wildly from a broken davit.

Kiyoshi began to laugh. He started cautiously, afraid to be heard. But the roaring wind drowned the sounds even from himself. He was free to shout as loud as he pleased. Shout till his throat burned.

“Ai! Ai! Why has Japan suffered disgrace?” He shouted it. “Japan has been betrayed!” He shouted this too. “Honored Supreme Emperor, why did you allow this? Are you guilty? Who is guilty? What becomes of me? Of my father? Of sacred Nippon itself? Ai! Ai!” He shouted it all until he doubled over, coughing. The wind and rain blew into his tears.

The handles on the hatch to the engine room grated loose one by one, and a man threw open the heavy steel door. “Hey,” he called. “Fuckin’ Jap out here, Mike—that’s the noise. Watch out. Maybe he’s tryin’ to blow us up somehow.”

Kiyoshi gripped the rail and edged away. I’ll defend myself, he decided. They won’t catch me alive. Then he stared down the slanted deck at black waves foaming where the lifeboat had been. Death was waiting, if he let go of the rail.

Not ready any more.

“Oh shee-it,” the man called out again. “All skin and wet—no place on this one for a bomb. He’s just stuck in the blow. Hey, Jap, you! What the fuck you doing out there in typhoon season? Get in here!”

Another man appeared in the doorway. He also wore a white seaman’s hat. “Get him in if he’ll come,” he said. “Otherwise let him blow away—one less Jap. We’ve got to batten down.”

“Grab my hand, Jojo,” called the first sailor.

Kiyoshi stared at them. He understood but did not move.

“Nobody’s goin’ to hurt you, Jap. But ain’t coming for you in this, either.” The first man gestured with his arm. “Closing this fuckin’ hatch, Jojo. Get the fuck in here!”

Slowly, Kiyoshi edged toward them. He came close enough that the man grabbed his arm and yanked him inside. The other helped propel him through the opening, and Kiyoshi landed on his back. He heard the clang of the heavy door and the scrape of the handles. Rough metal grating pressed through his threadbare shirt.

“We’re on typhoon shutdown—no time for this,” said the second man. “What’s around to tie him with?”

“He ain’t going anywhere, Mike.”

“Geez, Tommy. Still don’t know much about Japs, do you? They’re treacherous.”

The two Americans ended by directing Kiyoshi to go before them, down flights of metal stairs to the level of the engines. The heat and noise increased at each landing. Massive blocks of machinery moved with the ship’s sway. Some spouted oil. Every handhold was slippery. The men now had to shout to be heard.

“Look what we caught, Chief!” exclaimed the man named Tommy.

The man named Chief, older than the others with a face that was red and blotched, began to curse. They started to argue over what to do with the prisoner.

Kiyoshi stood. He felt dizzy, but out of pride he controlled the impulse to sway. There in a corner, strapped against a wall and covered by a lid, stood a large glass container full of water. It splashed with each roll of the ship. Clear and pure. A ladle rested beside it. The three men turned and looked him over. Kiyoshi bowed and pointed to the water, trying not to appear desperate.

“Oh, now I guess he’s thirsty,” said the hostile Mike.

“Then give him a drink,” said Chief. The man named Tommy unscrewed the top and plunged the dipper in.

“Not in what we drink out of, shithead!” shouted Mike. With a grin, Tommy drank a sip himself and wiped the rim with his finger, before passing the dipper to Kiyoshi. Tommy towered a full head over Kiyoshi. Light-colored hair stuck like straw from beneath his cap.

Kiyoshi bowed. He tried to control himself, but instead drained the contents of the dipper in a gulp. The water was warm—not refreshing—and he swallowed so fast that he choked some of it back up.

“Better than what you gave some of our boys took prisoner,” muttered Mike. He was likewise tall, but with dark hair cropped close to his head. His eyes glared from a sunburned face that was all bone. Kiyoshi started to bow again, stopped himself, and instead glared back. Let this one be angry, he decided. I am defeated, but I’m not your dung.

“Huh,” said Mike after a pause. “Guess he’s thirsty after all. Might as well give him more, now the dipper’s fucked till we wash it anyway.” He shrugged, went to a corner, and returned with pieces of cheese wrapped in a napkin. “What the hell, Jojo. You hungry too?”

Kiyoshi hesitated, then accepted with the slightest nod. He ate slowly, remaining dignified despite an impulse to tear into the food. At a clang on one of the metal walkways above them the Chief looked up.

“Uh oh. Word gets around fast. Here comes the Exec.”

An officer arrived at their level. He frowned at Kiyoshi while wiping his hands with a cloth.

“Just happened, Mr. Crawford,” said Chief. In surprise, Kiyoshi noted how this engine room worker did not address his superior by the proper title. Far too informal, almost friendly. There would have been great punishment had one of the men under Kiyoshi’s command spoken to him so. “Too rough on deck to send him back with the others till the storm’s over.”

“Guess you’re right. He giving you any trouble?”

“We could take care of anything like that, sir!” offered the seaman Mike.

“I don’t doubt that, Petrofski.” The officer, a man younger than Kiyoshi, had the straight bearing and intelligent face expected of a man in charge. He turned to Kiyoshi. “You. Speak any English?” His words were harsher than his tone.

Kiyoshi drew himself up straight. “Little much. Little much only. Captain.”

“Well, that’s something. Just have to keep him here till we get out of this. If he tries anything you’d better … hell, bang him over the head, I guess.”

Chief laughed. “No problem, sir!”

“Got a new kid back home, Chief, I hear. Boy or girl?”

“News travels fast, sir. Just got that letter yesterday before we sailed. A boy. You got a boy too, right?”

“Well, he’s almost a year now. With this thing over, thank God, we’ll both see our kids before they’re much older.”

“Wife and I agreed if it was a boy we’d name him Charlie after me. What’s yours named, sir?”

“We did the same. Henry, after me. Maybe call him Hank, then. Here’s to getting home fast, Chief.”

“Aye, aye that, Mr. Crawford.”

The officer turned back to Kiyoshi. “Do what they tell you, and nobody’ll hurt you. Right, Chief? Guys?”

Kiyoshi watched the officer climb back up the ladders. Clean uniform, strong bearing, none of the distance he himself would have kept between him and his inferiors in rank. These were not the barbarians he’d been warned to expect in leaflet after leaflet.

The ship’s motion increased. Sometimes the entire vessel plunged, seemed to hit a wall, then shuddered to a halt while the engines around them sputtered. High above, seawater dribbled down through the hatch from the main deck. Once—most terrifying of all—the ship rolled so far that Kiyoshi lost his balance and the deck remained slanted while he stared up at the chugging pistons that were now directly in his face. Before the night ended, he was caked in grease, sweat, and seawater as he collected spilled oil and water into cans and helped in whatever ways they directed him. So much bilge had seeped through the holes in his boots that his feet squished in liquid. The American sailors accepted him enough to beckon him to them with “Over here, Jojo” when they needed help. Finally he drank dipperfuls of water without asking, while they shared their food with him—including an impossibly delicious apple. When the next watch came to relieve them, they all stayed on duty together for the emergency, and the two watches joked back and forth about “their Jap.”

“Got to admit,” Mike said. “Our Jojo’s done okay tonight.”

Kiyoshi felt both humiliated and surprisingly charged with happy energy. He grinned for the first time in months—perhaps years—and declared with a new English word learned during the night: “Fuck you, Mike.”

Mike returned the grin. “And fuck you back, Jojo. You’re okay. For this night at least.”
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The next week was confusion. The American sailors from the engine room saw to it that he had new clothes and shoes to replace the threadbare uniform that had been drenched with oil and grease in their service. By the ship captain’s orders, however, as soon as the seas subsided, he was returned to the crowded, stinking spaces where his own countrymen were imprisoned. The Americans, concerned now with the damage from the storm, which had swept much of their main deck clean and capsized smaller vessels, gave him no further thought.

Among his countrymen, he alone wore stiff new denims and shiny black shoes like an American seaman. It separated him. While in the prison camp, those who had been under his command in the caves had continued to address him as “Captain.” Now others did too. But when the pots of rice were passed, everyone grabbed equally for a share. No one noticed that he alone—with a belly full through the kindness of the sailors during the storm—chose not to cling greedily to the pot but allowed it to be pulled onward.

The ship, delayed nearly a full day by the storm, landed at last in a port on Japan’s southernmost main island. New Americans came aboard, accompanied by a female Japanese interpreter who blew a whistle for silence before making announcements. First, she instructed them to open a way for the stretchers carrying two wrapped bodies of prisoners who had died during the stormy crossing from Okinawa. Neither American nor Japanese questioned how they had died: death had become routine for all. The woman interpreter then declared, “Form in silence two by two, for orderly departure.” She pointed to rusted trucks that waited at the foot of the gangway.

The Japanese men were not accustomed to receiving commands from a woman. They began to murmur, without moving. Kiyoshi watched as the Americans grew annoyed.

“Do as you are told,” he barked in the tone he had not used since the caves. The others followed as he led the way. At the truck, a Japanese clerk compared personal data to the lists he held. The man was hollow-chested and middle-aged, with hands that trembled. Thick glasses kept slipping down his nose.

“How is it now in the homeland?” Kiyoshi asked. The man shook his head and gestured him on.

Two open trucks packed to standing jostled over roads cratered with holes. Outside the vehicles, red roofing tiles lay scattered around charred buildings. Some men were nailing stray boards into the shape of a shack. Kiyoshi saw no young women. Had the Americans then raped and murdered them as the government leaflets had promised? What of his own mother and sister? Could he arrive home in time to protect them? And what if he had to kill Americans while protecting them? At least then his family would all die together.

It began to rain. In one field, drops splashed into water already standing in bomb craters. Peasants were raking the holes level, bent like mushrooms under wide straw hats. They straightened to watch the procession pass. All were old—grandmothers and grandfathers—and expressionless, except for one man, who glared at them. The other prisoners looked down or away, but Kiyoshi bowed an apology as best he could while maintaining balance in the moving truck.

The rain increased and grayed out distant mountains. The trucks stopped by a long, open shelter beside a train, and the drivers told the prisoners to go. Other Japanese, wearing the uniforms of civilian officials, examined what papers they had and stamped documents permitting them to ride the trains to their home destinations. No Americans anywhere. They might have conquered, but they appeared to be taking possession slowly.

Two days later, with little food provided except for the two small cans of American meat rations given to each man upon boarding, Kiyoshi rode a slow train with others bound for northern destinations. He still wore the same American denim clothing. Those around him sometimes touched the stiff fabric enviously. The new cloth dye, bled out by sweat and rain, had stained his legs and arms blue.

A single car of the train held some Americans and a few official looking Japanese civilians. The entrance to that car stayed locked to the scruffy, sweating soldiers.

Only a year before—so long ago—he had ridden a similar train in the opposite direction, en route to defend the homeland from American bases on the colonized Ryukyu Islands. Despite wartime privation, he’d ridden in a separate car for officers. The talk had been of duty and sacrifice. They had raised cups of saké to the Emperor and, with choked emotion, had pledged him their lives. At the time, he’d written letters of farewell to Father and to the wife he barely remembered. He had expected to return only if victorious.

People brought water at the way-stops, but seldom gave food except for money or barter. One woman on the platform, who stood up straight even though her clothes were close to rags, handed him part of a rice cake.

“You have failed us,” she said.

“Yes,” he acknowledged.

His worn canvas pouch held the document of free passage as well as old letters and photographs. But he had neither money nor possessions to barter. In the prison camp and on the American ship, such food as there was had been simply handed to him. Now, somehow, he was expected to survive on his own, as were most of the others who called out to ask for food and water whenever the train slowed. Only a few had been canny enough to steal items from the camps and from the ship and hide them beneath their clothes. All Kiyoshi possessed besides the pouch were the metal dish and spoon issued him. They were soon traded. He had foolishly discarded the cans of American meat after emptying them—or rather, had set them aside without thinking and they had disappeared at once.

The train, he knew, took them north along Kyushu, the southernmost of Japan’s four islands. Then it connected to Honshu, the greatest island, where the rails led through Hiroshima and Kyoto to Tokyo, skirting mountains all the way. In Tokyo he’d need to find another train north to Sendai, then reach his hometown along the coast by some other means. He’d go by foot, if he had to. Let this train hurry!

But in the dark on the painstaking trip that had started shortly after daybreak, the train halted. “All must get off,” called an official. “The train goes no further. You must take a boat to where the train resumes. Go. Walk to the boat. Anyone will direct you.”

Like the others, Kiyoshi walked along the few streets of stalls and houses in the town. Only a few inhabitants remained outside as they approached. Too proud to beg, he asked only for water. Using chopsticks, one man placed a few noodles from the bowlful he was eating into Kiyoshi’s cupped hands. An old woman gave him a small piece of fish. Both avoided his eyes and said nothing when he thanked them.

The boat would not leave until morning. The passengers (except for those from the special car, who had been received in a house) had no place to pass the night but under the roof of an open shed that stood near the boats. Rain poured outside. They huddled away from the patches of water where the roof leaked, at first considerate of one another, but soon pushing without regard for any but themselves.

At last they boarded an old wooden vessel with heavy scuffed rails and a battered engine whose shaft poked unhoused into the water. The boatman, elderly and bent, accepted Kiyoshi Tsurifune’s travel document.

“A slow way home when I have so far to go,” Kiyoshi observed politely.

“You can’t travel on tracks that are melted, can you?” the man snapped. “Thank the barbarian Americans. Not a building or a person left in Hiroshima ahead, and the air itself poisoned, they say. Barbarians who stop at nothing. Criminals. I curse them!”

“Yes? Yes? Is that so?” News of the Hiroshima bombings had passed among the prisoners of the camp, but not the extent of the damage.

“And what did you soldiers do to protect us? Or to save the Emperor from disgrace!”

Among the islands, the first of the autumn leaves were turning red and golden on the highest hills. Gnarled pines bent to the breeze. Mists like those in classical paintings lingered among the branches. Nothing of war had changed their beauty. Kiyoshi gazed and gazed, and his throat tightened.

When the boat landed, a vehicle waited for the Americans and the officials, but the rest had over a mile to walk to the waiting train. The road, although it had not been bombed, was so rutted with gaps and holes that it might as well have been. Now they encountered only Japanese. An old man at the roadside gave Kiyoshi water.

“You’ve come from the hairy barbarians?” he asked. Kiyoshi nodded as he drank, careful not to stop for fear the pitcher might be taken back.

“As bad as they say? Tell me. Our women will hide. At least some may escape the rape.” The man’s voice quavered. “How do they torture? Beat with sticks? Whips? I’ve endured that, sir, with our own. But …” The man lost his voice and quietly resumed. “Break bones? Burn the skin with hot iron? All this they say, and more, more. How can we prepare? Such is fate, but we’re no longer strong.”

Kiyoshi made a gesture of reassurance, but it was a weak one. He too was uncertain.

“Listen, sir. Do you think ghosts can protect the living? Our son, you see. Protect at least his mother and sister. He gloriously fought and died for the Emperor, you see. But we have no offerings left to burn, and do you think his ghost can still pay attention?” Kiyoshi let the question go unanswered. Had he not wondered the same himself often enough? Undeterred by the silence, the man ventured a final, trembling question. “In the places you’ve been, have many survived?”

“Many, old father. And I’ve seen no torture. But that means nothing. Make the women hide.”

The train crawled, as weary as the people and villages it passed. Outside of Kyoto it slowed more and more, then stopped. An hour later, a conductor announced: “Power is gone. Tomorrow they say, perhaps. Stay aboard if you wish.”

A rickshaw driver pedaled up on a bicycle rusted wherever the old paint had peeled away. He quickly discovered the railcar with the Americans and began soliciting them in Japanese as they alighted. A sleek-haired Japanese man in the car joined the Americans and brusquely appeared to take over. Two other rickshaw men arrived, applying with equal urgency.

Kiyoshi wandered out into a field beside the train, squatted on his haunches, and chewed on grass to ease his hunger. Nothing to do but wait. Two American officers smoking cigarettes stopped nearby. One looked around. “Good,” he said. “He ain’t following, that pushy Jap interpreter. So busy covering his ass you’d think he’d personally advised the Emperor not to fight us.”

The other held an open book. “Looks like this is the temple place, Sammy. Now get this one. Famous temple that’s only sand and a few rocks. These Japs get excited about funny things. Think it’s worth the trip to go in and look around?”

“Not if that’s all they’ve got. And sure not with those Japs on the train we’re stuck with, whether they talk English or not.” He was the biggest of the officers, tall and fat by any standard. His khaki uniform stretched tight around his shoulders and waist.

“Well yeah. But, if we’re stuck here …” The American with the book was also tall, but thinner and more deliberate in his movements. His uniform had crisp lines. “Might as well see something other than bayonets and helmets.” He noticed Kiyoshi on the ground. “Hey. See you’re wearing our sailor dungarees. You an interpreter? Speak any English?”

Kiyoshi rose, understanding the question, although not all the words. “Yes? Yes?” he said politely in English.

It certainly was a stroke of luck. Nearly a decade ago, when Kiyoshi was twenty years old, his father had sent him to make offerings for their company’s prosperity in the great temple cities of Nikko, Nara, and Kyoto. With gestures and easy laughs from the Americans at his efforts, Kiyoshi named some Kyoto shrines and temples he’d remembered. “Number one, famous Golden Temple. Another number one, Temple of Thousand Buddhas, all one-two-three. The name, yes, I remember, Sanjūsangen-dō. You find in book, sir.”

“Buddhas?” declared the fat American named Sammy. “Then forget it. We’ve already seen more Buddhas than any Christian needs, so just forget it. Give this ’ol Mis’sippi boy a nice clean church. We’ll just stay here thanks.”

Kiyoshi realized he would be a fool to let this opportunity escape. “Ah. Best number one—. No many Buddha. Good temple with … mizu, mizu … water! Kiyomizu-dera! Big. Beauti … ful. Good every, every … thing. No many Buddha.”

The lean American turned some pages in the book and read for a while. “That looks like an okay one, Sammy,” he said. “Don’t make a big deal over its Buddhas, in any case, if that’s what bugs you. Anyway, no harm in seeing what they’ve got.” He turned to Kiyoshi, “What the hell, you want to come show us?”

They whistled over to the three bicycle rickshaws. Each driver wore only a top, shorts, and sandals despite a chill in the air. Their frayed shirts flapped over thin chests, but their legs had muscles knotted like vines on a pole.

The fat American leaned from his rickshaw and asked in a drawling voice, “What’s your name now, boy?” Kiyoshi drew himself up and gave his full name. “How’s that, now? Say it again, slow.” Kiyoshi repeated it four times on request. “Shoot, who’d ever remember that? Might call you ‘Foonie’ but that sounds wrong. How about something easy like, well, Willie? That okay? Willie?”

“Hai. Yes.” Kiyoshi’s few words of English—long left unused for fear of inviting charges of treason—now served him well. The rickshaw drivers spoke only peasant Japanese. He named their destination to the one who seemed to have taken charge.

“No, no, sir. Far away. We’ll go to Thousand Buddhas. That’s the good one for the Americans.”

“I told you Kiyomizu-dera.”

“Sir, the priest at Thousand Buddhas has little Buddhas to sell. That’s what the Americans want. Souvenirs to buy. About ten days ago I brought other American soldiers there, the first ones here since the surrender. At first I was afraid, you know—they’re so big, and you know what we’ve been told, but … Well, they bought. Bought! Bought all the little Buddhas the priest had and wanted more but he had only four or five for the few Japanese pilgrims who come nowadays. All the priests at the temple started carving—all night long!—and now he has more. Some aren’t very good, but Americans don’t know the difference. Two I took yesterday, they bought many also. So that’s where we’ll go, eh? To make your Americans happy.”

If his American named Sammy became angry, Kiyoshi knew, he might lose them. But he considered, since they might indeed want souvenirs.

“Priests at Kiyomizu-dera also sell offerings,” he said.

“Not little Buddhas, sir. That’s what the Americans bought. What they all want. We’ll take them to Thousand Buddhas. They won’t know the difference from Kiyomizu-dera, which is far, far away from here.”

Kiyoshi decided. “No, straight to Kiyomizu.”

The rickshaw man muttered to the other drivers, but they started without further argument. Buildings along this road were undamaged. They passed gardens and small shrines. It was only the people that looked worn. After the destruction of the day before and of that back on Okinawa, Kiyoshi found it a sight to awaken hope. Perhaps the Americans had devastated only the islands furthest south. Suddenly there came a roar overhead, and Kiyoshi looked up to see six American planes approaching in formation. He readied to cry warning, leap from the rickshaw, and find cover at first sight of a descending bomb. But the planes passed on, out of sight. He regained his composure.

“Americans up there too, sir,” observed the rickshaw man. “All the time fly over, for months.”

“They never dropped bombs here?”

“Sacred city here, so Buddha protects us. Other places like Kobe, sure. All the beggars we get here from Kobe. Think they’ll get our rice. What rice? Phew! Kobe beggars need to stay in Kobe. Bombs in Nagoya and Osaka they say. And they say bad, bad last month on Hiroshima and the place called Nagasaki. But I’ve never been to such cities so I don’t know.” After a pause. “Sir, Thousand Buddhas is coming soon, so we’ll stop there. It’s a long way to other temples.”
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