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The Buddha in the Attic
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“It was better to marry a stranger in America than grow old with a farmer from the village.

Because in America the women did not have to work in the fields and there was plenty of rice and firewood

?é&')c‘b www.koumudi.net ;550‘(08 2014


http://www.koumudi.net/Monthly/2014/july/july_2014_pustakam_nestam.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Buddha_in_the_Attic

3 R0 & 0

for all. And wherever you went the men held open the doors and tipped their hats and called out, “Ladies

first” and “After you.”
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Congressional committee members examine passports of Japanese picture brides atthe immigration
station of Angel Island, Calif, July 25, 1920 (Courtesy www.NYtimes.com)
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“One of us jumped overboard after spending the night with a sailor and left behind a short

note on her pillow: After him, there can be no other.”
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“This is America; we would say to ourselves, there is no need to worry. And we would be

wrong.”
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“Be humble. Be polite. Appear eager to please. Say “Yes, sir,” or “No, sir,” and do as you're

told. Better yet, say nothing at all. You now belong to the invisible world.”
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“But it was not we who were cooking and cleaning and chopping, it was somebody else. And

often our husbands did not even notice we’d disappeared.”
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Some of us had trouble understanding their English, which bore no resemblance to what we
had learned in our books.

We said “Yes” when they asked us if we would mind folding their laundry and “No” when
they asked us to mop, and when they asked us if we’d seen their missing gold earrings we smiled and

said, “Oh, 1s that so?”

oﬁméﬁiﬁa@%ﬁ% aoéSf B8 55000088, FoBH0d Shesdedoen ﬁ)?‘{)@'s Qo080 Dégé)zﬁ)é)m&&.
OBBBEER )05 TE H8$ee EEDHHTH), Ahedrden IrHoNS Eodo edsehss, §55, &, ey BRS
e Qa0 50 SO SR, Y 6y P g)%% B5° €50 Qo&sen SoGh. Bodd Jesorrd
aSrHE DS 8. S0t & FEesd Jeso 308, FolBh TN B0S° @5 HWYO LBSOoADETTE.

?é‘l‘)c‘b www.koumudi.net ;550‘(08 2014



6 R0 & 0

“ONE OF US made the mistake of falling in love with him and still thinks of him night and
day. One of us said nothing to anyone and slowly lost her mind. One of us filled the sleeves of her white
silk wedding kimono with stones and wandered out into the sea, and we still say a prayer for her every

day.”
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“Because the only way to resist, our husbands had taught us, was by not resisting.
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“We gave birth but the baby had already died in the womb and we buried her, naked, in
the fields, beside a stream, but have moved so many times since we can no longer remember where she
18.”
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“And every year, in August, on the Feast of the Dead, we lit white paper lanterns on their
gravestones and welcomed their spirits back to earth for a day. And at the end of that day, when it was
time for them to leave, we set the paper lanterns afloat on the river to guide them safely home. For they
were Buddhas now, who resided in the Land of Bliss.”
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“And even though we saw the darkness coming we said nothing and let them dream on.”
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“Masayo left after saying good-bye to her youngest son, Masamichi, at the hospital in San
Bruno, where he would be dead of the mumps by the end of the week. Haruko left a tiny laughing brass
Buddha up high, in a corner of the attic, where he is still laughing to this day.”
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“for a moment the town feels oddly naked, and it is almost as if the Japanese were never
here at all .”
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“All we know is that the Japanese are out there somewhere, in one place or another, and
we shall probably not meet them again in this world.”
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Come, Japanese!

On the boat we were mostly virgins. We had long black hair and flat wide feet and we were not
very tall. Some of us had eaten nothing but rice gruel as young girls and had slightly bowed legs, and some of us
were only fourteen years old and were still young girls ourselves.

At night we dreamed of our husbands. We dreamed of new wooden sandals and endless bolts of
indigo silk and of living, one day, in a house with a chimney. We dreamed we were lovely and tall. We dreamed
we were back in the rice paddies, which we had so desperately wanted to escape.

First Night

That night our new husbands took us quickly. They took us calmly. They took us gently, but firmly,
and without saying a word. They took us as we stared up blankly at the ceiling and waited for it to be over, not
realizing that it would not be over for years.

They took us with more skill than we had ever been taken before and we knew we would always
want them. They took us swiftly, repeatedly, and all throughout the night, and in the morning when we woke we

were theirs.

Whites

?5&9@ www.koumudi.net 25350‘(08 2014



11 80 & o

We put away our mirrors. We stopped combing our hair. We forgot about makeup. Whenever |
powder my nose it just looks like frost on a mountain. We forgot about Buddha. We forgot about God. We
developed a coldness inside us that still has not thawed. | fear my soul has died.

We loved them. We hated them. We wanted to be them.

IT WAS THEIR WOMEN who taught us the things we most needed to know. How to light a stove.
How to make a bed. How to answer a door. How to shake a hand. How to operate a faucet, which many of us
had never seen in our lives. How to dial a telephone. How to sound cheerful on a telephone even when you were
angry or sad. How to fry an egg. . How to wash a lipstick stain out of your husband’s favorite white shirt even
when that lipstick stain was not yours. How to talk to a husband. How to argue with a husband.

Without us, what would they do? Who would pick the strawberries from their fields? Who would get
the fruit down from their trees? Who would wash their carrots? Who would scrub their toilets? Who would mend
their garments? Who would iron their shirts? Who would fluff their pillows? Who would change their sheets? Who
would cook their breakfasts? Who would clear their tables? Who would soothe their children? Who would bathe
their elderly? Who would listen to their stories? Who would keep their secrets? Who would tell their lies? Who
would flatter them? Who would sing for them? Who would dance for them? Who would weep for them ?

Babies

We gave birth under oak trees, in summer, in 113-degree heat. We gave birth beside woodstoves
in one-room shacks on the coldest nights of the year. We gave birth on windy islands in the Delta six months after
we arrived, and the babies were tiny, and translucent, and after three days they died. We gave birth nine months
after we arrived to perfect babies with full heads of black hair.

We gave birth to babies that were American citizens and in whose names we could finally lease
land.

We gave birth to babies with six fingers and looked the other way as the midwife began to sharpen
her knife. You must have eaten a crab during your pregnhancy. We contracted gonorrhea on our first night with our
husband and gave birth to babies that were blind. We gave birth to twins, which were considered bad luck, and
asked the midwife to make one a “day visitor.”

The Children

THEY HAD THINGS to keep them safe. A red bottle cap. A glass marble. They had secret words
that they whispered to themselves whenever they felt afraid. They had favorite sisters in whose arms they could
instantly fall asleep. They had hated older brothers with whom they refused to be left alone in a room. He’'ll kill me.
They had dogs from whom they were inseparable and to whom they could tell all the things they could not tell
anyone else. | broke Papa’s pipe and buried it under a tree. They had their own rules. Never sleep with your
pillow facing toward the north. (Hoshiko had gone to sleep with her pillow facing toward the north and in the
middle of the night she stopped breathing and died). They had their own rituals. You must always throw salt
where a hobo has been. They had their own beliefs. If you see a spider in the morning you will have good luck.

Some of us preferred our daughters, who were gentle and good, and some of us , like our mothers
before us, preferred our sons. They're the better gain on the farm. We fed them more than we did their sisters.
We sided with them in arguments. We dressed them in nicer clothes. We scraped up our last pennies to take
them to the doctor whenever they came down with fever, while our daughters we cared for at home.

If their pictures appeared at the end of the yearbook they pretended not to mind. “That’s just the

way it is,” they said to themselves. And, “So what?” And, “Who cares?” cares?” Because they knew that no matter
what they did they would never really fit in. We're just a bunch of Buddhaheads.
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Still, they dreamed. One swore she would marry a preacher so she wouldn't have to pick berries
on Sundays. One wanted to save up enough money to buy his own farm. One wanted to become a tomato grower
like his father. ...And even though we saw the darkness coming we said nothing and let them dream on.

Traitors

What did we know, exactly, about the list? The list had been drawn up hastily, on the morning of
the attack. The list had been drawn up more than one year ago. The list had been in existence for almost ten
years....It was nearly impossible to get your name on the list. It was extremely easy to get your name on the list.
The list was endless.

EVERY EVENING, at dusk, we began burning our things: old bank statements and diaries,
Buddhist family altars, wooden chopsticks , paper lanterns, photographs of our unsmiling relatives back home in
the village in their strange country clothes. | watched my brother’s face turn to ash and float up into the sky.

WE FELT CLOSER to our husbands now, than we ever had before.

Now whenever | speak to someone, | have to ask myself, “Is this someone who will betray me?”

Last Day

Some of us left weeping. And some of us left singing. One of us left with her hand held over her
mouth and hysterically laughing. A few of us left drunk. Others of us left quietly, with our heads bowed,
embarrassed and ashamed.

Haruko left a tiny laughing brass Buddha up high, in a corner of the attic, where he is still laughing
to this day. Takako left a bag of rice beneath the floorboards of her kitchen so her family would have something to
eat when they returned.

One man left East First Street in Los Angeles with a white wooden box filled with his wife’s ashes
hanging from a silk sash around his neck. He talks to her all day long.

A Disappearance

IN AUTUMN there is no Buddhist harvest festival on Main Street. No Chrysanthemum Feast. No
parade of bobbing paper lanterns at dusk. No children in long-sleeved cotton kimonos singing and dancing to the
wild beating of the drums until late in the night. Because the Japanese are gone, that's all.

OUR MAYOR has assured us there is no need for alarm. “The Japanese are in a safe place,” he is
guoted as saying in this morning’s Star Tribune. He is not at liberty, however, to reveal where that place is. “They
wouldn’t be safe now, would they, if | told you where they were.” But what place could be safer, some of us ask,
than right here, in our own town?

These are, the mayor reminds us, extraordinary times. We are part of the battle front now, and
whatever must be done to defend the country must be done. “There will be some things that people will see,” he
tells us. “And there will be some things that people won't see. These things happen. And life goes on.”

Some Interesting Links:
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http://articles.latimes.com/1995-05-11/news/cb-64865_1_picture-bride
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