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1

1856–1866

WHEN I WAS NINE, in the city now called Kyoto, I changed my fate.
I walked into the shrine through the red arch and struck the bell.
I bowed twice. I clapped twice. I whispered to the foreign goddess and bowed
again. And then I heard the shouts and the fire. What I asked for? Any life but
this one.

I WAS NAMED AURELIA for my grandmother, Aurélie Caillard, who worked in
Paris as a laundress. She had two children, my uncle Charles and my mother,
Claire. My uncle was clever with books and won scholarships to Jesuit schools,
where they puffed him up, my mother said, with dreams of power and glory in
faraway lands. When he was twenty the Order transferred him to New York to
shuttle between Irish and Italian immigrants downtown, using the office of
school principal as a base from which to consolidate the Catholic vote. The
post was less than he had hoped for; he petitioned regularly for transfer. My
mother stayed in Paris, working as a maid in a convent. Uncle Charles said she
took up with a wicked man, b u t — I admit my bias—I think someone at the
church forced himself on her: she was fourteen. My grandmother offered passage
money to New York and closed her door.

In 1856, when my mother arrived on Mott Street to wash her brothers
floors, my uncle Charles pronounced her a young widow and gave her dead
husband the surname Bernard. Early that May she gave birth to me. Aurelia,
Uncle Charles insisted, not Aurélie. An American name.

We lived at Prince and Mott, my mother and I, across from the churchyard,
in an attic apartment above Saint Patrick's School. My mother had
black hair and black eyes like mine; her round face dimpled on one side in a
private smile. Every morning, before even setting water to boil for Uncle
Charles, she would lift me up to the sill of the garret window. I loved seeing
the high sycamore leaves up close, and far below, the red brick wall around
the churchyard, loved wrapping my arms and legs around her shoulders and
waist. She was most my mother at the edges of the day; she was a radiant
mantle folded around me. She would comb my hair back with her fingers and
sing the jaunty song she loved: Auprès ie ma blonde, il fait beau, fait beau, fait beau.

"But my hair is black! Can I still be your blonde?"

"You are my little blond crow," she would assure me.

"Your blond licorice?"

"My blondest black plum."

And then she would set me down and change her song: Frère Cbarles, Frère
Charles, Dormez-vous? Dormez-vous? And with that she would pack up her
dimpled smile, fold up her radiant mantle, and become, not my mother, but
her brothers bonne.

Uncle Charles had his office—which doubled as his apartment—on the
fourth floor, just downstairs from us. He had arranged our quarters this way
because he disliked the smells of cooking. He also disliked climbing stairs, but
living any lower than the fourth floor would have forced him into more frequent
contact with pupils than he preferred. Uncle Charles's features were
small and his hands were large; his skull tapered like a fez at the back of his
head and he flushed easily. He spoke only in French to my mother and—for
my own good—only in English to me, his voice an oboe to my mother's cello.
On Sunday afternoons when I was very small, after saying mass for the nuns
and eating lunch with my mother and me, he would retreat with me from the
spartan back half of his apartment (bedroom, dining room, untouched
kitchen) to the nest of his office in front (hundreds of books, one enormous
armchair). He would sit me on his lap in the burgundy velvet chair and teach
me how to read the English Bible, just as he had taught my mother how to
read the French one when they were children. He covered the bricks of tightly
printed letters with blotting paper so that only the letter, only the word, only
the line before me was visible: Heaven and earth. Le ciel et la terre.

Aside from those Sunday afternoons, three times a day we laid out Uncle
Charles's meal on a tray, set it on a stand beside his armchair, and ate on our
own upstairs. After breakfast, we would clear away the tray and do the shopping,
me translating between rapid French and pushcart Italian-English, and
then we would come home to make Uncle Charles's noon meal, the richest of
the day. If Uncle Charles planned to be home in the evening, we would serve
a soup made up from the lunch ingredients, together with bread, cheese, and
wine. If he dined out, we would clean his apartment (quickly in back, slowly
in front) and borrow his books. At night my mother would read to me,
le cigale et lajourmi; and when I was old enough, I would read to her as she
sewed, If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

In the afternoons, once the dishes were washed and the soup assembled,
my mother would rest until the schoolbell rang and the pupils clattered
home, then go downstairs to mop the classroom floors. All I wanted was to
follow her, so she made me a toy mop of my own from a broken broom
handle and a tied-on rag, and together we danced with our obliging partners,
noisy in the empty classrooms, quiet in the ones where the nuns lingered,
bent over their students' papers.

My mother, though she hid it from them well, did not like nuns. I heard
it in the lugubrious way she said the word nun, the way she sniffed at their wet
wool habits drying on the roof next door. Les nonnes. I never learned what her
life was like before I was born, when she cleaned for the convent in Paris.
Though I was baptized, and sat in the back of the chapel on Sunday mornings
when Uncle Charles said mass, and even took my First Communion
with a holy shudder, my mother never joined me. She slept or sewed. The
morning of my First Communion, when I asked her one last time to come,
she said, "Aurelia Bernard. Who is this Bernard, tell me? The Church hates
truth, and the nuns hate it most of all."

"Do you want me not to go?" I asked, confused.

"My dear, you need the Church as much as I do. At least until you're
grown. You don't have to bite the hand"—she said the phrase in English—"but
you don't have to lick it, either." Lick is lécher in French; the word pooled out of
her mouth like honey, obscene.

I think she hated having no choice but to feel gratitude. We did need the
Church; it fed us, it sheltered us. And in time, it educated me: my mother
gave me a Saint Claire medal and my uncle gave me a tartan uniform; I put
on both and joined the girls at Saint Patricks, helping my mother in the
afternoons. Once I started school, French became for me, not half my spoken
life, but a secret language shared only with my mother as we glided across
the floors.

All the girls in my class were Irish but me. Some of their fathers had been
killed in the War between the States; some had killed policemen in the Draft
Riots the summer I was seven. They were tough, those girls. I liked them:
their games and the up-and-down way they talked, like horses and the sea,
the way they laughed with each other in secret after the nuns beat them. She
took the ruler to me hand, the cow.

But one day when I was nine, one of the nuns from another classroom
came to show us a book of etchings of the Vatican. She asked my name.
"Aurelia Bernard? Oh, I didn't recognize you without Claire," she said, holding
an imaginary mop in both hands, gesturing. "Please give my regards to
your mother."

I don't think she meant me harm, but at a desk nearby I saw one of the
Irish girls take up the gesture and laugh. And after school a chorus of girls
giggled behind me, their fists stacked one on the other in front of them, their
arms circling as they cried, Mopper! Mopper! Our ballroom afternoons sounded
grubby in their mouths. I walked stiffly upstairs, and a last girl called my
name. I turned and saw piefaced Maggie Phelan laughing with her friends.
"Please give my regards to your mopper!"

"Leave me alone!' I said.

"Leemie alone!" she mocked as I turned the corner, forcing myself not to
run. I climbed upstairs and crawled into my mothers bed to hide. I pressed
my face against her warm back: it was a comfort, her smell of soap and
lemons, the purring stutter of her breath. My mothers afternoon naps were
getting longer and longer, I noted, trying to be patient. I wanted so badly to
tell her, to be reassured by her, defended. My mother stirred, coughed into a
handkerchief, and petted me. "You look sick, ma petite, what's wrong?"

I opened my mouth to tell her, and couldn't. Instead, I heard myself saying,
"I don't really help you so much, when we clean together downstairs.
What if I did some of your morning work in the afternoon instead, like
bringing in the water and the coal?"

"Hm, then maybe we'd have time to shop together in the morning before
school," she mused. "I think Mrs. Baldini is cheating me." I wanted to protect
my mother from all the Phelans and Baldinis in the world; I wanted the
coarse, chewy English words to be easy for her the way they were, miraculously,
for me. She looked reluctant for a moment, and then embraced me
tightly. "Ma petite" she said, "carrying such heavy things. It isn't right that a
young girl should work so hard."

"I don't mind," I said. "I'll make lots of little trips." As she nodded slow
assent, I felt as if I had gotten away with something: with not having to be
embarrassed by her and not having to hurt her, either. My love and calculation
formed a black wad in my throat. I held her close and said, "I'll start
today."

EXCHANGING MY SCHOOL UNIFORM for a smock, I made my mother's bed
after she went downstairs to the classrooms. I poured the stale water from the
kettle into the dishpan and brought down the next day's fresh water from the
barrels upstairs: it had rained recently, and the roof was closer than the tap
outside. I took the scuttle to the cellar and brought up all the coal I could
carry. I took the chamberpots downstairs and emptied them into the outhouse,
washed them at the tap, and brought them back again, panting my way
up to the fourth and fifth floors. When I returned Uncle Charles's pot, he
looked up from his armchair. "Tell your mother I'd like you both to join me at
dinner tonight," he said. His urine smelled worse than ours, I reflected on my
way upstairs; I would have to ask my mother why. I explored our apartment
when I was alone in it: brushing aside a handful of crumpled handkerchiefs,
marked as if with rust, I dug out the basket my mother kept hidden under her
bed. It held a pretty brown half-sewn dress, I discovered, just my size, with
brown velvet ribbon at the waist and cuffs. Beneath it lay a rag doll wearing the
same dress, made of white cotton with drawn-on features—brown eyes like
mine—and a velvet kerchief in place of hair. Wriggling with delight, I
returned the dress and doll to their hiding place, scattering the handkerchiefs
again to cover my tracks.

Just as I crawled out from under the bed, I heard slow feet up the stairs
and then my mother returned, flushed from the work below. "You did so
much, my sweet," she said. "Shall we heat up your uncles dinner?"

I told her of Uncle Charles's strange request, and she pursed her lips,
amused and quizzical. "Has Sunday come early this week?" She glanced at
the pot on the stove. "Well, soup for all, quand même" she decided. "He should
have spoken up sooner if he wanted something else. Whatever does he expect
us to wear?"

AT UNCLE CHARLES'S little-used table, me in my tartan and my mother in
her good dress, we leaned forward, fidgeting through the long blessing. Then
Uncle Charles began eating with a bachelor's silent, methodical speed, and my
mother followed suit, leaving me to rock in my chair with frustrated curiosity.
The two of them locked into what could have been called a contest if it
weren't for my uncle's tonsured dignity and my mother's wry grace. When
Uncle Charles had emptied his bowl, he set down his spoon with a rap, which
my mother answered instantly, and the two of them surveyed each other with
arms crossed over their bellies. "Well, that was fun, Charles; I don't see how
you can bear to eat alone every night," said my mother.

My uncle offered a sniff of acknowledgment and began speaking in his
preaching voice. "As you know, I have for some time sought permission to
serve our Lord in a capacity commensurate with the gifts He has seen fit to
bestow upon His creature."

"For this I speak four languages?" my mother mocked. "I haven't forgotten."

My uncle took a deep breath to continue in this vein, but then his joy
burst forth in a shuddering exhale. "This morning I received a letter," he
announced simply.

"You beat out Brother Michael, didn't you?" my mother needled.

"I have been chosen," Uncle Charles said, reddening, "to follow in the
footsteps of the Blessed Saint Francis Xavier. To minister to a lost flock. To
convert the heathen in a land that has finally opened her doors to the West."
He leaned back in his chair and sighed. "It's not for me to say why Brother
Michael's prayer went unheard while mine has been granted." As he looked
heavenward, my mother flashed me a knowing smirk, which drained out of
her face as she began to realize he was serious. "This afternoon I booked passage
for all three of us," he said. "We leave for Japan in six weeks."

I DROPPED MY SPOON. Japan? My mother went white. What would she do,
my mother, who could not serve a Sunday meal on a Thursday? Scream at him,
curse him? Fling her glass of wine in his face? But instead she slowly pouted
out her lip and rocked her head to the side, as if gauging her store of flour—
as if to say, We can stretch it. And with uncharacteristic hesitation, she asked,
"Do you think it's good? For the girl?"

"What could be better than to serve our Lord? Aurelia has the gift of languages,
and you have"—he paused, groping—"the gift of the hearth." My
mother, irritated, closed her eyes and pressed her lips together, and Uncle
Charles chastised, "It is a blessing to be called to do God's work." His ruddy
face shone, and then he looked down at me. "Now, the world is full of
people who can speak French and English, but if Aurelia can learn Japanese
as readily—"

"You could support yourself as a translator," my mother said. I saw relief
for me in her face, and something gentler than envy.

"The Church has a place for all Her daughters, even the most unfortunate,"
said Uncle Charles, looking at her pointedly. My mother's nostrils flared. "Any
order that Aurelia felt called to would be the richer for her learning."

"Or you could marry an ambassador," she daydreamed.

"In any case," said Uncle Charles, "the Order, at my request, has given us
a second copy of the grammar with which they have provided me. Learn
what you can," he said, passing me a black and gilt book stamped with the
word Nippongo.

"Aurelia, thank your uncle and go upstairs," said my mother. "I'm going
to talk with him for a while. Here, take a candle."

I PRESSED MY EAR to my uncle's closed door, almost falling in as someone
opened it. "Go," said my mother, standing over me. "Now."

I LAY IN MY BED by candlelight with Mr. Nippongo's book. The blocks of
text were sprinkled with drawings of parasols, pagodas, men in dresses called
kimono, singular and plural, women in kimono and sashes called obi. The ladies
were pretty as painted china plates: when I closed my eyes, I could see them in
blue and white. In our pagoda, Uncle Charles would live on the ground floor
and my mother and I would live upstairs, sleeping each night under our little
tiered roof. Oh, to live up only one flight of stairs—and to never see Maggie
Phelan again! I clutched the book to me, lighthearted and fierce.

I woke again halfway when my mother came in. She rustled in the room,
kissed me, and blew out my candle. I heard her cough in her bed and spit into
a handkerchief; it fell to the floor with a soft wet slap.

SIX WEEKS LATER I stood by her bedside. "Look, I wore my dress," I said.

"You look very pretty," my mother said drowsily. "Do you like the velvet?"

"It's soft." I nodded.

"Do you have a name for your doll?"

"Clara," I said, holding her up for my mother to see.

"Hello, Clara," she said in English.

I remember the attic, the wind in the sycamores, the vagrant bolts of light
from the garret windows, the bright air buzzing with dust. A patchwork quilt
from the nuns' box: red squares spreading in diagonal stripes on a field of
soft white cotton. Under it: my mother. "I'll take the next ship out," she
promised. "I'll be there before you know it." Her face was hot and flushed;
her body seemed so flattened, so small in the sea of Irish Chain.

"But I could go later, with you," I insisted.

She looked pained for a moment, then merry. "I think your uncle needs
you to come with him," she said. "He'll never say it, but I think he'd be afraid
to try learning Japanese without you." I laughed. "No, it's true: you're
younger; it'll be easier for you."

"If you'd come to New York when you were younger . . . " I said tentatively.

"I wouldn't have had you, ma blonde." She reached with effort to finger my
black hair. "You are the best thing that's ever happened to me," she said. "My
bel accident." She was always tender with me, but never solemn like this. I
scratched my nose uncomfortably.

"Uncle Charles did the right thing by both of us," she said, out of
nowhere. "Did you know, he booked two cabins on board? The cheaper thing
would be to put us in the front of the ship, where all the servants room
together. That's how I came to New York. It can be trying, for a woman
alone; I imagine your uncle didn't want any more accidents." Because she
laughed, I laughed, too, uncertainly. "So you'll get the cabin we'd have shared.
What do you think of that, having a room to yourself?" she asked.

She closed her eyes and lay quietly, and I cuddled under the red-andwhite
quilt. "I'd rather stay here with you," I said.

"My precious child," my mother began softly, and then she seemed to
gather force; her black eyes flew open and she broke off, hissing, "If anything
ever happened to me, you'd be at the mercy of the nuns. I can't have that on
my conscience."

"I don't understand," I said, burrowing my face into her neck.

"You will," she sighed. And then, very seriously, pushing me back a little
to look at me, she said, "Is there anything you ever wanted to ask me?"

I looked her in the eye. I couldn't think of anything. And then I
wriggled closer and whispered a question, and my mother laughed and
hacked. "Oh, God, my Aurélie. Because he drinks coffee, darling," she said,
brushing tears of laughter from her eyes and blood from the corner of her
mouth.

When we had both caught our breath, she patted her shoulder for me to
rest my head while she told her story. "When I came to this country," she
said, "I got sick off the side of the boat so many times. All the adults did.
You'd feel your stomach start to swoosh around inside you a n d —quick—
you'd make a run for the railing. Meanwhile all the children raced around like
it was Carnival. Hurrah!" she said, in a piping little voice. "The boat's rocking like a
pony, and our parents are too sick to keep us in line!" We laughed again; she coughed
and said, "It's better this way. If we were sailing together, I'd be so jealous—
you prancing around, me throwing up—but this way I'll get to hear all about
your adventures when I can enjoy them properly." We heard Uncle Charles's
impatient tread up the stairs; she hauled her thin arms around me and
clasped me so hard I gasped. "Now, va-t'en, shoo," she said, pushing me out of
the bed. "I'm going to let your uncle say a prayer for me and I know you'll
fidget." I shooed.

SO MANY FIRSTS all at once! My first trunk. My first ship, the Lafayette, just
like the street in our neighborhood. My first telegram, before we even steamed
away—Uncle Charles's, actually, but I had never seen a messenger boy up
close, or his little leather satchel. My first view from the water of the pillared
city where I was born. My first view, on all sides, of the sea.

My first room to myself, as my mother had promised: a tiny, windowless
cell containing a stacked pair of bunks with high walls like the sides of a crib.
I named the top my bedroom—my first ladder!—-and the bottom one my
parlor, like a fancy lady.

My first meals my mother hadn't cooked. I remember how exotic it was my
first day of school, how sophisticated I felt, in my plaid uniform and Saint
Claire medal, earing the apple and bread and cheese my mother had sent down
with me. (She did not want me eating the nuns' food, she said. I was grateful;
what I saw—and smelled—of the other students eating at the Saint Patrick's
refectory was one long nightmare of soggy boiled greens.) Even so, how much
more grown up I felt eating roast chicken on a tray by lamplight in my parlor
bunk with Clara, while Uncle Charles ate with the other Jesuits in the dining
room. So this is how it is for him. The food appears, the dishes vanish. So easy. Auprès de ma
blonde, I sang to my kerchiefed doll. Later, my stomach hurt.

Maybe there was some truth to my mother's idea that children could
learn languages faster. When the seven Brothers met each morning to study
Japanese, I was always the first to raise my hand—this, that, the other; here, there,
over there; yesterday, today, tomorrow—until Uncle Charles asked me to stop joining
them for class. "The presence of a child distracts us from our labor," he
explained, and so I studied on my own in the gloomy ship library, quizzing
Clara—I gave the book to the teacher; the teacher gave the book to me—as Uncle Charles,
daily, quizzed me.

After seven days, and seven letters to my mother on French Line stationery,
we changed ships in Southampton, England, for the P&O Line. We
took the Poonah bound for Alexandria—the very ship, the captain told us, on
which the great acrobat Blondin had trained for his Niagara Falls feat by
walking a tightrope strung between the main and mizzen masts. A framed
engraving of the event hung in the ship's library: Blondin, blindfolded and
barefoot midway, smoking a pipe. In place of the solemn volumes of French
philosophy on the Lafayette, the British ship library had Shakespeare and fairy
tales. I remember thinking, that first afternoon as we bobbed in the harbor,
how lucky I was, sitting with my doll and all those books in that sunny window,
savoring the promise of a letter from my mother when they passed out
the Southampton mail the next morning.

At the end of the day, when I lay in my new compartment, this one even
smaller than the last,,Uncle Charles came in with a lamp to say good night.
"There's only one bed this time," I said, rocking experimentally against the narrow
sides of the new crib-bunk. "Where would Maman sleep?" I yawned.

Uncle Charles blinked in the darkness. Something in his face woke me up.

"What?" I asked, sitting up to see him in the light. Some unsaid anger—
or panic?—scuttled across his features.

He composed himself. "The Sisters in New York sent a message," he said.
"One of the Southampton Brothers told me."

My stomach twisted inside me. Of course I knew, but I wanted to make
not knowing last longer. "She can't come on the next ship, either?" I squeaked.
Say nothing, Uncle Charles, I thought.

"God took her just after we left."

I pulled the covers to my chin, and pressed my fists to my ears.

"The Sisters buried her in the churchyard at Saint Patrick's."

"No."

"God will purge His handmaiden of her sins," he said, "and draw her to
His side in heaven."

"No," I said.

"I know you mourn, but you must rejoice for her immortal soul."

"Good night," I said, choking, and shut my eyes tight. I did not open
them when he blessed me.

I KNOW I READ and ate and studied and slept on the Poonah, but I remember
very little. I know we crossed the Mediterranean, took a nightlong train across
the desert to Suez, and steamed off again on a new ship, but those numb winter
months are lost to me. All I see is the engraving, the tightrope, the blindfold.
We did not mention her, neither Uncle Charles nor I.

I began to thaw a little on the new ship, the Singapore, steaming the long
warm weeks from one fragrant port to the next: Aden, Galle, Madras,
Calcutta, Penang. There was one Japanese person on board: a skinny young
cook, Mr. Ohara, who wore his ship's uniform stiffly ironed and sharpened
his cleavers each day. It was easy enough to learn from him because he said
the same things every morning when he brought food up from the larder: It's
dirty. It smells bad. It's not fresh. He kept a cat, Maneki-san, a one-eyed mouser I
was forbidden to feed. He gave me tiny cups of pale green tea and let me
practice my new words in the early part of the day, then chased me away
when he set to work on the noon meal in earnest. I read fairy tales then, or
played School in my narrow chamber, teaching Clara Nippongo from my gilt
leather grammar. There was no Mr. Nippongo. The word meant Japanese.

My name is Clara. I am a doll. I am a foreigner. I come from New York. I came by ship.
My mother is French. My mother is in New York My mother is sick. I don't speak Japanese.
I don't understand. I don't know.

I remember the soft arms of the ship rocking me at night as I prayed for
my mother: sometimes that God might hold her as the ship held me, sometimes
that she would get well and come soon. That her passage might be safe.
That she might be, secretly, an elfin princess, and come to me across the
water on gauzy wings. And every day I woke still farther from her, to umi, tori:
the vast blinding sea, flecked with gulls.





2

1866

WE REACHED YOKOHAMA that Spring, after days of sailing north
from Shanghai, the sea growing colder. I remember lurching on the
dock, unsteady on my land legs, waving good-bye to Mr. Ohara, though he
could not see me. Japanese people were forbidden to leave Japan, he had told
me, trusting me with his secret, so he didn't want to go above deck until they
reached Edo, where he could slip off the boat unseen. We had said our
farewells in the kitchen; I remember calling him Ohara-san and bowing, him
bowing back, pleased. While the other monks awaited their orders, a buttery
French Brother, Joaquin, his pate above his tonsure beaming, met me and
Uncle Charles amid a quiet crowd of pointy round hats and bare brown legs.
"Welcome, welcome," he said. "You are now in Japan and it's February
twenty-fourth."

"Why, it's the end of March," protested Uncle Charles.

"Of course it is. But the natives are still on a lunar calendar here," the
monk chuckled. "The trick for us is keeping both dates in our heads at once.
When in Rome, n'est-ce fas?" He laughed at his own wit as Uncle Charles
fumbled with his valise. "Welcome to Japan," the monk repeated, his gaze
falling on me, "though they told me to expect an adult servant, not a child,
mademoiselle" he said merrily. He arranged to have most of our other things
sent on to the next ship, and two Japanese men wearing straw hats and
wooden sandals—and not much more—carried our smallest trunk together
on poles behind us. Brother Joaquin led the way down a little gray street of
little gray tiled roofs—he and Uncle Charles looked enormous—past gray
doorways tucked behind billowing strips of indigo cloth painted with fluid
white characters. We passed a bright red trellis twice the height of a man: two
red tree trunks topped with two red beams. "That's a torii," he said. "The
heathens think of it as a kind of spirit gate. You'll see it in front of all their
shrines." The red torii commanded one side of the street, while a great
wooden gate framed the other: beyond each of them I saw a garden, a tall
building, a fat braided rope bellpull. "Buddhist temple," said Brother
Joaquin, nodding toward the wooden gate. "Shinto shrine," he said, glancing
at the torii. "Reincarnation and nature worship, respectively," he sighed. "It
seems the natives follow both religions and believe in neither." I looked
through the torii gate as we passed it and saw a wedge of bright colors, no, a
dainty woman swathed in brocade, reaching for the bell-rope at a little gilded
altar. Brother Joaquin continued, "One of them had the cheek to 'teach' me
how to 'pray' at their shrines once: toss a coin, ring the bell, bow twice, clap
twice, make a wish, bow again." As we walked up from the bay, the heavy, frail
blocks of tile-and-wood gray houses became less tightly packed; new brick
buildings, like the ones on Mott Street, appeared here and there, still under
construction. " 'And why is it you call this nonsense prayer?'" Brother Joaquin
continued. " 'Two-two-one system,' said the little fellow. He sounded so very
pleased with himself." H e chuckled.

" 'Two-two-one system,'" Uncle Charles said with a shudder. "Tarting up
idolatry in the finery of science."

A man in a black kimono strode past us with a look of bland distaste. He
wore his hair in a horsetail queue slicked stiff with oil and pinned at the end
to his crown, so that it looked as if he were wearing a tobacco pipe on the
back of his head. He wore what looked like two sticks at his belt, one long,
one short. "Those are swords," said Brother Joaquin. "He's a samurai. You'll
see five castes here: warriors, or samurai, at the top, then farmers, craftsmen,
merchants, and the unclean. They all have to follow the caste laws about every
little thing: what kind of clothing you can wear, what kind of roof you can
put on your house. Pay attention to the merchants; they're hungry for change.
Officially they're low caste, which means they have pots of money and aren't
allowed to spend it on anything. All men are brothers in Christ' appeals to
them, because it puts them on equal footing with the samurai. N o t a lot of
samurai converts; they're the toughest nuts to crack."

As the streets began to look less foreign and more like New York, I kept
glancing back at the proud torii gate. The higher crossbeam had ends that
swept upward, like the prow of a Viking ship. I liked thinking of a spirit boat,
sailing in the air through a red gate. "Is torii like tori, bird?" I asked.

"Seen and not heard, Aurelia," said Uncle Charles.

"The Church of the Sacred Heart," Brother Joaquin announced, stopping
to nod toward three structures: a new brick church, a new brick house, and a
blackened, roofless brick hall, half built or half in ruin. "Founded by our
own Abbé Girard. To answer your question, young lady," he said, "every time
I've asked a Japanese something like that—torii, gate, and tori, bird; bana, nose,
and hana, flower—I get a queer little laugh and a bow, and the man says,
'Sorry, Father, different kanji.' Their words are all in those wretched Chinese
characters, and two words can sound alike but look completely different on
the page."

I had seen kanji, the difficult Chinese characters, in my grammar, and had
learned only a few. I nodded.

"Well, here are your quarters for the night, right across from the main
building. Japanese style, I'm afraid. The dormitory was almost ready last fall
and then it went up in flames." He nodded toward the wreck across the street.
"Fires all the time here; they build their blasted houses out of shoji paper.
We're lucky more wasn't lost." He glanced back again at the ruined building,
pained.

"Paper?" asked Uncle Charles. Following his gaze, it seemed to me that
only the roofless brick building had burned—an especially remarkable fact,
given the surrounding buildings: under the heavy tile roofs, I saw dainty
wood lattices framing sliding paper doors and walls. I had been too young to
understand what was happening during the Draft Riots in New York, but
I knew they had been more than Uncle Charles was prepared for. "Is it
safe here?"

"Oh, that bother with the British Embassy was a long time ago."

Brother Joaquin's reassurance had the opposite effect on Uncle Charles.
"What bother?"

"Arson," said the monk dismissively. "Before anyone could move in.
Nobody hurt, don't worry. Besides, that was four years ago, and times have
changed. It was lightning, don't worry."

Uncle Charles did not look mollified. "Couldn't an evildoer have come
under cover of storm?" he asked.

"You don't understand, Father. That was Edo, this is Yokohama. And
we've hired our own watchman. You'll hear him at night: they beat wooden
sticks together"—he clapped twice—"to scare off trespassers, I suppose."

Uncle Charles looked wary as Brother Joaquin plowed ahead. "So, then.
Have you ever been in a Japanese building before? Well," he laughed dryly,
"welcome; behold. You'll need to take off your shoes whenever you step up
into the house." He opened a sliding lattice gate and showed us the dark
inside of a wooden house. T h e stone floor just in from the lattice was simply
a continuation of the cobbled street. After the little stone foyer, the whole
house stood on stilts a foot or two up from the ground, carpeted in a strange
pale flooring. "This is what the Japanese call a tatami floor: thick mats made
of woven rice straw. Tatami mats are all the same size, about six feet by three.
That's how they measure their homes: I live in a six-mat room, and so forth.
If you walk on tatami with your shoes, for them it's like you used the well for
a privy."

I grimaced, imagining, and Uncle Charles glowered at me.

"So: you come inside and, if it's raining, leave your umbrella and your
muddy things here—arigato," he said, counting out change to the porters who
set down our trunk. "And then you sit on this wooden step, take off your
shoes, and put them in this cupboard, see? Dirty outdoor shoes on the bottom
shelf, clean indoor slippers on the top. They all wear wooden sandals so
they're not spending the day lacing and unlacing as we would." Brother
Joaquin, I realized, wore wooden sandals too. "In the lavatory—indoors, but
it's cleaned out daily—one must wear, mark me, different slippers, so that when
you miss you'll not be tracking your mess into the house. On our mission,
we'll each have a servant—a novice Brother, one of the natives—nonexistent,
of course, under Japanese law. Anyhow, mine here raised all kinds of fuss
when I wore the wrong shoes in the wrong place." Uncle Charles opened the
door the monk indicated and looked at the privy, appalled. "Yes, well, you'll
have to squat to answer the call of nature in Japan; it takes getting used to,"
Brother Joaquin said. "Tonight we'll have a boy take out your futon for you;
it's their idea of a mattress—cotton wadding spread on the floor. You'll get
to try their queer pillows too." H e pointed to an empty corner of the latticeand-
paper wall.

"What is it, Brother?"

"Oh, sorry, it's a closet for your futon." Magicianlike, he pulled the wall
open—it was a sliding door—and revealed shelves laden with thick quilts.
How strange the room looked, how empty: sliding paper walls surrounding
straw tatami floors. Along one wall stood dark wooden cabinets I took to be
dressers and cupboards, solemn with their sliding panels and metal fittings.
Uncle Charles looked around as well, asking, "How is this place heated?"

Brother Joaquin pointed to a blackened metal cauldron beside the cabinets.
"Charcoal braziers," he said. "Your boy will take them out tonight and
get a fire set for you."

"I'm sure I could see to it myself," said Uncle Charles.

"Please don't," said Brother Joaquin. "They're fussy, the braziers." The
church bell tolled five. "So. There's a loft at the top of the ladder, which is
sure to break if I show you," said Brother Joaquin, rubbing his broad belly for
emphasis. "And there's a garden in back, very quaint," he added. He and
Uncle Charles blocked the garden door, so I looked around the back room: it
had no furniture at all. One tatami mat against a side wall of the room was
raised an inch or so higher than its neighbors; it was framed by raw wood
posts and contained a statue of the Virgin. "What's that?" I asked when
Brother Joaquin moved away from the sunny patch of moss and gravel
behind the house.

"Aurelia, silence," said Uncle Charles.

"Our Lady, or her display alcove? The best room of every Japanese house,
usually the one by the garden," Brother Joaquin explained, "has a niche like
this for showing off one or two treasures at a time, usually calligraphy or
ceramics. The statue came from Nantes, thanks to Abbé Girard. What else can
I show you? We'll eat at the refectory, but there is a native kitchen, if you're
curious. It's over here. Down a step, here we are, back on a stone floor again."
He lowered himself with practiced grace into a pair of sandals waiting by the
ledge. "You can come in through the kitchen, if you like—there's a side alley.
Don't ask me what all these things are for; I don't know. Except here's a
basin—I filled it for you this morning. There's a well down the alley; your boy
will bring in more water for washing tonight. Unless you want to try one of
the native bathhouses . . . " he laughed; Uncle Charles looked appalled. "It's
kind of charming, really, in a squalid way: they all change out of their daytime
dress and wear blue cotton kimono bathrobes down the street, as if they all lived
under the same roof. I thought it was some kind of heathen rite when I first
came here. And then inside—according to their defenders—whole families
bathe together like Adam and Eve in Eden." Uncle Charles shook his head,
overwhelmed. "So, the refectory at six, then? You'll hear the bell."

Before dinner, I climbed the polished wooden ladder in my stocking feet
and looked up in the empty loft: a three-mat room, I counted. When the bell called
six, we wove our way through Brother Joaquin's promised twilight procession: a
streetful of clattering wooden sandals and blue cotton robes. Two pairs of
women walking toward each other bowed and stopped to chat: I heard a hash of
rapid syllables, the sound, -mashita, -mashita, that meant they were using verbs in
the past tense, and then one of them glanced over at the sweet yawning baby on
the other's back. "Kawaii" she sighed. I understood! The baby was cute! I also
noticed that the women's mouths were strangely like the dark O of the baby's:
they had no teeth. No—one of them was standing under the mission lamp; I
saw—their teeth were black.

What's more, I noticed, the women had no eyebrows. Those walking, it
seemed, to the bathhouse had eyebrow lines painted on their foreheads; those
walking from the bathhouse, moist and rosy, had none at all. I held my doll
closer and hurried to catch up with Uncle Charles.

He looked at me in the doorway and seemed uneasy. "A child . . . " he said
darkly. And so I sat in my good dress in the kitchen, eating dinner on a tray.
From time to time, I peered into the dining room to watch the dozen-odd
Yokohama Brothers entertain their guests, bragging about their boiled beets
and tough chicken. I thought, not of my mother, but of her steamed green
beans, crisp and tender, potatoes and garlic cooked in wine and cream,
her meringues served with strawberries in June. I missed them terribly. The
Brothers sat talking, talking, sucking at their chicken bones. A silver-bearded
Father made Uncle Charles stand with his head bowed as he pronounced
upon "the old capital of Japan, benighted Miyako, hard of access, the city
most steeped in pagan darkness, residence of the Emperor Komei, whom they
worship as a descendant of their sun goddess. Our son Charles, gifted with
tongues, we have chosen, with our son Joaquin, to breach the city of Miyako.
May they bring light into darkness." Uncle Charles flushed, bashful and
radiant.

"But first things first," cautioned Brother Joaquin. "We aren't supposed to
be in the Emperor's capital, not as Westerners, and certainly not as missionaries.

But a group of Christians who have been practicing in secret since Saint
Francis Xavier's time has asked us to come. We'll be guests of one of the feudal
lords, who keeps a residence in Miyako. You'll meet Father Damian when
we get there; we're to assist him. He'll install us in houses where we can minister
clandestinely, at least until the laws change."

"And on that day," the Father boomed, "we will build a cathedral in Our
Lord's name and gather up a new flock. We shall not use violence but exhort
by word, by baptism, and by example, until they put their own temples to the
torch, the better to make straight the road for Christ."

I remember resting my head against the wall for a moment as I listened to
the Brothers, and then Uncle Charles set me down on a pillowy quilt. He
propped something under my neck: a wooden box topped with a cloth pad.
I blinked awake. "Are we in the Japanese house?" I asked in French.

"Yes, you're upstairs," he said in English. "Here's your nightgown."

So the thing under my head was a Japanese pillow, how uncomfortable.
Pushing it away, I blinked and saw soft candlelight on the tatami floor. "Tatasmi,"

I said, pointing. "Futon. Sboji paper. Torii gates. Kanji words. So many new
things." I yawned. "How will Maman manage?"

"Aurelia," said Uncle Charles sharply.

I swallowed hard, my face flaming. My mouth tasted of sour beets and
rank chicken. "Nothing, never mind," I said shortly. "Good night, sleep well."

"May the Lord watch over you," he said, as always.

I wouldn't need the Lord if my mother were here, I thought in the dark, beginning
to cry, and no one punished me with lightning. I was that alone.

HIDDEN IN THE BELLY of a Japanese cargo ship, gnawing on the monks'
bread and salted meat, we sailed for a week down the coast and upriver to great
Osaka. On the seventh night, concealed in lacquered, cagelike boxes, we took a
flat poled craft to Fushimi, the port for the Emperor's city. Come morning a
group of Japanese men—servants of Father Damian's Christians, it seemed—
transferred us, boxes and all, to a third boat, the narrowest yet, which brought
us into Miyako itself. I sat with my doll in my lap on those voyages, not speaking,
mostly sleeping. My mother, my mother. I felt nothing. Not the distracted,
evasive, playing-house nothing of the past two months, where my prayers were
really stories I told myself, but a square-on nothing, a blank mirror inside. The
animal of my body wept and I felt nothing.

On the journey from Fushimi to Miyako, invisible in my lacquered cage,
I peeped through the grillework at the world outside and at Uncle Charles's
chair, lashed beside us, empty, bobbing, half-encased in rough cloth. The red
plush bulk of it rose up from the loose wrappings, framed in dark worked
wood: scallops and protruding cherubs, and at the top a hoop of wood carved
into a ribbon arch. Through that arch I saw the sky, the distant wild mountains,
the nearby slopes terraced into pools; I saw green shoots, like eyelashes,
peeping through the sheets of water. I saw trees among stones, bare, a few
trembling with white blossoms. I saw people on the banks of the canal: straw
hats, wooden sandals, and so many kimono. They wore indigo, mostly, but also
brown and gray and black, gray-pink, gray-green, grayed gold. I saw blue in
every shade and stripes in every pattern; women wore great wide sashes tied at
the back in every kind of knot. Children darted in and out of the frame of
arched wood, back and forth like butterflies, the way my mother had once
promised I would.

The sky framed by Uncle Charles's chair was white, a fog, a murky absence
of color. And I was an empty sky as well, a bare tree. Other people talked, other
people laughed, other people ate—even here, so far from home, with knitting
needles, out of black lacquer lunchboxes, they ate. I wasn't hungry myself.

By the end of the day, our flat-bottomed wood skiff, a scant few feet
across, had threaded its way up a shallow channel so narrow two such boats
could barely pass each other. "Is this the Kamo River that runs through the
city?" asked Uncle Charles, surprised at its smallness.

"We're alongside it," Brother Joaquin assured him. "The Kamo is rocky
and quite shallow, except when it floods; you can't run boats on it. This is the
Takase Canal. Dug more than two hundred years ago," he added.

"The natives are cunning," murmured Uncle Charles.

THOUGH A LIFETIME has since passed, I remember catching a glimpse of the
river beyond the canal once the men hoisted up our palanquins: a shimmering
ribbon flecked with bridges and sandspits, long streamers of new-dyed
cloth rinsing in its waters. On the near side, I saw the flat wooden city; on the
far side, three mountains: one green and low close by, built up with little
houses, one at middle distance, a wedge of its flank stripped of trees. Carved
into that bare hillside, I saw one of the few Chinese characters I'd mastered:
great, pronounced oh or dai. Far away and north of me stood the tallest mountain,
solemn as a sentinel, leading a fleet of smaller blue mountains behind it;
they filled the sky like strips of stacked torn paper. A gust of gulls skimmed
the river and I felt, in spite of my grief, a sense of lightness as we pulled away.

I remember Uncle Charles's chair, borne by two porters, heading off a
procession of small strong men carrying us and our trunks. We looked like a
file of pallbearers, a parade led by a chair. I remember watching it bob
solemnly through the narrow gray streets like a holy relic, framed at one point
by a red torii gate. Once we arrived in the new house and scrambled up out of
our lacquered cages, the two men heaved the chair barefoot up a narrow flight
of stairs. It muscled through the tight stair-passage as if newly born, a
wooden cherub bursting through a paper wall en route, and at last stood at
rest, monstrous in the sere little three-mat room. We looked at it, embarrassed.
"Well, with a rug . . ." said Uncle Charles.

A pair of men appeared with a message and gifts of food, and Brother
Joaquin talked with them, switching between Japanese and English to translate
for Uncle Charles. "Stay here," said my uncle, his voice buzzing with
excitement. I had never seen him so happy to meet someone. "Change into
your good dress, in case Father Damian asks to speak with you as well. Be
ready, in case you're sent for."

"Here, if you get hungry," said Brother Joaquin, passing me a small packet
tied in string. "It's not bad; just don't eat the leaves."

Uncle Charles and Brother Joaquin folded themselves back into their
palanquins and I was left alone. The townhouse was very like the one in
Yokohama: entry and kitchen at street level, a few barren tatami rooms a step
up, an extra room on the second floor—this one reached by stairs instead of
a ladder. Uncle Charles had named them all: ministry, bedroom, parlor, service, and,
upstairs, study. I was assigned a one-mat room under the stairs until I took
over the novice brother's duties, Uncle Charles told me, at which time I
would graduate to service.

Cold, I took Uncle Charles's coat upstairs and huddled with my doll in
the wide red mouth of his chair. I had never been permitted to sit on it at
home, except in his lap at reading lessons when I was very young. Uncle
Charles read in this chair, ate in this chair, napped in it, surely. It smelled
richly of pipe smoke and faintly of soured sweat. "Claire" I said in his voice,
beckoning to my doll. "Un petit café." I pulled his coat tight around my shoulders.
"Tell your mother to put on some more coal," I grumbled, close to
tears. Clutching the coat to my sides, I felt coins in the pockets. I found three
nickels, a rosary, and an envelope marked Telegraph Office, New York Harbor. I
opened it, and read.

HUNGER SUDDENLY TOOK hold of me. I felt hollow behind my eyes. I took
up Brother Joaquin's box and untied the string. The little package seemed simple
enough on first glance, but in the dimming light I saw a leaf of white
paper peeping out from under the subtly textured brown wrapper. The two
sheets of paper concealed a wooden box tied in green thread, partially covered
by another sheet of paper—this one painted with a crude and vibrant tree in
bloom. I broke the thread and peeled off the little painting, removed a cunning
lid and discovered six little packages pressed snug together, each wrapped
in a leaf. I had once touched a snake at a street fair: it was cool and dry, satiny
and faintly ridged, like these boxed leaf packets. I pried one out and
unwrapped it: a perfect cube, pink fish on white rice flecked with herbs. I nibbled
at it tentatively: faintly sweet, faintly tart, faintly salty. I ate all six. When
Uncle Charles came up the stairs with an oil lamp, flushed, I felt not at all hollow;
the thing I had to say was a clear hard bell inside me.

"It's freezing in here," he grumbled, oddly jovial. "They keep promising,
Someone will take down your futon. Someone will light you a fire. Have you seen this
someone?"

"No," I said.

"I think I've gotten one of those braziers lit downstairs," he said. "I saw
some wood around. Not that it helps up here," he noted, rubbing his hands
together. "Father Damian's an astonishing man. An inspiration. He'll see you
tomorrow, not tonight," he added. "No need to sit up waiting." His way of
speaking was slack and lazy; he was not himself. He looked at me suddenly,
as if only just seeing me. "In our chair with Dolly, are we? Wearing our coat?"

I held up the telegram envelope. Uncle Charles recoiled. I said, "We
could have buried her."

"My child," he said, a little sobered, "if we had waited for the next ship,
Father Damian would have taken on other staff. That snake Brother Michael
would be here in my place. And then where would we be?"

"In New York," I said coldly. And then I tried to say it. "I could have seen
her—" I began, starting to cry again.

"My Aurelia," said Uncle Charles. I expected a lecture, but he lowered
himself onto the chair and gathered me in his lap. He smelled of liquor. "My
child," he said, holding me as I cried, helpless and snuffling. I missed her so
much, and all I had was Uncle Charles, who sat there offering me clumsy,
bearlike pats on the shoulder. At first, knowing he meant to comfort me was
of itself a comfort, my doll in my lap and me in his, the awkward arms limp
around me; but then his grip tightened. "My child," he repeated, whispering,
his breath harsh. His hands gripped my waist as he spoke. I looked at him
uncertainly; his eyes narrowed, as if he were concentrating. He was lifting me
up in his lap and setting me down, gently and rhythmically, but gravely. He
would have this rhythm and no other. "My child, my child," he said, his big
hands trembling and pulling me tighter into his lap, again, again; I was a rag,
a doll. And then he lurched up and groaned and dropped me, and my own
doll dropped to the floor.

I did not cry out when I fell because I did not want him to comfort me. I
stood up and smoothed my dress and looked at him, flung back in his chair.
His eyelids fluttered, his round peach face flushed ripe: veins jumped in his
forehead.

The thought struck me: I did not like my uncle Charles. I took my doll by the
arm and I walked downstairs. The last dregs of evening lit my uncle's big
boots, splayed across the floor where he'd tossed them, and my small ones,
too, tucked together in a corner. I sat on the step by the entrance and listened.
Outside, far off, I heard a hoarse voice calling a short phrase over and
over—a peddler, maybe—and from all directions the slow clop of wooden
sandals. Nearby I heard the pop of wood burning in the brazier. Upstairs I
heard nothing. Was he gathering himself to spring at me? I quietly put on one
of my boots and laced it. A loud sound scissored down from his room: I
grabbed my other boot. It was a snore. I did not like him. I laced my boot, took
my doll, and walked outside. It was so simple. I glanced back through the
lattice at Uncle Charles's sprawled boots and walked into the dusk, one foot
in front of the other.

I saw the curved tip of the red torii gate rising beyond a house across the
street; I walked toward it and saw the shrine glittering with candles. Lights
and flowers surrounded a golden statue of a woman with a dot on her forehead.
She was not God, but where was God?

I would pray to her, I decided. Two-two-one. I had no coin, but I could
leave my doll. I walked through the gate and tugged the bellpull. I bowed,
I clapped, I made my awful wish.
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