Life gifted me with life abroad.
Life privileged me to Germany and then Japan, and in Japan up to their peak of private education: Waseda University, of Tokyo. There, they and good fortune placed me with the home-stay family in whom, affectionately, I found my one-year hope and happiness.

Life gifted me! Oh, how—with blessing heaped on blessing. However, I would rather speak of native hurts, and healing, and the taint of assumption—presumptuous, or fierce—which we import with us, as accidental baggage, when we live cross-culturally. The hard times are here.
My home-stay father was Shigemi-san; my home-stay mother, Etsuko.
My memories have them still; and all my thoughts are with them, still.
Two years to the day [or near enough today], and here is how it went:
My home-stay father, customarily quiet, disrupts the quiet of Saturday breakfast. “Buraian.” He enunciates. “We visit our temple tomorrow. Can you come?”

My home-stay mother, customarily talking fast, breaks her morning fast with silence. The breakfast air is thick and vast with spices; now, with choices.

I contemplate my plate, to weigh my costs: their grievance and my humble shame, if, in going, I publicize an uncouth flaw or irksome other Americanism. [I laugh, when they want I listen; or mutter, while they want I speak. I may forget to bow with deference. I may neglect to bring my eyes beneath their eyes.]  —These things are with the grain of who I am.
I contemplate my plate.

“Hai! I humbly intrude to deign you suffer my presence tomorrow.”
Staid, he nods.
The meal resumes; Saturday fills itself; and sleep comes fast.
Etsuko-san and the Sunday morning sun keep ushering me up. A customary smile, accustomed salted salmon and cutlets over rice, and so we’re up and out.
Shigemi-san is beckoning us into the car. Climb in! We’re off. Driving smoothly, smoothly he turns to me and asks, “How do you feel about the bomb?”
The streets curve concrete past us, as we pass.

We may recall… Hiroshima dissolved at 8:15AM on August 6th, 1945; Nagasaki, then, at 11:02AM, August 9th; and the entireties of Tokyo and the eastern plain through napalm at March, April, June, July, and August of that year.
Shigemi-san recalls. Shigemi-san was there.

In retrospect, I suspect his blitzkrieg question had two fronts: [one] are you such a son, as applauds peace and passionate temperance, that I’d admit you in good faith into the Buddhist temple of our faith, and [two] or that I would allow you in my home again? Again, this is the watershed—the stuff that friendships break and spill upon.
In retrospect, I should not have laughed. But spilling tears and laughter came.
We laugh, idly and loud, to mitigate distress; we weep, when stressed. These Occidental reflexes, which work to spare us harm, are accidents in the Orient. They harmed and hung me there, incautiously. Look, here: I know this now.
“Buraian-san.”

“Why are you laughing?”
Shigemi-san is taught up on the steering wheel; each street is tight with angry shadow; we are shifting on.
Brian!
I cease laughing.
Rigidly, all past anxiety, I stutter, stutter some words of low excuse:

“I—I am very sorry. Forgive me!”

“My culture lets me laugh…”

“I am very nervous now.”

I sputter, silent.

He drives slow, and violent.

The temple’s at the end. We are arrived. I am attending.

The service is pews and parishioners; chant, and chants resembling song; Buddhas glazed in gold; and pastors at a wooden pulpit. The service shares, in sanctity or holy verve, with Christian services we know—though sacraments were changed.

“I must change.” I think this, while attentive. I watch. We worship, and tend to think.

“I must rein my impulse short; temper white-hot customs; curtail temper; cut short and thin my humor; and become still.”
“I know nothing here.”

“I know! That we are as, or less, than children here.”

I’ll see it, then and now. I clung to foreign manners, heavily. I compromised too little, embracing little! I kept myself, too much. I think. So, these lacks are mine. I know they sculpted me. [Living abroad, away, may chip away and hew that sculpted clay—ne?]
I keep my fluency in Japanese, and Japanese tranquility. I keep a fervency for native lands; foreign traces. I keep integrity and quality, which local living taught and teaches me. I keep myself, that I may give myself, and keep my heart in growing on, and movin’ out, and healing as I can.

So far as I can kneel and hold a hand like this, I can.
