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“Way too salty. I bet the chef used instant dashi powder.”

My judgment delivered, I laid down the chopsticks I’d used to spear a slippery cube of tofu from the unfortunate miso soup. The Asian-American waitress who’d served us passed by with a smile; apparently, she didn’t understand Japanese. Well, this was San Francisco, packed full of people with faces that mirrored the world’s races, but who often spoke only English. I guessed that I’d been saved.

“But this soup is so tasty!” Toshiro Shimura, my father, raked a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. It was cut in a slightly shaggy style typical for a San Francisco psychiatrist—but was distinctly odd for a Japanese-born, fifty-something man. “Rei-chan, you don’t realize how hard it is to find pure Japanese ingredients here. Anyway, I hear that in Japan a lot of the cooks now use bonito powder.”

“Not real cooks. I grate bonito fish—you know, the kind that’s so hard that it feels like a piece of wood.” I closed my eyes for a minute, feeling nostalgic for the petrified hunk of fish resting in a wooden box in my tiny kitchenette in North Tokyo. “It’s worth the extra effort because then the soup tastes like it comes from the sea, not the convenience store. Now, Dad, where were we? The ten grave precepts of Buddhism. The ones your grandfather felt were so important to live by. I thought it was interesting that he had them on display.”

“Yes, they were recorded on a calligraphy scroll. I think it originally came from a monastery, but it hung in the office where he worked. Unfortunately, I don’t know where it is now.”

“Do you recall, approximately, what it said?”

“The precepts. You know them, don’t you?”

I rolled my eyes. “I know some of them, but not all. You didn’t raise me Buddhist, remember?”

“But you did take an Eastern religions class at Berkeley, yes?”

“It was so long ago, Dad. Just tell me. This is an oral history project, not a go-to-the-library project. I remember the first one: Don’t kill. The next: Don’t steal. And then the one about not lying—”

“Well, the precept against lying is actually the fourth, not the third, if I remember correctly. And in Japan, it’s always been considered allowable to tell certain kinds of lies out of compassion, or because that lie serves a greater good.”

“Well, I’d agree with that,” I said. “What was the third one, then?”

“It’s a precept against sex. Misusing sex, to be exact. That would cover situations such as rape and extramarital sex and—”

“Fine. Ah, what’s number five?” I wasn’t going to pursue the subtleties of the Buddhist rule governing sex—that was just a little too up-close and personal. It had been two years since I’d last come home to San Francisco, and I wanted to leave on as good terms as I’d arrived.

“That, if I remember correctly, is not to give or take drugs.”

“But priests drink sake all the time!” I pointed out.

“Well, a person may take sake, but not in an amount to cause intoxication. My grandfather drank sake at supper, but only a single glass.”

“Would you say in general that laypeople’s interpretations of these rules were looser than that of priests? I mean, Zen priests don’t eat meat, but most people in Japan do. But how is it that people are allowed to eat meat, when the first precept is against killing?”

“That’s the rule I thought my vegetarian daughter would jump on.” My father laughed. “The answer is that killing animals in self-defense, or to eat them, is permitted. It’s just not right to kill them for sport.”

“Aha. So the basis of the rule is that an animal’s life is valued only when it might be threatened with involvement in a game, say hunting or cockfighting,” I said. “I’m not sure I agree with that. A death is a death, to me. But the rule certainly provides an interesting look at the Japanese mind.”

“The Buddhist mind,” my father corrected me. “And as you know, Buddhism has its origins in India, and these laws are known to Buddhists in all nations. They are universal.”

I put my notebook aside for a break, because as much as I’d complained about the noodles, I was hungry for them. Actually, my feelings about food, my hometown, and my father were about as mixed up as the Buddhist rules.

San Francisco was a typical tourist’s dream, but in my mind it was a far second to Tokyo, my adopted home. Sure, the architecture in San Francisco was superb. But how could you enjoy it with all the rolling power blackouts? My parents’ lifestyles had changed dramatically since California had faced its energy crisis—their huge Victorian home was no longer lit up welcomingly in the evenings, not even now, at Christmas, when my mother once had routinely lit electric candles in all sixty windows.

Tokyo didn’t have such problems yet. And when there, it was easy for me to live simply, keeping my appreciation low to the ground, for things like the miniature Shinto shrines decorated with good luck fox statues, and the gracious rows of persimmon trees that line the ugly train tracks. And then, there were the Japanese people: the serene older generation moving through their own private dances of tai chi in the city’s small parks, and the serious kindergarten students striding off to school wearing the kind of saucer-shaped hat and tidy uniform that hadn’t changed since the 1920s. Not to mention my father’s brother, Uncle Hiroshi, Aunt Norie, and my cousin Tom, who had become an important part of my life: so important that I planned to hightail it out of America before December 31 so I wouldn’t miss New Year’s Day with them. The sad truth was that I found staying in an eight-bedroom house with just my parents depressing. Even though there was one more person with us—Manami Okada.

Manami was a thirty-year-old pathology fellow from Kobe. She had been living with my parents for about a month, following a desperate call from a University of California at San Francisco administrator to my father, the unofficial godfather of the school’s Japanese community. My father had explained to me that Manami was what the Japanese called a “girl in a box”—someone whose family had sheltered her too long. Not surprisingly, her housing situation in San Francisco was a bit too open for her tastes. One of her apartment-mates was a lesbian, the other a Hostess cupcake junkie; these were the reasons, anyway, that my mother offered me for why my father and she had taken pity on the unworldly young doctor and offered her one of the third-floor bedrooms for the token payment of $100 a month—which was one-eighth of what Manami had been paying for her previous apartment share.

Well, I knew that junk food could lead to murder—San Francisco was where the famous Hostess Twinkie legal defense had originated—but I didn’t have any biases against gays. I’d viewed Manami with a great deal of skepticism when I’d met her about a week ago, but I had to admit she seemed pleasant. She was quiet, polite, studious—all those Japanese daughter qualities that I lacked.

She was serving her first year of residency, so she was usually gone all day, and often worked late at night. When she was home she joined us for meals, but chose to spend her quiet time behind the closed door to her room on the third floor. Her room was next to the big storage room where among the many boxes and trunks there was one holding items from my father’s old life in Japan. I’d gone through the papers slowly one evening, hearing an odd splashing sound on the other sound of the wall; it took me a while to realize that Manami was trying to bathe in the traditional Japanese way, pouring buckets of water over herself rather than using the shower.

“What are you thinking about?” my father asked.

“Manami. I wonder if she’s any happier with us than with her old roommates.”


“Perhaps you should ask her.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to be so direct. Maybe I’ll just try to see if she perks up at the chance to help me with some ideas for my project. After all, since she’s so old-fashioned, she might very well have lived a life in Kobe where they’re still using traditional objects in the home.”

My line of work is Japanese antiques. I buy them for people living in Japan who still care about old things, as well as for some American clients. I also do some writing and speaking on the topic; that’s what had brought me to the U.S. on this trip. Since I’d made enough from my recent work in Washington, D.C., to pay a few months’ rent on my tiny apartment in an unfashionable section of North Tokyo, I’d decided to take a sabbatical from antiquing to engage in a personal history project. I hoped to make a record of the style in which the Shimuras had lived before the massive modernization that came in the 1960s. I was interested in such things as the way the Buddhist precepts were followed in the normal daily routine, and also in the artifacts of that life: the cooking pots my grandmother used, the quilt designs, the landscape design of the camellia garden that had surrounded the old house in West Tokyo.

As I ruminated about the project, the restaurant seemed to vanish. Since we were sitting on zabuton cushions at a low table, we could just as soon be father and child in old Japan—an eager, boisterous child with a reserved father. Though of course in old Japan, the likelihood was next to none that a twenty-nine-year-old daughter would have the luxury of a gossipy restaurant lunch with her father. I would be taking care of my family—and perhaps sewing the quilts and cooking the dishes that my descendants would nostalgically admire.

“Sorry. I’ve just been paged.” My father gave me a rueful look and unclipped the phone at his waist. In the years that I’d been gone, he’d become a total technophile; the only problem was he rarely remembered the importance of recharging his combined phone/pager. “It’s your mother, as usual.”

“I bet she has a shopping errand for you.” I knew my mother was on the verge of running out of votive candles. She’d made especially elaborate holiday decorations this year because she and my father were hosting a party for ALL, the Asian Language League, on December 26.

As my father punched in our home number, I watched his fingers, stockier than mine, but the identical light golden color. Many children of Japanese and Caucasian unions turn out to have milky coloring, but I had the same complexion as my father and Uncle Hiroshi and my cousin Tom. My hair was more brown-black than black, though, and I couldn’t say my nose was Japanese. In the United States, I was often assumed to be foreign-born; in Japan, I was assumed to be Japanese until people realized I couldn’t read.

I stopped pondering my weaknesses, because my father had gotten through. He greeted my mother by name. Then, after a long pause, he spoke. “How soon? And she doesn’t know yet?” My father listened a bit more, shook his head, and then handed the phone to me. “Here. The news is really meant for you.”

I felt my stomach drop. Perhaps the emergency meant that she’d gotten a call that something terrible had happened back at my Tokyo apartment—a water pipe had burst, or the electricity had been turned off. I’d been away from home too long.

“Are you sitting down?” my mother asked with an odd mixture of breathlessness and pain, as if she’d run up Fillmore Street in her favorite Bally heels.

“Yes. Just tell me—”

“He’s coming!”

“What?” For a minute, I was puzzled, until I figured out He might mean Jesus. To hear this kind of talk coming from my mother was a surprise—she had always been a typically low-key Episcopalian. Carefully, I asked, “Is this about Christmas Eve?”

“Yes! And he’ll be here, and so we must prepare.”

I saw my father watching me intently, waiting for my reaction. What was his issue? “Mom, you know I’ve never been that comfortable at the cathedral. Spirituality, for me, is more private—”

“He doesn’t mind going—it turns out he grew up in the Church of Scotland! I’m so pleased he’s coming that I’ve already put in a call to Williams-Sonoma to get a plum pudding. It’s traditional in Scotland as well as England, apparently.”


“Oh!” At last I understood the identity of the being in question: Hugh Glendinning, my on-again, off-again beau. We’d just said good-bye in Washington a few weeks earlier, when he flew off to China on business and I went back to my parents. “Are you talking about Hugh? Did he call from China?”

“Yes, and he said his cell phone was stolen so that’s why he hadn’t contacted you. He was calling from a hotel in Shanghai to say that he should reach San Francisco around noon tomorrow. He’s got about a week’s worth of work here, and his firm had booked him into the Mark Hopkins.”

“The Mark Hopkins,” I moaned, imagining what a great escape it would be for both of us—a beautiful room with a view of Nob Hill, room service, and a king-sized bed.

“Don’t worry, sweetie. After I invited him to stay with us, he agreed to cancel the reservation. I also canceled the UPS man who was coming to pick up the box you were sending to his office in Washington—you can just give him the present while he’s here, and I’ve already put flowers in the guest room on the third floor.”

“That was very kind of you.” Now that I understood he’d be sleeping directly over my parents, and within spitting distance of Manami, I stowed away all my fantasies about trysts.

“It’s my pleasure, darling. I’m so pleased that he’d rather stay with us. Some of your old beaux were nervous about spending time with us, Rei. Not this one. He said he couldn’t imagine a more wonderful invitation, and he understood completely about Daddy’s being conservative enough that he’d have to sleep apart from you—”

So she was going to blame it on my father, I thought wryly. A good-cop, bad-cop practice. Whatever. After another minute of hysterical exuberance from my mother, I managed to make my good-bye. I’d noticed that my father was looking at his watch.

“Happy?” he asked after I’d handed back his phone.

“Of course I’m happy. But I don’t want you to think that because he’s here I’ll stop talking to you, or working on this family history.”

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind if we took a break.”

I shook my head. “With that kind of attitude, there would be no oral histories. We’d never know the experiences of slaves, of Holocaust survivors, of Civil War veterans—or the Shimuras! Come on, Daddy, you know I have a lot more work to do.”

“As do I,” my father said, raising his eyebrows as he looked just beyond me. He was signaling the waitress for the check, when we’d barely started our main courses. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but my office overscheduled me. I’m going to have to go to see five extra patients, starting at one. It’s a quarter of one right now—I must leave.”

“Of course,” I said, watching my father slurp the remnants of his soup. He put a twenty on the table and left me to finish up the zaru soba and his seafood tempura.

I didn’t believe my father’s excuse for one minute. He was upset about something: either my history project, or my lover’s arrival. Or both.
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San Francisco International Airport always gives me a bad feeling. The INS inspectors give me trouble just about every time I return from Japan, even though I’m a U.S. citizen. Hugh would have to face them carrying a European Union passport, with his last stop having been China. This mix of origins might raise their suspicions. On the other hand, he had a great Scottish accent—and he was used to airport hassles. I told myself not to worry too much.

Because of the holiday, it took a long time for me to find a parking space. Once inside the airport, I went directly to the lobby outside the customs area exits; it was already twenty-five minutes after Hugh’s plane had landed. I saw him right away. He was chatting animatedly on a pay phone with a small pile of leather suitcases beside him. More than a few people did double takes as they passed by. Hugh was like a human version of a golden retriever: tall and strapping, with a red-gold mane that flopped in his eyes—eyes as dark a green as the peaty bogs in his Scottish homeland. Looking at Hugh as I walked toward him, I was filled with the same old mix of desire and a certain exasperation with myself for being a sucker for the twenty-first century version of Braveheart.

Hugh spotted me, and gave me a smile like the sun. He hung up the phone, and in the next instant he was kissing me as if he’d been away for two years. For someone who’d been flying for hours, he tasted surprisingly fresh—like a mixture of toothpaste and oranges, two things I like very much.

“Sorry I’m late—I didn’t think customs would be so fast for you,” I said when we finally broke apart. I glanced around and sure enough, we had an audience.

“They were brilliant! Some angel in a blue uniform waved me into the American citizens line, and I was through in five minutes.”

“But you’re not an American! Considering the current security situation, that shouldn’t have happened—”

“She must have known I’m in love with one. Maybe that counts.” Hugh smiled down at me. “By the way, I arranged to have a box with some things from the Washington office sent by overnight delivery to your parents’ house. Do you know if it arrived?”

“Yes. It came this morning. Just in the nick of time, I bet, with Christmas Eve tomorrow.” I grabbed the plastic duty-free bags off the top of his luggage pile—bags that I bet held gifts for my parents. Hugh spent much of his life traveling, so airports were his chief shopping centers.

“Your mother said she’d cook on Christmas Day, but I hope I can take care of some of the other evenings: restaurants, theater, et cetera. I’ve got a decent dining budget from the firm—can you tell me beforehand any family favorites?”

“Well, my favorites and my family’s are different,” I said, ruefully thinking of my lunch in Japantown with my father. “I’m a little behind the times, having been away for so long. There’s a raw-food restaurant that’s super-hot, but I still love a vegetarian organic restaurant called Greens.”

“Isn’t that the restaurant cookbook you used to use in Japan—the book with the infamous quinoa timbale recipe?”

“I can’t believe you remember that!”

“Of course I do. No quinoa available in all of Japan, so you had me smuggle a baggie of it from New Zealand!”

“Don’t talk like that,” I whispered, as I saw heads turning everywhere. “Even though this is California, not everyone knows what quinoa is. Someone might think it’s contraband—”

“No, the truth is it’s a biological weapon.” Hugh exploded in great honking laughter.


“Time to go,” I murmured, trying to seem casual and unruffled as we passed an airport police officer who was giving the two of us a head-to-toes stare.

“Right, darling. I’ll keep the good news until we’re riding on the cable car and you’re showing me the sights.”

I hadn’t traveled by cable car, of course; the cable cars ran only on a few streets within the city, not all the way out to the exurb where the airport was. I’d used my mother’s Japanese SUV, which should have had plenty of room for luggage, but was actually stuffed with enough evergreen roping and candles to burn down San Francisco again. These were all last-minute holiday decorations she had yet to put up.

“It’s fake pine roping,” I explained. “My mother bought a lot to decorate the hall for this party we’re having December twenty-sixth. I should have warned you—it’s going to be big.”

“Boxing Day—that’s the day we have our parties in Scotland.” Hugh sneezed again. “Ah, that aroma. It definitely reminds me of certain rural parts of Japan.”

“I miss the Japanese winter smell of sweet potatoes roasting,” I said.

“Yakiiimoo!” Hugh called out the potato roaster’s mournful cry in such a perfect baritone that I looked at him in amazement. In the next instant, I was almost sideswiped by a larger SUV barreling up behind us. I cut to the right just in time.

“I hate this city,” I muttered, slipping an old U2 disc into the CD player. As Bono crooned about finding the real thing, I cast a sideways glance at Hugh—who was looking out the window. Well, there was a lot to see. California Highway 101 ran from the airport to the city, offering vast, shining expanses of blue sea and green hills. I had to admit this was the Bay Area at its most scenic.

“Why so many flags?” Hugh asked, and I followed his gaze to a car ahead of us decked out with tiny American flags that fluttered in the breeze.

“Patriotism,” I said. “Apparently it started after the World Trade Center attacks, and never stopped. Several of our neighbors hang the flag outside their houses.”

“I see them on billboards, too,” Hugh said. “Funny thing, that patriotism. Where’s the line that keeps it from turning into nationalism?”

I glanced up at the billboards, trying to see what he saw. Maybe because I was American, the flags didn’t stand out sharply to me. What I noticed was that the billboards in general had become fewer. During my last visit two years ago, the billboards were all hyping dot-com businesses. Now, many of those software pioneers had gone bust like the long-lost gold rush entrepreneurs of 1849.

“Watch your left!” Hugh bellowed, and I had to bring the SUV to heel. I’d almost drifted into the next lane. After so many years away, I had to keep concentrating to stay on the right side of the road, and I had to think twice about directions. Highway 101 was my constant reference point, an often slow but surefire route into the city that became Van Ness, from where I could cut out at Japantown, then take Laguna for the bumpy ride up to Pacific Heights, the beautiful and expensive neighborhood where my parents had been lucky enough to find a bargain twenty-five years ago. As we drove on, Hugh kept up a barrage of questions. Where was Coit Tower? Fisherman’s Wharf? The Golden Gate Bridge? The hippies?

I addressed his last question first. “You have to go to the Haight to see the few old hippies who are still alive. Now, this area, which is called the Mission, is a mix of Latin American families and yuppies—kind of like Adams-Morgan in Washington. Interestingly enough, one of the city’s best Italian restaurants is here—”

“So where’s the most romantic place in the city?” Hugh interrupted.

“Hmm.” I had to think hard because I’d never had a serious relationship while living in San Francisco. “I—I’ll have to work on that. Why is it so important?”

“Well, actually, Rei, it’s Christmas.” Hugh fixed me with an intent gaze. “I’ve brought two presents for you. There’s one I’ll give you in front of your family, and the other one is private. I’m seeking a good place to give it to you.”

“Ah,” I said, making a quick, private prediction of absurdly skimpy lingerie. “You’re right that we’ll need to be out of the house to have any privacy.”


“If that’s the case, could we stop somewhere for a few minutes? Can you park the car somewhere?”

“Hugh, the grade on this hill is forty degrees. If I stop now, I’m liable to roll backward—I hate stopping on hills.”

“Okay, can you go around the corner, find a parking lot or something? I must speak to you about something before we reach your parents. It’s urgent.”

I shot a nervous glance at him, turned the corner, and noodled along until I reached the parking lot of a Malaysian restaurant I’d never visited. Feeling guilty, I took the only spot available, between a gleaming green Volvo wagon and a rust-spotted VW bug painted in psychedelic colors. Old and new San Francisco—with the foreigners in between. I clicked off the music and then, after a moment’s reflection, turned off the car. From Hugh’s serious expression, I could guess we would linger for a while.

“All right, Rei. You’ll be the first outside of the firm to know. I’m relocating.”

I sighed in exasperation. “You’re always relocating. You can’t live anywhere more than six months, can you?”

“No, this time it’s for longer than that. And I’m going to Japan.”

I shut my eyes, and then opened them. I wasn’t dreaming.

“You weren’t expecting this.” All of a sudden I could hear the hesitation in his voice.

“It’s wonderful news,” I said, meaning it. “Are you sure this isn’t the Christmas present? If so, I love it more than anything else I’ll get this year. Or next.”

“Well, it certainly seemed like a gift when our senior partner asked if I wanted to do it.”

“I don’t understand. I thought the firm in Washington loved having you there to do all their U.K.-American business. Did something go wrong?”

“Nothing of the sort. Andrews and Cheyne have joined with another big firm, Sharp, Witter and Rowe, to file a class-action that will hopefully send me back to Japan.” There are other forms involved, too, but we’ll be the leaders—”

“Sharp, Witter and Rowe?” I sat up straight. “Ooh, bad karma. The principal partner, Charles Sharp, has a daughter I went to school with. Janine Sharp. I couldn’t stand her! She was so snobbish and uptight and—”

“It’s not Janine I’ll be working with,” Hugh said. “Just Charles Sharp! I’m meeting him and the translator who will be assisting me this afternoon.”

“But today is Christmas Eve,” I said.

“Yes, I know, and I’m sorry. I’ll be off on the twenty-fifth and twenty-sixth, but in order to do that, some groundwork should be laid today. It’s a massive, long project ahead of me, with plenty of billable hours. Once we get to your house this evening, we can properly cele—” a giant yawn broke up Hugh’s speech—” brate.”

“I’m afraid the celebration is going to be a celibate one.” Meeting his quizzical expression, I explained, “My mother and father assigned you to a third-floor guest room, and there’s a prim and proper Japanese pathology fellow staying in a room across the hall from you. Unless she’s working at the hospital, and my parents are out too, there won’t be the slightest chance for us.”

“Her name is Manami, right? Your mother told me about her. I’ve been entrusted, in fact, with fixing her up.”

I snorted and put the car in gear. As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t much more to talk about. “I can’t think of anyone you know who’d be appropriate. Those rugby players are too earthy—”

“I was thinking of a nice Japanese lawyer. I’ll be meeting quite a few on this case.”

“Good. I’d like to hear more about it.” I pulled back on the familiar road toward my parents’ house. In the old days, I’d walked this route home from school, and there hadn’t been many diversions; but now Fillmore, as well as Union, was packed with tantalizing cafes and shops. As I’d viewed the scene in Pacific Heights today, it had seemed that a lot of people took cafe sitting as a kind of career. Well, maybe that was the only option if they were out of work.

“I wish we could stop in one of those cafes to really talk,” Hugh said, following my gaze. “But I’ve got to get through that meeting first. If I just could drop off my things, have some tea, a shower, and a shave, I’ll be off and back as quickly as I can.”


“How will you get there?” I turned onto Green, my parents’ street, which had a handsome assortment of late Victorian through Edwardian and 1920s houses. Almost every house wore an elaborate holiday decoration on the door—ranging from Colonial-style wreaths adorned with pomegranates and oranges to silvery wreaths of eucalyptus leaves. Now, with the influx of techno money, everything was in perfect taste; but it was sad that many of the families I remembered from childhood were gone. Some of them had been driven out by skyrocketing property taxes; others had sold because they couldn’t ignore the windfall that came from selling to the new titans of industry.

“Taxi. I’m sure there are plenty trolling through the area, given that the British Consulate’s here. Is this San Francisco’s version of Embassy Row?”

“No. This is strictly a residential block—there’s no consulate around. I don’t know which building you’re talking about.” I didn’t look where Hugh was gazing, because I was waiting out a tour bus blocking access into a neighbor’s driveway, which I needed to pull into so I could neatly back across the street into my parents’ driveway.

“Oh, is it the ambassador’s private residence, then?” Hugh sounded worried as I completed my maneuvers and turned off the car. Now I followed his craned neck to look at the tall, extra-wide three-story white house defined by Grecian pillars and an elaborate portico—a portico from which hung ornate swags of evergreen roping, in the center of which was a full-sized Union Jack. I shook my head. My mother had somehow created this last flourish without my noticing.

“Actually, it’s our house,” I said in a small voice. “Didn’t I tell you that my mother is gaga about flags? She flies them to welcome international guests. You can imagine how over-the-top the house looked when we had psychiatrists visiting from five foreign countries—”

“Oh, my God,” Hugh said. “This is your home? It’s a bloody palace! An American castle on the highest peak in Pacific Heights—”


“I suppose with the pillars you might think of a palace, but this really isn’t the best or highest point in the neighborhood. This house was a real fixer-upper when my parents bought it from the city twenty-five years ago. It’s not one hundred percent renovated.” Suddenly I was flooded with doubts. It was an old house, with erratic water pressure, creaky floors, and radiators that sometimes clanged all night long. “You can still change your mind and go to a hotel…”

But Hugh had already picked up all his bags and was striding for the front door.
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“Oh, you’re just in time for lunch,” my mother called out as I hurried to catch up with Hugh, whom she’d already admitted into the foyer. It was a large, square room with a vaulted ceiling that was hung with a massive Tiffany chandelier. The chandelier was the only thing lit, given my parents’ strict energy rationing; at least it cast a warm glow on the walls, which had been decorated with antique painted screens showing birds alighting in trees during different times of the year. Hugh took all this in, as well as the parlor just beyond, with its tall Venetian mirrors, old Baltimore bell-flower veneer tables, and a pair of peach velvet sofas that my mother had recently bought to lighten up the place. In the foreground was a nine-foot spruce decorated with purple and silver balls; all the packages underneath were purple, silver, or green. My mother was so serious about her color scheme that she’d rewrapped all the presents I’d wrapped in her special papers.

“Mrs. Shimura, hello. I—I had no idea your home would be like this.” Hugh’s voice was as hushed as if he had entered a house of worship.

“Catherine,” my mother said warmly. “And it’s just a mix of family things.”

“These screens you have mounted on the walls—are those from Rei’s father’s family? How unusual to have so many linear feet.”


“You’re right. Well, that’s what you get when you marry into a samurai family.” A look passed between my mother and Hugh, and I felt a flush of embarrassment. For an instant I was back in old Japan, or in any one of the many countries where a girl’s worth was related to the dowry her family could provide. I loved my family’s Japanese treasures enough to want to document them, but I didn’t like the cavalier way my mother was talking—and the hint, not so subtle, of what our family could offer Hugh.

“Ah, good morning!” A tiny voice piped up from behind, and I realized Manami had joined us. She bobbed her head, and her shoulder-length black braids brushed the tops of her white lab coat. She wore it over a sensible blue wool turtleneck and blue-and-green plaid pants. I loved Manami’s serious style, just as I loved her sweet demeanor. Maybe there were ten million girls like her in Japan; in San Francisco, there weren’t enough.

“Good morning, sweetie. You must have had a good night’s sleep—it’s almost two,” my mother said, beaming at Manami. “Hugh, let me introduce Manami Okada, whom I told you about on the phone.”

“Hajime mashite,” Hugh said, bowing slightly. It was the standard Japanese greeting for a first meeting.

“Ah! You speak such excellent Japanese!” Manami’s eyes widened.

“I don’t,” Hugh said, chuckling. “I just lived in Tokyo for a while…and hope to be returning. So you’re the doctor? Gosh, you hardly look old enough.”

“Everyone says that, and I don’t know why.” Manami frowned. “I’m thirty, and I earned my MD several years ago. We have a slightly different training pattern than in this country. We study faster and become doctors at a younger age.”

“But you came here for some advanced training, I heard. When you’re done with residency, do you want to stay on?” Hugh asked.

“Not at all. I plan to return to Japan. I hope the pathology training here could perhaps add, how do you say, edges?”

“An edge!” I smiled at her. Just the previous night, I’d spent a few hours working on slang and colloquialisms with her. Once an English teacher, always an English teacher. “Yes, I’m sure overseas pathology training will be noticed, especially since you’re doing so well.”

“Oh, I’m not. I’m a very poor student—”

“Well, that’s not what my father says. He would have loved to have a daughter like you.” I spoke without jealousy, just the knowledge that came from being a decade past high school—where I had done just enough in school to make the top 10 percent, yet not so much as to infringe on a busy social schedule. I’d thought it was healthy, but the fact was, I never really lived up to what my father thought I was capable of. Manami, on the other hand, had forsworn the pleasures of San Francisco society for the serious pursuit of medicine.

Manami looked at her watch. “Excuse me. I must go. I slept so late today—I was on call yesterday, and felt tired.”

“Of course, darling. Do you want to take some salad in your lunch box?” my mother offered. She was clearly as protective of Manami as I was.

“I couldn’t trouble you,” Manami said, but her eyes brightened.

“Come in the kitchen and we’ll put it together.” My mother rose, rolling up the sleeves of her cashmere sweater as if she was getting ready to do some serious cooking. “Hugh, Rei will show you the dumbwaiter so you don’t have to lug your things upstairs.”

I picked up the lighter suitcase and went into the kitchen, where the dumbwaiter was.

“So you don’t need a butler to get things up and down, eh? I feel as if I’ve stepped into a BBC period drama.” Hugh gaped at the mahogany door I swung open in the kitchen that revealed the dumbwaiter’s compartment. “You’ve totally shocked me, Rei. This is like some kind of bizarre Anglo-Japanese paradise. I can’t imagine a more beautiful setting for Christmas.”

“Well, a snowy locale would help. Can we do the Japanese Alps next time?” I still didn’t know whether to be pleased or mortified at his reaction to my home.

“Hugh, your family must be missing you dreadfully right now, just as I imagine Manami’s is her.” My mother stroked Manami’s head briefly, and the young woman pulled away slightly. It didn’t surprise me, because most Japanese don’t like to be touched in a familiar fashion by people outside their families. I made a mental note to tell my mother to be less hands-on with Manami. Out loud, I reminded my mother that Hugh had to get going. As I’d expected, she protested. “Why not have a quick lunch? I made a nice Caesar salad—”

“My body clock’s still too confused to let me be hungry. I’m trying to hang in so I’ll have an appetite for supper.”

My mother nodded. “Good. You’ll eat supper here? I planned to serve at seven, but could make it later—”

“Seven’s perfect. And thank you so much, Catherine. You can’t imagine how tired I am of restaurant food.”

Manami slipped out with her packed lunch box, and my mother escorted Hugh upstairs for the grand tour. Like a docent, she pointed out the original plaster moldings on the second floor, and the front staircase used for family, and the back staircase used for our nonexistent servants. On the third floor, she showed how the old servants’ rooms had been turned into guest quarters. She identified the closed doors that led to Manami’s bed and bath, various storage rooms, and an extra guest room that had a bath connecting it to Hugh’s guest room, which had once been my own little study.

The dollhouse was gone, and so was the tiny desk where I’d painstakingly drawn the kanji characters that were taught to me at Japanese Sunday school. My mother had painted the room the color of ferns and decorated it with a few perfectly placed groupings of antique maps and prints of scenes in old San Francisco. She’d made up an old Empire campaign bed that I could already tell would be a few inches too short for Hugh with an antique quilt and a profusion of fancy pillows. But Hugh wasn’t even looking at the bed—his attention was taken by the wide mahogany desk with chairs on either side that occupied the room’s center.

“An old partners desk,” Hugh said, touching its smooth surface. “This is what every junior lawyer would love to have someday. And such a gorgeous patina.”

“I can find you a desk that’s similar,” my mother said with a gleam in her eye.

I had to practically drag my mother out of Hugh’s room so that he could get going on his shower. While he washed, my mother and I had salad and sourdough toast—my favorite local treat—in the kitchen, and by the time I’d loaded the dishwasher, Hugh had come down to telephone for a taxi.

“I’ll be back by late afternoon,” he promised, kissing me at the door and giving my mother a wave.

After he left, my mother sighed. “This is going to be the best Christmas ever.”

“I think so too.” We squeezed hands for a moment, and I thought about how I’d thought the house was too empty before. Now, with Hugh around, things seemed just right.

My mother went back to decorating, and I slunk upstairs to my room to examine the slides I’d made from photos of some Shimura family heirlooms. The first was a close-up of a sword that was crafted for one of my ancestors during the late 1500s—the Muromachi Period, when there were still frequent wars between different feudal states. My father had said that it had been used by one of his direct ancestors, a Shimura nobleman, in defending the castle of his cousin—who happened to be the daimyo, or feudal lord, of a little-known wood-producing region. Our ancestor had lost his arm in the battle, but retained possession of the sword. I winced, as I always did when picturing this story, and began writing.

Shinto, the ancient religion of Japan, fostered a belief that swords contained the soul of a samurai, and thus were religious objects worthy of worship at a family’s altar. In the Shimura household, a legend was told about the heroic samurai Jun Shimura, who lost an arm in the defense of a family stronghold. His sword was carefully kept in its original sheath and hung for display several times a year, times at which the family bowed down to pray before it.

I laid down my pen. I had an antipathy to weapons. In my opinion, a rice pot that had served the family through lean and lavish times was the kind of object worthy of family worship. I’d even revere a quilt patched together from old blue-and-white robes called yukata; my father had told me about such a quilt that his great-grandmother had made, and that he and his brother had slept under for many years, until it finally wore out. That was the problem, exactly: Crockery broke, and fabric frayed. The delicate things that I cared about perished, while the hard things like swords survived.


I wandered down to the second floor, hoping to take a closer look at the sword, to get more excited about it than I felt. I knocked on my parents’ bedroom door and my father called for me to enter. He was sitting on a chaise with a checkbook in hand.

“I thought you had to work this afternoon,” I said.

“There were a few cancellations. Now I’m sorry I rushed out of lunch. Is your friend safely arrived?”

“Yes, but he already had to go somewhere for a meeting. Dad, I actually came to your room to take another look at the sword.” It was hanging over a tall dresser.

“Would you like me to take it down for you?”

I shook my head. “Let’s do it later, when Hugh’s here. He might find it interesting. Anyway, since you’re here, maybe you can answer a few questions. How did you bring it into this country?”

“It was quite difficult,” my father said, sighing. “My parents wanted me to have it, but the verification of its status with the government office seemed too daunting. So instead of going through the proper channels, I gave it to an American friend to carry, a military doctor who was being repatriated after the Vietnam War.”

“So, it was important for you to have the sword here, even though you don’t worship it—at least, not that I can recall.”

My father pressed his lips together. “Sword worship, some may say, is part of the Shinto religion. To me, it means other things. I cannot worship a gun; how can I worship a sword?”

“I feel that way, too,” I said. “But why, then, does it hang on your wall?”

My father sighed. “The temperature in the storage room is too uneven. And your mother likes the metalwork on the scabbard.”

I suspected there was another reason, but I could tell that he wasn’t going to be helpful. I shifted gears. “Hugh liked the crane screens downstairs—the ones that are mounted on the walls in the foyer. I’ve never known who the artist was. Do you have any idea?”

“None whatsoever. I’m not a good person to talk about it, as I don’t really care for it.”

“I see.” My father was so peculiar. “How did the screen come into family hands? Was it from the old feudal days, or was it a more recent purchase, in Kyoto or somewhere like that—”

“My great-grandfather acquired it. I’m almost sure he didn’t buy it, or if he did, he paid much less than it was worth.”

“Sounds as if he shops the way Mom and I do.”

My father stiffened. “Exploitative is hardly how I’d think of you two.”

I bit my lip. “That’s a harsh thing to say about good antiques shoppers. Whether it’s us or someone dead.”

“I don’t know if this was taught in your master’s degree courses in art history, but my country appropriated quite a lot of art and gold from other Asian countries.”

“During the occupation of Korea, you mean?” I struggled, trying to figure out my father’s trajectory. “Our screen is not Korean.”

“It’s Chinese. The Japanese military are said to have secretly entered Peking in 1900 and removed gold as well as treasured artworks from the imperial archives. The screen is so fine—much finer than a professor could afford. For that reason, I’ve always thought the screen probably was looted from China and given to my grandfather as a gift.”

“But that’s even better,” I said. “It’s such a dramatic story! A stolen treasure, maybe.”

My father shook his head. “When a country loses its culture, it loses its soul. What kind of a place would China be today if it still had all its treasures? Would it be more humane?”

I snorted, thinking that once again, my father’s idealism was out of control. “Do you think we should give back the screen to the Chinese government?”

“Not the government. The people!”

I pointed out that the government in China was actually called the People’s Party, and that the Chinese family who’d owned the screen had to have been obnoxiously wealthy landowners, but my argument was a rhetorical one.

I finally understood what my father was saying—and it made me uncomfortable.
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Just after three, my mother interrupted me in a half-doze at my desk.

“Hugh’s on the line.”

I picked up the cordless phone she’d brought, mentally preparing myself for bad news. He’d be delayed, probably; that was the life of a corporate lawyer.

Instead, he said that he was through with his meeting and was calling to see if I was game to run an errand with him, then head out for a drink with his colleagues at the Mark Hopkins.

“This is weird,” I said. “You’ve never included me in so many things before.”

“Well, after we broke up the last time, I went through the twelve-step program for bad boyfriends, and I learned a lot of clever strategies—”

“Don’t joke about that.” Somehow, I didn’t like the word strategy connected to our relationship.

“Why not? I think it pays off to become reformed.” His voice softened. “By the way, can you pick me up outside Sharp, Witter and Rowe? It’ll make things easier than if I return to Pacific Heights again.”

“I’ll ask my mother if the car’s free.”

My mother agreed to lend me the Infiniti, as long as I was careful on the hills. She knew I was deathly afraid of slipping backward, because I’d practically burned up the transmission on the Camry they’d let me drive when I was in grad school. My mother also asked if I would pick up a special order of votive candles at Williams-Sonoma, and recommended that I change out of my jeans, since I would be going to one of the most glamorous spots in the city for cocktails.

“There are going to be tourists there,” I protested. “Tourists can wear anything!”

“But we are longtime residents, not tourists, dear.”

Honestly, American mothers were as bossy as the Japanese, I thought as I stared at my closet a few minutes later. Most of my career-girl clothes were at the cleaner’s, so what I had to choose from were leftovers from college and high school days: things like off-the-shoulder Flashdance T-shirts, straight-leg Calvin Klein jeans, and various miniskirts.

The micro-mini and jeans didn’t fit anymore, but I was able to squeeze into a Commander Salamander black velour dress that ended at mid-thigh. All my old shoes were gone, so I went into my mother’s closet and came up with a pair of soft black suede boots that reached the knee. Now I was hardly exposed at all.

I thought I looked rather presentable when I pulled up outside the handsome old brick building where Hugh was waiting. But when he tumbled into the seat before me, he seemed too stressed to notice. The joking ease he’d had on the phone was gone.

“Thanks for coming,” he said. “It turned into a rather difficult afternoon.”

“How so?”

“After a brief meeting with everyone here, the translator and I went over to interview a potential plaintiff. I felt so bad about the whole thing that I wanted to stop in somewhere to get her a Christmas gift. Do you think we have time?”

I looked at my watch. “Sure. But you should have booked my mother to help you. She’s the only one who loves shopping as much as you.”

“Well, one of the stops is the opera house, for tickets I ordered for her and your father, so I’m glad she’s not along. After that, we’ll get the goods for my client. I need to get her one of those things that boils water for tea and soup—”

“An electric kettle,” I said, heading toward Sutter. Williams-Sonoma would sell one, and I could get my mother’s candles there, too.

“Right. I’ll buy something for Manami there, too. And after that’s all accomplished, I need to buy food.”

“Food? Our fridge is packed to exploding.”

“Not food for the Shimuras, food for…my client.”

I rolled my eyes, knowing this trip was going to be a lot longer than I’d first thought. It took the better part of an hour and a half to hit the opera house, Williams-Sonoma, and the Real Food Company. This San Francisco independent gourmet-to-go shop was seemingly packed with last-minute shoppers wanting complete Christmas dinners for ten. As we waited for service, Hugh and I argued the merits of everything: green beans almondine, wheat-berry salad or pasta salad, and whether or not to get her a cranberry-stuffed Cornish game hen.

“Californians are fifty percent more likely to be vegetarian than other people,” I said. “In my high school class, I’d say the majority of girls lived on yogurt.”

“She’s not that privileged,” Hugh said.

“Oh, really? I think this lady is pretty darn privileged to have us running all over town like this.” I wished I could bite the words back after I’d said them, because his expression tightened. “I’m sorry, Hugh. It’s just that you rode into town a few hours ago hell bent on romance with me, and now we’re going to be late for drinks with your friends at six, and shepherd’s pie with my parents at seven, all because of an errand for your important woman client that can’t wait till after December twenty-sixth.”

“I’m sorry, Rei, but I’ve simply got to go there tonight. I wanted to bring you with me, but if you don’t want to come, maybe you should go back.”

I threw my hands up in the air. “Seeing that I’m your chauffeur, I have no choice. But hey, you can place your order now. Your number’s come up.”

In the car twenty minutes later, Hugh took my hand. “I could ask one of the others to run me by after the drinks, but then I’d probably be late for dinner with your family.”

“I said I’d take you to all your appointments.” I grumpily put the car in gear. “What’s the address?”

“Sixth Street, the four-hundred block. It’s an old hotel called the Blanchard.”

“Sixth Street is close to the Tenderloin.” I shot him a curious glance. “Who exactly is this woman?”

“You’ll see.”

I shook my head and kept my thoughts to myself. I knew the Tenderloin in passing—specifically, when I was trying to get from the city out of town on California 101. Now I was driving through it with the intention of stopping, something my parents wouldn’t approve of in the dusk. At least there were plenty of small businesses around. In addition to the adult video and film houses, I saw fleabag hotels, Cambodian and Vietnamese restaurants. And of course there were the SRO hotels—the single-room-occupancy places built in the nineteenth century to house Chinese workers. Over the years these buildings had fallen into slum conditions, and whole families were now living in rooms really intended for one person. With San Francisco rents as high as they were, though, this was all that many immigrants and working poor could afford.

I reached Sixth and made a right turn, passing a liquor store, pawnshop, and adult video emporium.

“It’s the white building just up on the left side,” Hugh said.

“Sorry, but it’s a no-parking zone. Let me go around the corner.” I passed the building, which was really more a patchwork of gray and white, given all the flaking paint, and made a right into the narrow lane I’d noticed.

I found a small spot and squeezed the behemoth SUV into a small spot between a beat-up Oldsmobile and a taxi.

“Great area,” I said, turning off the car. “Can I go in with you? I don’t want to stay here alone.”

“I’m glad you want to come in,” Hugh said. “I didn’t know what to expect, given your mood.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior,” I said sarcastically, before he kissed me.


“Mmm. That’s better,” Hugh said, and it was. My anger had slowly evaporated since I’d seen the client’s neighborhood. She was obviously needy, and I felt ashamed of being so grumpy.

Hugh lugged two shopping bags of take-out food, while I carried the gift-wrapped teakettle around the corner and into the vestibule of the building. I paused, looking for a place to buzz for entry upstairs, but Hugh said, “Don’t bother. It’s unlocked.”

We trudged over the old linoleum, passing the various levels. I curiously looked down each of the corridors, the walls scrawled with graffiti and punctuated with doors decorated with scuff marks and many locks. I imagined the long-dead Chinese workers crammed behind each doorway and shuddered.

On the third floor, from behind the first apartment door we passed, came the sound of people arguing in a language that sounded Asian and tonal: Thai? Vietnamese? I had no idea. Coming from the next apartment were the stereo-enhanced moans of a pornographic movie. At least, I hoped it was a movie. Then there was Rosa’s door. I could hear the faint strains of a Chinese opera song being played on the radio.

Hugh knocked loudly. No response. He knocked again, and again, and then, faintly, there was the sound of shuffling feet coming toward us. The door creaked open, though the chain remained in place. A section of a small face, as brown and wrinkled as a walnut, appeared. The eyes were bloodshot but sharp.

“What is it?” she asked.

“My name is Hugh Glendinning. Remember, I was here earlier today, Madam, the interview for the case—”

“I know who you are. I thought you got what you needed.”

“We did, thank you very much. We…ah…brought you a gift—nothing big, but something to mark the holiday and my…ah…appreciation of the time you gave us.” Hugh was talking rapidly, which made his accent more pronounced, more difficult to understand.

The woman snorted but her expression softened. “I don’t need gifts. All I really need is food, since those meals people do not come on holiday—”


“Well, food is what we brought.” I spoke up firmly, bringing myself into the conversation. “My name is Rei. I’m Hugh’s friend.”

The woman looked me up and down, nodded, then slid the chain off the door and opened it. I followed Hugh, taking a minute to murmur my thanks to this slight figure wearing a faded pink cotton housedress that stretched almost to her ankles. Her bare arms were little more than skin and bones; I imagined that a strong gust of wind coming through the drafty window by her television could topple her. She appeared to be somewhere between eighty and one hundred. I couldn’t tell, because I was used to well-kept, healthy Asian women who usually looked a decade or two younger than their age.

“I am lucky you came. The meals people will not come to help me tomorrow,” she said, looking at all the plastic containers Hugh was unloading onto her table. There wasn’t much else on it, just a Pacific Gas and Electric bill that said Rosa Munoz, which I guessed was her name. Munoz…It sounded Spanish. I could have sworn she was Asian, from the shape of her eyelids, and the straight silver and black hair pulled back into a knot. I wondered how she was going to pay it. I couldn’t recall if the government still allowed non-citizens to receive Medicare. So much had changed in the United States since I’d moved to Japan.

“It’s our pleasure,” Hugh said. “I remembered you said your stove was broken. Now you can at least have something good to eat for Christmas, and maybe even make yourself a cup of tea.”

“Ah, yes. I can have a tea party.”

From the way she raised her eyebrows, I could tell she was being sarcastic, but it seemed lost on Hugh.

“Do you have relatives in the area, Mrs. Munoz?” Hugh asked.

“Oh, no. Never married, never had children. Like I say to you this afternoon, I’m the only one of my family who got out of the P.I. I could never marry, after what happened to my body.”

The Philippines. Ah, I was beginning to put things together. A large number of Filipinos had helped the United States during World War II, and had been given the chance to emigrate afterward.
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