


THE SENSEI /

by Wakako Yamauchi

There’s a story I'd like to tell. It’s been a long time on my
mind, changing form, eras, situations, characters, but [ think
there’s only one way to tell this story: the way it happened.

It starts back at the beginning of World War 11, maybe earlier,
but for my purpose, this is where it starts. Beyond that I'll leave
to the reader because I think audience participation is important:
like those paintings artists do that leave interpretations to the
critics. If you paint too much of the picture, it’s not first-rate
because that interferes with the evocation of emotions. 1 believe
this, but 1 never made it as a painter either. You've never heard
of Utako Morita, have you?

Well, when the United States and Japan entered into war, the
Japanese and Japanese-Americans living on the West Coast were
shunted off to various internment centers in the more isolated
areas of the United States. For security reasons, they said. 1
went to Poston, Arizona with my family; I was 17 then, and
though 1 was resentful that my loyalty was questioned, what
could a girl of that age do? Yes, girl. I'm not a man. Lots of
people think that. ] write letters to magazines sometimes, and
they answer: Dear Mr. Morita. I’ll give you a clue about Japanese
names: if there’s a ko at the end of a first name, it’s female.
This doesn’t mean there aren’t women with male names OT
female names without ko.

I guess I write like a man too. I've always tried to be direct
and 1 guess that’s a sort of masculine trait. I have this thing
about being sweet: all Japanese girls are sweet, ask anyone. And
while I was growing up, it was so important for me to be differ-
ent from every other Japanese girl, 1 made great effort to be
honest and unsweet. Not that sweet and honest are opposites;
but directness isn’t a desirable trait among Japanese women.
Sweetness is. Sometimes it really annoys my husband Jim, this
directness of mine; he thinks women should work hard at being
women. But this is the way [ am; I can’t help it—but I’'m all
woman otherwise—and 38. You wouldn’t believe that either,
would you? But there you are.

Inside this particular camp, as in the others, there were many
political factions: ultra-Americans, ultra-Japanese, varied degrees
of both, fence-sitters, indifferents, and at least one pacifist.
There was quite a bit of internal tension; there were rumors of
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';111 (siorts, plack lists, beatings, and a pro-Japané:se"strike I at-
be;gc,e(:dsgrl]sd,a\:'jsstv?:;(}l up al.l night 1(;1 little groups of campfires
' g In icy winds, Japanese milita ;
blaring over the loudspeaker. My girl fri 1 ity
and I huddle_d together and sangybgalladrslirlf(ir(;hceo\r:i:;itrl;fopr‘ii;llmt)
r(;\b;)ut this time, the Govgrnment decided to separate'the
pros drom the cons. The way it was done: questionnaires were
f}?:sfjst t(o all t;l\merlcan citizens and somewhere in the middle of
Wd oy number 18 or 19)‘, ther.e were two important questions:
: ]u d you renounce all ties with Japan, and would you volun-
re;(cr your services to the United States, only worded more legal-
l1 e. On the basis of the answers, the young people were sorted
. answered yes-yes; I mean, after all, what did I know‘ aboui
bap‘:]n, and vyhat branch of service would take me? But my
tl;o 1er Toshio was a no-no. It was very hard on the old folks;
.ety were brought up in the spirit of Yamato: patriotism filial’
Ele y, and ’Spartar}, or rather, Japanese existence, and t}’lough
ey weren’t required to answer the questionnaires, the Govern-
’{.‘e“t offered to repa.triatc those that wanted to retL,lrn to Japan
hese people, _repatrlots, and no-no’s and yes-no’s were sent t .
Tule ljake, Cahfornia to await transfer to Japan. Some rc;;atriot(;
%?Ellxenﬂel:]tllrg c}ans', some left their young folk, and some young
AP wenil;]oine],mes. It was very hard on the old folks. My
There’s where Toshio met Jim Morita, the man 1 was to
gl.z(l)réyAIl\z;ter..‘Tosh.xo used to write to me about life in Tule:
m. . callst.hemcs, !apane.se language classes, the friends he’d
ade, the Morita clan in particular who were so kind to him, the
arle'ssrlre groups, the extremists who shaved their heads l;ozu
¢ 1l;tcinbo?§-bzl}ld), ba:zzai meetings (that’s a kind of battle-cry;
knmn‘gss T]h:y Islgr};ieyd i(X)]r rll‘,olng L@\t/e the King!), beatings, and
fings. ule quite a while; t ¢
waiting list and only one boat, the Swedish Gri};)igfol\:/r;is'lgols?ll;cg)
;vrf)te me about contingents who left for Japan, how théy wept
sent candy bars, ‘cookies, and once I saved up m cloth'p :
allowance and sent him a sweater. It made me sad— f k -
mberother’s keeper. i i
y the time war ended, we in other camps had gr:
bgen pr.oces‘sed (investigated and cleared) intopthe mef;inds(:;?zii]);
of ou.t51de life. We scattered all over; Chicago, New York, Cin-
(f:ma‘tltl’ Boston, but most of us returned to the West Coas’t. My
amily moved back to Los Angeles. There was a huge group left

stranded in Tule; they too were
’ ro .
haek: Toshioetirned 1o us. processed and allowed to sift
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The Morita family went back to Walnut Creek in Northern
California, where they’d farmed before. Only Jim came to Los
Angeles to attend the University here. That’s when I met him.

I wish I could tell you about our courtship—the joy, the
pain—but that’s not pertinent to my story. I’m glad we got
married before we had sense enough not to. We're both from
Buddhist families so we had a Buddhist wedding, and the priest
said he was so happy to unite two Buddhist families. Suddenly
the awesome responsibility of family—generations from my
womb—scared me silly and 1 felt like bawling. That’s what 1
mean about getting married before 1 had sense enough. I won-
dered what Jim was thinking but we were like in separate
rooms.

The first years were rough. We got a small basement apart-
ment for keeping the yard mowed. I worked at a shower curtain
factory hand-painting shower curtains; you’ve seen them—
flamingoes, palm fronds, sailboats; and every four and a half
months we scraped the barrel to meet non-resident fees at
school. Jim’s citizenship problem disqualified him as a resident.
His major was international relations and his dream was to work
in the reconstruction of Japan. Phoenix from the ashes.

We spent most of our weekends in our basement apartment
playing penny-ante poker with Jim’s colleagues who were also
very needy. Sometimes he’d go to the House, one of the dormi-
tories, for a big game. “I’ve got to make tuition,” he‘d say, and
most of the time he’d get it. He’s what they call a tight player.
But Jim’s very superstitious and he could never go to these
games without a smile and kiss from me. Sometimes I simply
couldn’t do it, smile and kiss, and he’d say, “well, I just won’t
go if you don’t want me to. I'll just go on to bed.” And he’d lie
in bed next to me (I’d have retired by then, sulky) with his
coat and shoes on. That would make me laugh and I'd smile and

kiss him, and watch him go off like a kid running to catch the
ice cream man. | said to myself, when we have money he will
stop this. He needs the money.

Jim heard about Las Vegas from these boys at the House.
They planned systems and worked out mathematical theories
and laws of averages, and Jim would come home all excited and
tell me about them: gambling around the clock, night lit up like
day, money flowing like water, free drinks, free breakfasts. We
had to go.

It was winter; I cashed my fifty-dollar bonus check and we
agreed not to write checks or use the tuition money. I tucked an
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:lxtrahten dollars in the secret compartment of my wallet. I’d
hssgr;a;gda?l?ut‘Las Vega:; of people coming home broke and
nning o ile
etk g out of gas the last mile home. We drove off
We lost most of our mon i
ey at the gaudiest, plushest casino
l(f:)f:)vntown, the Golden Nugget. There were only a few doilars
. so we went across the street to the Boulder Club,*where
—xme and quarter bets were allowed. The clientele diffcre’d there
: ?yzgsftéheml loct)ked lllke grizzled prospectors, refugees from
rn. I sat at the Keno seats and bought
and pretended to mark numbers; e b
! mg 1s; they won’t let you sit down
unlgss you're playing the game. In a little while Jim came alon
and Jefked his head, let’s go home. 7
’_(\i’VlHle we were walking to the door, Jim pulled my arm and
;11 , “‘Look at the.man standing at the water fountain.” I looked
kier:](;;v?)sf?lsma]l tl}“n man, Japanese, about 40 or more. His face.
ung on his neck like a rag on a peg. H d '
ned with creases like gullies on hi ¢ s st )
: s . 1is face, his hair was thinnin
and lfns eyes were incredibly tired. His two-toned loafer jackegt’
was faded and dirty; he looked like a strip of bent clay. “H
asked_me for money,” Jim said. A
“Dnc_i you give him any?”’ I asked.
I didn’t have any to give.”
fro'rf:ewrl?:n lleaileddolver the fountain and took a long drink and
| re I stoo could almo shi
e b st hear the cold water rushing
; V\Ze were maybe five miles out of town, driving in the cold
garc.of the desert sun when Jim spoke, “I can’t get over it
Im‘a‘gme c..a Japanese begging.” i
ol Obl‘l, an please,” I'sa'id irritably. This whole trip had been
buft {g‘g\&?am to me: pain in Fhe arches, the pocketbook, and the
oy : } ho can be responsible for all the Japanese the world
ofe';’ \}zny there must be thousands of them begging in the streets
HE (;yo, or I'fongkong, or wherever. Besides, what could you
0o? You didn’t have the money.” The ten-dollar bill in m
secret compartment lay very still. 4

“I can’t help thinkih im,” Ji i
g about him,” Jim said and pulled tt

car over to the side. I is nails. p_e,tle
il ide. He looked at his nails. “I know him,” he
‘I‘vaalsl rcially s’hook up. “Why didn’t you say so?”” I demanded.
i Lea]; don’t exactly know him, but I’ve seen him around in
i te } e. He was known as Kondo Sensei (sensei means master
r teacher—sort of professorial), at that time he was a Buddhist
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priest. He was a powerful man in camp, feared and respected.
He had a big following of fanatics; people called them his goon
squad, thugs. They shaved their heads like the monks in Japan
and they moved in bands and people were afraid of them. My
blood was hot then and I envied that power but didn’t have guts
enough to join his band. Now look . . . begging . . . I can’t
believe it.”

We turned back.

Jim found him at the Boulder Club still standing where we
last saw him, leaning against the water fountain. We drove to a
restaurant. I can’t remember what we ate, but it was a two-fifty
dinner, all three of them. While we waited for our order, he
told how he hadn’t eaten for three days, nor slept in that long
except to doze on his feet. He said he hadn’t bathed for two
weeks, and 1 believed this. He explained how he was on his way
to Denver and stopped off to change trains and had become so
fascinated by this town and the abundance and glitter of its
money that he was compelled to stop for a day to study the
situation. That was a month ago, and all his possessions were
now pawned and he had nothing, nothing, not even self-respect,
and ah, how low must a man sink before his senses return. If
God would permit him one last chance, to continue to Denver,
he would never again falter in the face of temptation. All the
while, he talked slowly with his eyes closed and seemed to catch
small naps between phrases. During one of these lulls, Jim men-
tioned how he recognized him as Kondo Sensei of Tule Lake.
He didn’t even open his eyes. “Yes, yes,” he said, “and they are
waiting for me in Denver.” 1 wondered if it was the parish that
waited, but it didn’t seem proper to ask right then.

“Sensei,” Jim said, “your family, the children and you wife
must be quite worried about you . . 5

“Yes, yes, | must hurry on to Denver,” he said, and, “'so you
were in Tule—ah yes, I remember the Moritas, fine people. Your
father, yes, he was very active, was he not? He worked with the
block council . . .77

“Well,” Jim said, “you’re probably thinking of some other
Morita. My father worked in the Block 12 kitchen.” He gave a

small laugh. :
“That’s right, that’s right. A fine man.” The Sensel dozed off

again.

i Jim left us to see about cashing a check and when he returned,
he passed the Sensei some money and offered to drive him to
the Greyhound depot and buy his ticket for him. “] know your
family is waiting for you,” Jim said.
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The Sensei’s hands fluttered like they’d drop off. “No, no,
no,” he said, “I wouldn’t think of putting you to such trouble.
You’ve done enough for me. When 1 get back to Denver among
my friends, I shall repay this money. You’ve rescued me as sure
as you’d plucked me from deep water. 1 shall never forget you,
Mr. Morita. The bus depot is not far from here and walking will
help keep me awake.” There was a crystal tear in the mucus
around his eyes.

Jim slipped him some more money. He bowed deeply and as
we turned the corner, [ saw him raise his arm in a forlorn salute.
Jim asked me not to tell anyone about this encounter with the
Sensei; I guess he couldn’t bear the thought of people laughing
over it, although he got a lot of laughs talking about my friends.

We went to Vegas quite often after the first taste of being so
physically close to so much money. During one of these junkets
Jim came rushing over to me. | was pumping the arm of one of
those slot-machines. If you stay at one machine long enough, it
seems to get into a sort of frenzy and starts paying off and
sometimes hits a jack-pot. So seven dollars on a nickel machine—
it gave me something to do. “Let’s get out of here,” Jim
whispered. “The Sensei’s here.”

I didn’t want to leave; I’d already dribbled two dixie cups of
nickels into this particular machine ~they give you paper cups to
use; two dollars worth of nickels doesn’t quite fill one of them,

and I didn’t want to leave. “Oh Jim,” 1 was exasperated, ‘““the
Sensei won’t see us.” And still pumping, 1 asked, “Where is he?”
Jim jerked his head toward the black-jack table.

The Sensei stood behind the seated players and appeared to
observe the game. He kept his hands in his pockets and they
moved as though impatiently fingering coins. He looked much
better than when we first saw him, tidier, but his eyes still had
that weary glaze. They say if you stare long enough, a person
will feel it; well, the Sensei turned. Then he walked away. I was
right; he didn’t see us.

That was a number of years ago. We don’t go to Vegas much
now. If we were married in ’48, and Jim went to school for four
years, this Sensei thing happened along ’49 and ’52. All that
time I was painting shower curtains. Oh, it wasn’t that bad: I
did other things. Once 1 took a course in ceramics; Jim even
bought me a potter’s wheel and would have bought a kiln, but
we couldn’t cart it home. I studied anthropology too. You pay
two-fifty for registration and you can take as many courses as
you can bear. But it wasn’t that good either; there were some
bitter quarrels. And once Jim said when he got through school
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he would no longer need me and he would shuck me like an old
C
;hoe. Machiavellian. i : et
Shc.)l&ix‘nM;gt his B.A. and went to work for an 1mp0r‘t|ng hrm‘k
stock boy. After a while he was made foreman loi 'thlil SIO'L]{
. ¢ i job. He said now I could pair
room and he had me quit my job. He S
i : . But you paint flamingoes and p
anything | wanted ; e e
i i 3 ou hardly wan
and sailboats for four years and y Juant o ho
i € ber the things you wanted to p
paintbrush or remembe: b i
>thing akin to spirit leaves you and you o
S::);ntbliatl )g/ou once lay awake nights thinking and seeing color
and form and space. Maybe that’s part of grov,vmg“up. Ma)&t’)f
that’s what people mean when they say you've “"matured :

u’ve lost enthusiasm.
yOJim got restless working in that stock room and after a couple

of years, he opened a small rc;tt:ord slrl(zgénllicedsigyacz)rt‘ilroejty\;iatrs
i & out. never seeme 4 :
}‘:/ils‘thtatll;i?]toa:lcl1 ltlli]su:)lizl)t;lies out to lunch‘ so often. He .slz'utd ttl)l::
wz;sn’t trae; he would have left tl.le business sooner 917 ‘:Seryou
cause he couldn’t stand the noise. All those teenagers,
kn?{\gl\atmxllcl)]vev\jblrlg:);?lﬁhg cars. It’s been all right; hcf wugiéz a
suit and tie every dayﬁ,ﬂantd he lllssut;(l)llzehﬁ]s]solr)toacnl%t“c])cymgo o)t,‘f‘
»’s among men. That seems por » they 20 9
?g;j ahtlfink no:\’zv and then, and thpy play .llar’slp?lf(l:lr.o;lll;aotnsc;
me that two people on a desert 1§lan(l with a ha e
2;’)xfllust have invented. It has something to do with 'blui 12i d,on’t
the serial numbers on currency; and the gqtczq ,t(l)ltlr;(g) byc e
need a lot of equipment, just money. But it’s g
go‘ﬁrﬂql?g:s ligllE.e happy at this job, and we.alwa'ys have a g](zo:i
d?:l\(tar to use. Evenings he’s often hu§y.w1th %‘llel‘lls,‘ (?E’p‘(()m;l,
n]roa staff meeting. And he loves cars. ’Ih}s: busmesi is bf,d; long,
gt‘ cc;urse. Sometimes the money is plcn(ntlul, bl\: :nl(e):jeeiss Sy
dry spell that’s pretty rough just before “Ttﬂgu modes gy
out. 1 try to look out for thcsc.bad slays‘a. ng e i
seems to be enough surplus 19 tide us over lnv? yWe sy
frugal kind of style. When things get too roug,lll,erc i o
and take a trip for a few days to Ventura w, el o
Toshio now lives. He married a girl from there w
i Angeﬁlest. finished packing the old Gladstone for this‘trlp to
I had jus dlr}im was on the front room ﬂgor fast,cnxn’g\lzhzei
:i::g‘s”:r;da[\lle were laughing about the many times we d packe
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this bag for Vegas and never opened it. We’d lose the money be-
fore nightfall. The front door was ajar because we’d been to
and from the car. It was a soft September evening and a pale
grey light came through the door. We heard a shuffle of feet on
the rubber link mat we have outside. We only saw a silhouette,
and believe it or not, I mean it had been seven or eight years, |
knew who it was.

“Oh, Sensei,” Jim said bowing before he quite got to his feet.
“My,my...”

“Ah, Mr. Morita,” the Sensei bowed, “I have never forgotten
you. I see you’re planning a trip. I don’t want to detain you.”

Jim glanced at his watch, “We have a few minutes, sir, please
sit down.” I turned on the lights.

The Sensei looked as if he had walked all the way from Vegas.
His shoes were cracked and dusty and his hat and coat were
stained with sweat. It was the same or similar two-toned coat.
he wore when we first saw him. He looked as though the desert
sun had beat upon him for days, and he’d lived on those paper
bags tossed out by motorists.

“Make a sandwich for Sensei, Utako,” Jim said. ‘““And a cup
of tea.”

The Sensei put out his hand, the same fluttering hand he used
at us eight years ago. “No, no,” he said, “‘you were just leaving
for someplace. I won’t detain you.”

“We have a few minutes, Sensei,” Jim said, “my wife will
make a sandwich for you.”

I could hear them from the kitchen. The Sensei asked Jim
how things were with him. “Not bad,” Jim replied, “I’'m in the
car business now, and I have to see a client in half an hour, then
we plan to drive to Ventura.” The Sensei almost purred. He said
that fate had been kind to a most deserving individual: the
beautiful car, the lovely house, and weekend motor trips. Jim
didn’t bother to protest the car was on loan, the house in
mortgage and the furniture payments were in arrears. There was
a painful pause and then Jim asked, ““And how is it with you,
Sensei?”’

It came pouring out like dammed water; the troubles he’d had
—the heartaches. Five, six years of bad, bad luck. He’d gone into
business with a partner: produce in Anaheim. Yes, partnerships
are bad—two bosses, two different ideals—no good. The debt,
the incredible debt this unscrupulous man incurred—the lying,
the cheating; yes, bankrupt, had to dissolve the business. The
anxieties, the tension! Yes, even considered suicide; very serious-
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ly considered it. Oh yes, yes, a terrible sinful th.ougl_lt. ]

They both stopped talking when | wal.ked in w1th'the sand-
wich. 1 was glad because 1 could see that Jim was looklng.,a little
uncomfortable. 1 pushed the sandwich under the Sensei’s long
tac‘?-You should not have made it, Madam, you are too lfn?d, f'f\r
too kind for such a worthless fool,” he swallowsd the Jmc‘?s in
his mouth. I haven’t eaten in over three days,” he iand, an::l
sleep,” he passed a yearning look over our.clouc,k}, I haven't
slept for as many nights. | have considared suicide. :

[ remembered that on our first encounter he said he had not
eaten or slept for three days and nights, and 1 wondered how
many other people had heard this story uqchangcd‘z?.r}d un:
changing throughout those miseral.)le years of the ‘Se‘x}su sfmls
fortune. I had the sympathy, butf:t l\av'uls‘}av[ay ?deep inside of me,

e ome out yet. “God forbid, " 1 said. s
nogirnbld(;intw?:ecd at his v\?/atch, “Sensei,’ hc said, “l.don t like t(;
rush you, but I have an appointment 1n a few minutes, may

i omewhere?”
drlx;z’m;(s)’” the Sensei protested, “‘you have done too‘{nuch
already. I can catch a trolley. I came to Lgs Angclcs,t_o c’z: ‘ 0212
friend but he wasn’t home. 'l try him again later. He isn’t ho

now. I’ll be all right; excuse me for imposing my foolish self

»
upon you. ' g i
i i 2 w minutes
«gtill,” Jim persisted, “we must leave in a fe :

have this appointment, you see. It won’t take long; [)’,](])lij f:‘z/i:
wait in -the car with my wife until I'm through, then T

call it “Little Tokyo™; I’'m sure

Japanese town. We -
Aiclis. ey there. Everyone turns out on

you’ll se® someone you know
Saturday nights.”

The Sensei sat quite s \
slowly and his eyes moved once more to our couc

i ing his sandwich. He nodded
till chewing i gt

surrendered to Jim.
While we sat in the dark car “;1'
i § S S
Sensei how he came to find us in thi
several times since we gave our address many years ago.l £

“Telephone book,” he answered sullgnly. I thought he lr)mé;
be mad at me for being so unfeeling earlier, and 1 felt rea} ‘a .

I tried again: “I hear Las Vegas had really grown since \»t/;
used to go there. | understand they’ve extended the strl‘p w1ll
many more luxury hotels, and the shows they put on are really
fabulous. It must be quite a town now. A g

He turned to life again. “Ah yes, yes,” he said, “it’s quite

aiting for Jim, 1 asked the
big city. We had moved
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town.” He was still for a while, and as though he’d been shuffling
through his files and had come to a final analysis, he said again,
“Yes, it’s quite a town.”

Sometimes I could kick myself for talking when silence is re-
quired, but it’s like when you’re with a fat person and you want
to avoid the word “fat” so everything comes out like elephant,
or gargantuan, or monumental or something. So I kept right on
going. “You know, if all the hopes and dreams of those many
people who go to Las Vegas were converted to units of energy,
imagine what could be accomplished.” I don’t know why I was
talking that way, I didn’t really want to moralize. But already I
could see the Sensei sweating all week long at some miserable
job to lose it all at the tables, and I knew the hopelessness he
felt as the last of his money slipped away. All that energy.

“And all the tears that have stained the sleeves of men,” the
Sensei said. “Still I love Las Vegas.” That made me feel good.

Jim came back and he asked, “I wasn’t gone long, was I?”
We both answered “no” together.

It was a short ride to Japanese town from there. We pointed
out the landmarks: the Statler Hotel, the Water and Power build-
ing, City Hall, the new Police Station. The Sensei was polite in
his attention. When we got to the fringe of Little Tokyo, he
pressed Jim’s shoulder and said, “Here, let me off here:”

He got off the car and bowed carefully. “Thank you for your
kindness,” he said. He nearly stumbled on a piece of side-walk
litter, and then walked on toward the lights of Little Tokyo.
Ginza Club, Miyako Hotel, Mikawaya—green, red, yellow; al-
ternating and blinking, the colors reflected themselves on the
Sensei’s soft shapeless hat. He stopped, waited for a light to
change, then disappeared in the pedestrian traffic.

That was the last I saw of him.




