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ACT I. On a hill in Nagasaki, Japan, U.S. Navy Lieutenant B. F. Pinkerton inspects the house he has leased from a marriage broker, Goro. Goro has arranged a wedding between Pinkerton and Cio-Cio-san, known as Madama Butterfly. When the American consul, Sharpless, arrives, Pinkerton describes his carefree life; he is a sailor roaming the world in search of pleasure. At the moment, he is enchanted with Cio-Cio-san, but his 999-year marriage contract contains a monthly renewal option. When Sharpless warns that the girl may not take her vows so lightly, Pinkerton brushes aside such scruples, saying he will one day marry a “real” American wife. Cio-Cio-san is heard in the distance, joyously singing of her wedding. As she enters, surrounded by friends, she tells Pinkerton that when her family fell on hard times she had to earn her living as a geisha. Her relatives bustle in, noisily expressing their opinions on the marriage. In a quiet moment, Cio-Cio-san shows her bridegroom her few earthly treasures and tells him of her intention to embrace his Christian faith. The imperial commissioner performs the wedding ceremony, and the guests toast the couple. The celebration is interrupted by Cio-Cio-san’s uncle, a Buddhist priest, who curses the girl for having renounced her ancestors’ religion. Pinkerton angrily sends the guests away. Alone with Cio-Cio-san in the moonlit garden, he dries her tears, and she joins him in singing of their love.

ACT II. Three years later, Cio-Cio-san waits for Pinkerton’s return. As her maid, Suzuki, prays to her gods for aid, Cio-Cio-san stands by the doorway with her eyes fixed on the harbor. When Suzuki shows her mistress how little money is left, Cio-Cio-san urges her to have faith: One fine day Pinkerton’s ship will appear on the horizon. Sharpless brings a letter from the lieutenant, but before he can read it to Cio-Cio-san, Goro comes with a suitor, the wealthy Prince Yamadori. Cio-Cio-san dismisses Yamadori, certain that her American husband has not deserted her. When they are alone, Sharpless again starts to read the letter and suggests that Pinkerton may not return. Cio-Cio-san proudly introduces her blond, blue-eyed child; as soon as Pinkerton knows he has a son, she tells Sharpless, he will surely return to her. If not, she would rather die than return to her life as a geisha. Moved by her devotion, Sharpless leaves without having revealed the full contents of the letter. Cio-Cio-san hears a cannon report; seizing a spyglass, she discovers Pinkerton’s ship entering the harbor. Now delirious with joy, she orders Suzuki to help her fill the house with flowers. As night falls, Cio-Cio-san, Suzuki, and the child begin their vigil.

ACT III. As dawn breaks, Suzuki insists that Cio-Cio-san rest. Humming a lullaby to her child, Cio-Cio-san carries him to another room. Sharpless enters with Pinkerton, followed by Kate, Pinkerton’s new wife. When Suzuki realizes who the American woman is, she collapses in despair but agrees to aid in breaking the news to her mistress. Pinkerton, seized with remorse, bids an anguished farewell to the scene of his former happiness, then rushes away. When Cio-Cio-san comes forth expecting to find him, she finds Kate instead. Guessing the truth, the shattered Cio-Cio-san agrees to give up her child if his father will return for him. Then, sending even Suzuki away, she takes out the sword with which her father committed suicide and bows before a statue of Buddha, choosing to die with honor rather than live in disgrace. Suzuki pushes the child into the room. Sobbing farewell, Cio-Cio-san sends him into the garden to play, then stabs herself. As she dies, Pinkerton is heard calling her name.

(Adapted by permission from the Metropolitan Opera’s Opera News.)
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Sharpless:
What lovely fair hair!
Dear child, what is your name?

Butterfly to her child:
Answer: Today my name is Sorrow.
But when you write to my father, tell him
that the day he returns,
Joy, Joy shall be my name!
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It is spring in Nagasaki, and the strands of silk she has set out for the mating birds are gone from the maple tree in the garden, and the mother birds are nestled in silk, but still he has not come. Lieutenant Pinkerton had promised to return to his Cio-Cio-san, his Butterfly, when the uguisu warblers nest. He is late, but he will come. His ship has been delayed—perhaps a storm at sea—but soon she will see him at the entrance to their house, his Navy satchel over his shoulder, his pale blue eyes watering a little, and when he embraces her, his mustache will prickle her mouth and he will smell of sweat and salt.

But last spring he did not come, nor the three previous springs, Suzuki-chan reminds her. Why does madame believe he will keep his word this year? Suzuki makes a sour face as she flaps at the tatami with her cloth.

Because he is a man of honor, she replies, and several times each year he has sent money through Sharpless, so he knows she is waiting. And she and the fox god have a strong premonition that this will be the year.

He will come because he must come. The packets of money are not enough; there are still large debts at the geisha house to be paid, as her geisha mother has lately reminded her. If she is forced to return to the geisha way, Benji will be taken from her and will be an orphan wandering the streets of the pleasure district, destined to become a servant, or worse. So Pinkerton will return this year. Her skin is alive with the knowledge of it. She and Benji will be saved.

She is not surprised, then, that on a warm May afternoon when the hydrangeas are in bloom all over the hills and fragrant roses spill over the gates of houses, Sharpless arrives with his news.

He is a tall thin gaijin with a neck like a crane’s, and sometimes he stutters when he speaks; it amuses her to think that he is a diplomat at the American consulate, such a nervous man, but he is her friend and confidant, and her connection to Pinkerton.

He gives her the envelope of money, an odd expression on his face, not quite a smile. There is something more; she catches her breath.

“I have had a letter,” he says.

“From Pinkerton-san.”

“Yes.”

“He is coming.”

Sharpless nods.

“Soon?”

“Yes. However …”

She spins around the room, embraces Benji and Suzuki, and kisses Sharpless on the cheek, making him blush. Then, taking Benji and Suzuki with her, she runs to the shrine to give thanks to all the gods.

Now she is preparing, singing as she cleans the Western-style room where Pinkerton smoked his pipe and studied his Navy papers. She drags the lumpish chairs outside to beat them with bamboo swatters, dust and white hair from Pinkerton’s cat flying. She freshens her summer kimonos by draping them over the shrubs as an American woman might do—this will bring her luck, she thinks; the pale yellow and lavender kimonos rise and fall in the air like butterflies. Benji has been practicing his English sentences. “Welcome home to Papa-san,” she coaches him, holding up the photograph of Pinkerton for him to address, and “Benji is one smart boy.” Benji resembles his father physically, with his American nose and blond hair, though his hair—the color of butter—is darker than Pinkerton’s. Otherwise he looks Japanese; he has her eyes. Pinkerton will be not only surprised but deeply pleased to see such a son and will want to provide for him. She is certain of this in spite of Suzuki’s pessimism.

When Pinkerton had asked to be her danna, she’d said yes without hesitation, for he seemed steady, a man who could bring her a new ease. As she made her farewell at the okiya, she did not put red beans of uncertainty into the rice presented to her geisha mother.

Benji was born nine months after Pinkerton’s departure, and these have been the happiest years of her life. In her time at the geisha house in Maruyama, she could not have dreamed of being able to care for a child of her own. There was sensual pleasure in nursing and bathing Benji when he was a baby, and in smelling his sweet feathery hair and playing with his toes. She carried him everywhere, but now he is big enough that he can walk with her and hold a parcel or two when she goes to market like a housewife. They stroll along the bay to look at the ships and the changing shades of sky and water. He knows all the colors in Japanese and English, and he asks astonishing questions: How far does the water go? What makes the waves? Where is America? She knows he is a prodigy, even though Suzuki laughs at her for saying so. When Pinkerton returns, he will marry her and give up the Navy to become a Nagasaki businessman, as he had said he would like to do, and they will raise Benji to be an educated man, perhaps a scientist or doctor. She will never again have to dress for geisha parties with vulgar men who made her tie the cherry stem with her tongue, then giggled like schoolgirls when they boldly took the cherry from her lips with their own. So when Pinkerton arrives, she will please him in every way, and she will wear his favorite kimono, black with a river of butterflies.

One morning, a thunderstorm rolled in from the bay—ink-black clouds, lightning, a heavy downpour—but then there was a sudden clearing: a brilliant blue sky, sun shining through light needles of rain. Fox wedding weather, auspicious weather. She sent Suzuki to the harbor for news, and an hour later, when she heard Suzuki’s geta clattering toward the gate, she knew.

“He has come!” she cried, when Suzuki entered the room.

“Yes, madame.” Suzuki gave a deep bow.

“You see?” She embraced Benji, who was sitting beside her, playing with the new string ball she had made him.

“But, madame.” Suzuki came closer; her face was grave. “I am sorry to tell you that Pinkerton has come with a wife—an American wife.”

She stared at Suzuki’s plain face, her wrinkled eyelids. “Then it is not Pinkerton.”

“I have seen them myself, entering a hotel. The owner said Mr. and Mrs. Pinkerton had registered and could not be disturbed.”

“She must be his mother.”

Suzuki shook her head. “She is too young. A young woman with yellow hair, fresh like a lemon.”

“His sister,” she said.

“I’m sorry, madame, but I have made several inquiries. There is no doubt. She is his wife.” Suzuki nodded once, twice, for emphasis.

For a moment the air went black before her eyes.

“Mama?” Benji leaned against her. “Is Papa-san coming?”

She turned to him, taking his rosy, innocent face in her hands. “Yes, Papa-san is coming.”

She jumped up. “Stay here,” she told Benji. “Be a good boy. You will see Papa-san before long.” In the kitchen, she packed some fried tofu, then hurried outdoors. The rain had ended. Pinkerton’s white cat crouched below the maple tree, staring up at a nest of young wrens, his tail swishing. Bad-luck cat. She threw a pebble at him and he streaked from the yard.

She went down the hill and up another, to the pleasure district of Maruyama, passing small shops and teahouses crowded with people. A geisha she knew well, Mayumi-san, who’d had to give up her son last year, waved at her from a balcony. At first Mayumi-san had tried to disguise him as a girl, saying there would someday be a new geisha in the house. Now people said Mayumi-san was crazy.

She looked down at the street, studying the cracks in the flagstones. Some fortunate few geisha sons were adopted by wealthy parents, but this would not be the fate of a mixed-race child with yellow hair.

The plum trees around the borders of the shrine were wet, their oval leaves glistening with rain. She pulled down a branch; the fruit was still green, but she plucked two plums and took them to the stone vat of sacred plum seeds, where she made a prayer. Slowly she approached the stone fox, placed the tofu on the ground before him and bowed, then gazed at his mysterious eyes, his wise smile. “Help me, Inari-san.” A breeze rustled through the leaves above them, sprinkling her with drops of rain. She closed her eyes. If she were very clever, Inari-san said, she could find a way.

As she walked out of the shrine and down the hill, a plan began to take shape in her mind. She stopped at Taiko’s carpentry shop and called to him from the entrance. Once a houseboy for Americans, Taiko-san not only spoke but wrote English. Many geisha and courtesans came to him when they needed love letters for their foreigners.

He soon appeared, greeting her with a lively smile. “Ah, you have been away too long,” he said. “Please take some tea.” He was a winsome man of middle age, his hair still black; he had always favored her.

She explained that she needed assistance quickly, a brief note.

“Hai, hai.” He disappeared into the dark recess of his shop and returned with paper, pen, and ink; they sat together on a bench.

She dictated her words and he translated, writing in careful English script: Mr. B. F. Pinkerton: Come immediately to see your son, Benjamin Franklin Pinkerton the younger, or Benji as he is known. Sharpless-san says this knickname may sound both American and Japanese, as indeed he is by birth. That he is your son I swear by my life, my honor, and all the gods. Some few poor words of English he can speak but not many. He is very good and smart and can count to 100. He likes fresh fish but not salted ones. He must go to America with you now. Sincerely, Cio-Cio.

Postscript: Take care of him always, American wife of Pinkerton.

Taiko-san, no longer smiling, put the letter into an envelope, hesitated, and gave it to her with a deep bow. “Please be in good health,” he said. He did not meet her eyes.

She bowed and walked back up the hill, her body heavy, as if the air were pushing her back. She must be resolute.

She found Suzuki in the kitchen, boiling potatoes. Speaking in a low voice so Benji could not hear, she told Suzuki what they would do. Suzuki gasped and covered her mouth with her hands.

“First show this letter to Sharpless-san and entreat him to accompany you to the hotel. Do not return until the letter is in Pinkerton’s hands.” Sharpless would make certain that Pinkerton did as she asked.

While Suzuki was gone, she packed Benji’s trunk, the one she had brought when she came here from the geisha house with Pinkerton. The chalky odor of the interior almost made her buckle; she would never again embrace him or cook his favorite soba noodles. He would be wild with grief at first. She could see him curled on the floor, his arms tight over his face. She took several shaky breaths. She would never see his young man’s face. But Pinkerton would give him a home, a bright future in America. Her son would not live in the back alleys of Maruyama, picking through garbage, his face streaked with dirt. She could not falter. For Benji’s sake, she must summon all her courage.

Suzuki entered the room and knelt beside her.

“The letter has been delivered to them privately at their hotel. At first Pinkerton cannot believe the boy is his, though Sharpless-san assured him this is so.”

“He will believe when he sees him. The wife?”

“She is shocked. But she has a soft face.”

“Good. Help me prepare.”

In the room where she kept her kimonos, she knelt before the small round mirror to apply the makeup. She would look exactly as she had that first day when she struck his heart. She rubbed wax into her skin, then, her brush trembling, applied thick white paint over her face, covering her lips and eyebrows, leaving a subtle line of natural skin just below the hairline. Using fresh brushes, she painted the lids of her eyes a delicate pink and feathered on brown eyebrows. Bright red for the mouth. The mask gazed back at her from the mirror, her Cio-Cio face.

Suzuki painted the white makeup on the back of her neck, leaving the serpent’s forked tongue of unpainted skin below the hair. Her hair was thick but for the bald spot on the crown that was caused by the tight hairstyle of her maiko days, when she was training to be a geisha. Suzuki arranged the hair on the top of her head in hills and valleys, using a swatch of yak hair at the top.

Just as she had done in the geisha house, Suzuki helped her dress: a gauzy red petticoat, a white cotton blouse with a red collar and long red sleeves, and a floor-length petticoat of white. Then the kimono, an explosion of colorful butterflies down the front, swirling around the hem and up toward her shoulder as if in flight.

In the reception room, she set a bowl of irises on the tokonoma and hung a scroll of a mountain shrouded in mist. At one side of the room was a folding screen, on it a river of plum trees; Suzuki helped her move it to the center, dividing the space. The sword—a souvenir from one of her patrons—she placed beside the tokonoma, on a fresh white cloth, then went outside.

Benji was in the garden, watching a frog in the pond. On his face was the solemn expression that she found uncanny and a little frightening: At such times he looked like a man in a child’s body. He would need his wisdom now.

“Benji, Papa-san will arrive soon. Come dress in your Western clothes to greet him.”

“Papa-san!” Benji jumped up and skipped into the house with her. He practiced his English phrases again as she helped him dress in the white sailor suit she had made for him.

They went to the reception room to wait.

She set the string ball before him on the tatami and put in his hand the small American flag she had bought at a shop by the harbor. “Sit here and play with your toys. Papa-san is coming soon. If you be very good and quiet, Papa-san will buy you new toys.”

She wanted to grab him and run. Perhaps they could go to another city, but she had no training other than that of a geisha and no connections elsewhere; they would be paupers.

In the distance, there was a long yowl. “What is that?” Benji asked.

“Shh. It is nothing.”

She embraced him as long as she could bear it, then rose and went to the other side of the screen to kneel beside the tokonoma. She stared at the scroll, the brushstrokes meaningless. Pain seared her chest. He would see her dead, lying in blood, but it was the only way. In America he would become a successful man. She must be stronger than the blade of steel.

Suzuki entered, very pale, carrying a ceramic sake bottle. She placed it beside the tokonoma, then bowed and left the room.

“Mama?” Benji called. “Is he here?”

“We must wait a little longer,” she said. “We must be patient.”

Benji fell silent behind the screen. She had taught him to be obedient.

She bent forward, a sob trapped in her throat. For his sake. He had been born without good fortune; she must provide it for him.

A grasshopper on the tatami, pale green as a young leaf, made a tiny clicking noise as it jumped. She closed her eyes.

She knows how it will be, like a scene from a Kabuki play. They will climb from the harbor, Pinkerton and the blond wife; already they are on the way. Suzuki will come to announce them, then begin to wail. When Pinkerton runs in, there she will be, lying on the tatami, a bloody sword loose in her hand, her geisha face turned toward the side, his Cio-Cio-san, looking just as she did the day she met him, and beside her will be Benji, staring down at her, the flag of his new country in his hand.



[image: ]




 


Pinkerton:
Oh, the bitter fragrance
of these flowers
spreads in my heart like poison.
Unchanged is the room
where our love blossomed.
But the chill of death is here.
My picture … (He lifts a photograph from the table)
She has thought of me.




 

Kate imagined how odd they must appear to people who strolled past them on deck, casting covert glances their way: a blond, blue-eyed man and woman sitting in silence, on the man’s lap a child with a Japanese face and light hair. All three of them motionless, staring out at the sea like revenants, the boy immobile as a statue, clutching a multicolored string ball.

She drew her blanket more tightly about her shoulders. She should say something. They would look less strange in conversation.

“How can it be so cold in May?” she asked, trying to smile.

“The black current,” Frank said. “Kuro—kuroshiwo.” He made a snaking motion with one hand. “It’s a mysterious, shifting current that runs along the coast of Japan and then out to sea. We should be leaving it soon.”

She gazed out at the gray water, the dark line of Japan receding, then at the boy. Yesterday they had carried him kicking and biting to the hotel, but he hadn’t made a sound since recovering from the sedation. The doctor said he was in profound shock—how much did the doctor know about the circumstances? she wondered. Poor child. She looked at him, his small hands gripping the ball as if his life depended on it.

“What shall we call him?” she said. They were to sit at the captain’s table tonight and hadn’t discussed how to introduce the boy. “He can’t remain Benjamin. It would be a clear signal to the world that he’s your child. Everyone knows you were named for Benjamin Franklin.”

Frank said nothing. He was uncomfortable, of course, she thought, racked with guilt, but they had to discuss this bizarre situation; it was his responsibility, after all. God help me, she prayed silently. She must remember that he had married her and not that awful woman.

“It would be one thing if he looked completely Japanese,” she said. “Remember your promise.” The condition under which she’d agreed to take the boy home with them was that no one would know his parentage. “Frank?”

“Yes, darling.” He looked at her. Today his eyes were gray, but they could be blue or blue-green depending on the surroundings and his mood. From looking at the sea so many years, he’d told her. He reached beneath the blankets to take her gloved hand. “I agree—anything you say.”

“What about a simple Japanese name? Surely he has one. Ask him.”

Frank spoke to the boy in halting Japanese.

“Benji,” the boy said. It was the first word he had spoken.

“You could give him a Japanese name,” Kate said.

“It would make life harder for him in America to have a Japanese name.”

“Well … an American name, then.”

They considered William, David, Michael, then settled on Tom—one syllable, easy for the boy to learn.

“What do you think, Tom?” Frank said, giving the boy a little shake. “Anatano namae wa Tomu, desu ne?”

The boy turned, holding up his ball so that it blocked his view of Frank’s face. “Watashi wa Benji!” he screamed. He rolled off Frank’s lap and went flying down the deck. Frank took off after him; Kate unfurled her blankets and followed.

She found Frank at the back of the ship, gazing about frantically. The deck was empty, the boy nowhere in sight.

Perhaps he had leapt overboard. Anything was possible; he was in a state of lunacy. She scanned the wide fan of wake behind the ship.

“Here he is,” Frank yelled. He had found him squatting behind a large spool of rope. The boy was sucking on his ball, his eyes closed.

Frank lifted him out. “Benji it will have to be, for the time being,” he said.

“He shouldn’t get his way with tantrums,” she whispered, glancing at a couple walking past. The woman, wrapped in fur, stared at them avidly; the man tipped his hat with a slight, superior smile. “He’ll be spoiled beyond salvation.”

“It’s not just a tantrum,” Frank said. “Remember what happened to this boy.”

“I’m not likely to forget.” She made her way back down the deck to the cabin.

Later that afternoon, the ship began to roll, rising high, slapping down hard. Kate lay in her berth, dizzy and nauseated. The cabin was claustrophobic and the motion relentless; she felt as if the pitching of the ship and her nausea and the voyage were never going to end, that she would be mired in this torment forever.

Frank opened the door to the cabin, leading the boy by the hand. “I’ve been mulling it over,” he said, leaning down to peer at her. “What’s the matter, darling? Seasick?”

“Wretched.”

“I’m so sorry. Do you feel like hearing my idea about the name?”

She nodded. Frank and the boy were going up and down in her vision. The boy was staring at her with those black eyes. She shifted her gaze to the left and fixed on the sink.

“We must call him Benji, because eventually he’s going to let slip that was his name. So I thought I could tell people this: The priest at a church, where we can say we found him, called him Benji after me, having no other choice at hand, and by the time we came to fetch him, the name had stuck. He simply had no other name that we were aware of. What do you think?”

“Fine,” Kate said, closing her eyes.

“Sleep if you can, darling. The boy and I are going back up on deck—I’ll see if I can make a sailor out of him.”

The door closed.

“Benji,” she said. The name was bitter in her mouth.

The name was the least of it. There was the shock of learning about Frank’s vulgar liaison—and then, after the tragedy, suddenly having his child to raise.

But he was just an innocent child, she reminded herself. None of this was his doing. He couldn’t help it that he had a mother so cruel as to butcher herself before his very eyes.

The American consul, Sharpless—who had insisted that the boy was Frank’s—told them that as a mixed-race child he would be unadoptable. He would live on the streets, prey to disease and criminals. Frank said he would feel guilty all his life if he left the child to such a fate. He begged Kate to forgive him and to consider what he knew to be a heavy burden.

She had gone to the Oura Church to pray about her decision and afterward went to the cliff where the sixteenth-century Christians had been crucified rather than abandon their faith. It had been a fiercely beautiful day, the sea a smooth blue shroud. If those souls could give up their lives for Christ, she could make the modest sacrifice of finding room for this boy in their home.

Frank had covered her face with kisses. She would be glad, he predicted, that they would have help on the farm until they had boys of their own.

Kate shifted from her back to her side and stared down at the steel floor. She felt as queasy now as she had that month of her pregnancy, not long after they were married. When she lost the baby, Frank had been so dashed it was almost unbearable, and there had been no sign of another these two years. Maybe her sickness now was not just from the motion of the boat. Perhaps she was with child again.

The ship rose, a high, slow climb, then fell with a shudder. Their large trunk slid across the floor; Frank’s shaving mug fell from the sink and shattered.

She thought of that woman lying in blood, and the child beside her, restrained by the maid from throwing himself on his mother’s body. God was calling on her to enlarge her soul. She would learn to care for him as if he were one of her own children, and she would help him to forget.

 


Galena Gazette, June 1, 1895

Plum River, Illinois. There is much commotion and merrymaking these days in our community as Lt. Frank Pinkerton (son of Elmer, who died last year) and his wife, Katherine, have settled in at the Pinkerton farm. As if the presence of the refined Mrs. Pinkerton—the daughter of Galena’s late missionary pastor, the Reverend Timothy Lewis—were not excitement enough, this Christian couple has brought with them, to rear as nearly their own as possible, a Japanese orphan boy rescued from the lowly society of Nagasaky, Japan. In his sermon Sunday last, Pastor Marshall Pollock called upon his flock to excite in their breasts all the human compassion of which they are capable and to extend every possible kindness and instruction to this heathen child in our midst.




 

Benji was given new clothes, scratchy pants that ended below his knees and a shirt with a long row of white circles he was supposed to push through holes. There were stiff heavy shoes to wear outside and inside. When he tried to leave them by the door everyone laughed and Blue Eyes made him put them back on.

Papa-san said this was a farm where they grew good things to eat but the food made Benji sick, the big pieces of red meat, the hill of white mush with a thick brown soup running over the top, and the little green things that ran away from the stabber he had to use. Papa-san said he couldn’t use the chopsticks he’d found in his trunk.

Outside, everything was too wide and stretched-looking. When he saw the river he understood that he was in the kappa world. He had been bad and the kappas had brought him here. He had never seen a kappa but Suzuki had said they were green with long arms and a shallow dish of water on their heads. Unless you knocked the water out of the dish, they were very strong. Once when he swam in a river in Nagasaki and went down deep to get a rock, Suzuki told him never to do that again. The kappas hid in rivers and they could reach inside your bottom and pull your liver out. Even if you weren’t in the river but you were naughty, the kappas could take you there when you were asleep and carry you under the water to their world. Two times he hadn’t come when Mama called and once he had kept a frog in his bed to scare her. Then Mama was lying on the floor with her eyes shut and she wouldn’t wake up. Suzuki said she would never wake up, that the red on the floor was her life coming out of her breast but he would see her again someday in the Land of Spirits and he should pray for her. Suzuki said it was an accident, but he knew the kappas had killed her because he was bad and then they had brought him to this place. That’s why this strange talking sounded like voices through water.

He squatted near the river and looked down at it to see the kappas. The water ran fast and carried sticks and leaves, and once he saw a fish. There was a long-legged bug on top of the water. He poked it with a stick. It could be a kappa in another form. Animals could take other shapes and fool you, Suzuki said, foxes and badgers and birds.

He liked the funny birds here. Chicken. Papa-san read the real word from a big book and then made him say it in kappa language. It was his job to feed the chickens inside their fence. He put corn in the pan and scattered it around him in a circle for them to pick up. They made funny noises, especially the one with the red mushrooms on his head, and he felt sorry for them because of the ugly feet they couldn’t help and the loose necks that went back and forth too much. Their feathers were pretty but hard. Papa said someday they would have babies, little soft ones, and he could have one for his own. He always gave the chickens clean water after their food and Papa said he was a good boy to take care of them so well.

Benji’s room was near the kitchen and in his room was a bed where he was supposed to stay all night. He was not to pull off the covers and sleep on the floor, but he did, when he could stay awake until the house was quiet. The floor was hard beneath the sheets and thin quilts, but as he fell asleep there, holding the string ball Mama had made for him, it was easier to pretend that he was at home and that when morning came Mama’s voice would wake him. Breakfast would be waiting at the low table that looked out on the garden, and there would be miso soup with bits of mushroom he had helped Mama find in the woods, and rice with dried seaweed. This would be in the Land of Spirits, but it would look just like home.

One night when he had a bad dream, he pulled his trunk out from under the bed. It was dark but his hands knew where everything was. The ivory chopsticks with the foxes on the end, the lacquer rice bowl, the kite with the tiger on it. At the bottom was his winter sleeping kimono. He took off the itchy nightshirt and put on the kimono and lay back down. The kimono was soft with thick padding and the silk lining reminded him of Mama. His skin began to feel warm, and when he went to sleep this time he had a good dream. He woke up in the morning before Blue Eyes came in and put everything back into the chest except the kimono, which he folded and slid beneath the mattress where it would be easy to find in the dark.

They went once a week to a place Papa-san said was a temple but it was not quiet and didn’t smell like incense. He had to sit on a hard bench with a lot of other people, and the girls in front of him turned and looked quick at him and laughed. On the platform was a big ugly man who talked loud and waved his arms around until his face was red. Papa said this was the priest, who was very interested in Benji. Someday the priest would come to eat with them and Benji should learn many new words so he could talk to him. Benji shook his head because he didn’t want to learn kappa language, but Papa frowned and said he must so he could get along in this world.

The day before the priest came to eat, Blue Eyes and the old woman wore long white aprons all day while they cooked. Papa was in the field working, so Blue Eyes told Benji what to do by pointing—at the bucket so he would fill it with water; at the woodpile outside so he would bring more wood for the stove. The house smelled good with pie and cake cooking, and in the afternoon the old woman let him have some warm apple pie with fresh cream on it. Their sweet food was the only kind he liked.

The next morning when Benji was feeding the chickens the old woman came out to the pen. When she reached down to one of the chickens Benji thought she was trying to pet it but she took it by the neck and began to swing it around and around with its body and feet making circles in the air and it made a terrible noise and all the other chickens ran away and tried to fly. Benji shut his eyes and put his hands over his ears and screamed as loud as he could to be heard on the other side of the kappa world and didn’t stop until the old woman stuffed her apron in his mouth.


 

Just his luck, Frank thought, to begin farming in a year of withering drought. By late June, the corn and wheat planted in April had collapsed in the fields. Farmers gathered at Red Olsen’s store, talking of rain and rumors of rain, crop insurance, dwindling silage for the cows, bank loans. Bud Case, the burly redheaded farmer whose land adjoined the Pinkertons’, said Frank was lucky he’d been late to plant: a smaller investment in money and labor. “Some of that corn won’t come back even if we get good rain,” Bud said. “But next year will be better.” He clapped Frank on the shoulder. “The lean year is usually followed by the fat. The Lord sees to it.”

“We’ll be fine,” Frank’s mother said, as they sat at breakfast with Kate, Benji, and the Swede. “As long as the well holds. Frank, you remember what your father used to say.”

He sighed. Here came Benjamin Franklin, the great man for whom he’d been named, though his father had said more than once that he wished he could take it back.

“ ‘In time of drought,’ ” she quoted, raising one finger, “ ‘we know the worth of water.’ That’s the silver lining.”

No one spoke; the forks scraped against the chipped blue plates. The table looked just as it had when he was a boy: the white oilcloth with its raised pattern, the chicken and rooster salt and pepper shakers, the blue milk pitcher. The taciturn, white-haired Swede sat in the same chair he’d occupied when Frank was a child, ever since he’d wandered to the farm–nameless and apparently without a memory—and Frank’s father had taken him on.

Frank glanced at Kate, wan and exhausted; there was a streak of flour on her right temple. She gave him a brave smile. She hadn’t expected any of this—his mother, the boy who sat mutely staring at his plate of scrambled eggs and corn mush, the grinding work. When they’d visited the farm last April and sat on the porch holding hands, the intoxicating odor of flowering plums drifting across the meadow, they had decided they could be happy here, independent, in their own house. He’d promised Kate a servant girl, but he hadn’t reckoned on all the expenses to start up a farm that had lain fallow for two years, since his father took ill.

His mother—as she intimated at every possible opportunity—had saved them by leaving her comfortable situation with Frank’s sister’s family in Cicero in order to teach Kate how to run a farmhouse.

“These are very good biscuits, Kate,” Frank said. “Best I ever had.”

“In time of drought,” his mother said, “it’s the Guernseys will turn a profit. Your father always said as much. Ought to get another one.”

“Can’t afford it this year.” Frank leaned over Benji’s plate to show him how to break open a biscuit and butter it.

“Cut back on some fineries, you could.” She didn’t glance at Kate, but Kate went rigid; she’d just ordered drapery material for the parlor.

“We have to be civilized,” Frank murmured, though he agreed with his mother. He and Kate had argued over the draperies; nothing wrong with the old ones, that he could see.

“It was Christian of Bud Case to take care of the Guernseys for us,” his mother said, as though Frank had been expecting to return to the farm all along.

“I imagine he made his Christian profit,” Kate said, with a tight little smile.

Frank laughed in surprise.

His mother’s face turned pink. “No doubt he turned a fine profit,” she said. “Thanks to his wife. Olena can churn more before breakfast than some women do in a day.”

The women rose simultaneously, bumping elbows, and began to clear the table. “Thanks for the meat,” the Swede mumbled, and skedaddled to the barn. Now, there was a Christian man, Frank thought, staying on after his father’s death—not that the Swede had the initiative to move on.

As Kate picked up Frank’s dishes, she gave him a dark look.

He shrugged and took a sip of coffee, cold now. He’d had words with his mother and had explained his mother’s character to Kate. What more could he do?

He looked at Benji’s plate, untouched except for one bite of biscuit. “Eat!” he said, pushing at the biscuit.

The boy stared at him, those licorice eyes just like hers.

Frank spooned up some scrambled eggs and held them to the boy’s closed mouth. “Eat!”

“Leave him alone,” Kate said, turning from the sink.

“He has to eat.”

“He does eat,” Frank’s mother said. “He’s partial to my cherry pie—ate half of one yesterday.”

“The boy needs some work to build a real appetite.” Frank hoisted Benji from his chair, limp as a sack of feed.

There was a chorus from the women: not in the fields, far too hot.

Frank carried Benji out the door and down the steps. Kate came running after him with a straw hat for Benji and a jug of water. The hat fell over the boy’s eyes; Frank snatched it off. “That’s no good.”

“Don’t take him—he’s too young. He can help me in the garden.”

“I was in the fields at five.”

Benji gazed back and forth at them impassively.

“What must he be thinking?” Kate said. She laid a hand on his forehead as if to gauge his temperature.

“He’ll be fine. Daijobu, ne?” Frank said, jiggling Benji.

No reaction, just those eyes boring into him.

They walked along the edge of the pasture where the Guernseys—milked at daybreak—had already found their way to the hill on the other side of Plum Creek. When Frank was a boy with ideas of running away to sea, he had liked to think of that hill as a cresting green wave and the Guernseys as clots of foam. The grass was patchy now, browning in the drought; the cows’ cream wouldn’t have much butterfat, no better grazing than this.

The Swede was waiting outside the barn with the stone boat—a shallow wooden receptacle with high sides and a seat for the driver—hitched to the Percherons.

“We’re getting the rocks out of the field,” Frank said to Benji, miming the action. “They push out of the ground in winter; any one of them could break the plow. You’ll see how to do it. Easy. Fun.” He called up the Japanese word for fun. “Tanoshii.”

He hoisted Benji to his shoulders and, with the Swede driving the boat, they went down Plum River Road and headed into a cornfield—flattened stubble now. Frank intended to plant winter wheat here later in the season, after the drought had passed; it might bring a good price next spring.

He set Benji on the ground, and they followed the stone boat as it bucked and clattered over the furrows. Frank picked up a rock and threw it into the boat—it landed with a thwock—then put a small stone in Benji’s hand and helped him pitch it in. “See?” He gave him another stone. Benji hurled it at the boat with such force that it bounced up and out. Benji turned and grinned at him. Frank felt a catch in his throat; his smile was like hers, the same glint of mischief.

“That’s it. Good boy. Daijobu.” He ruffled Benji’s thick blond hair, already warm from the sun. “Not so hard, though. Easy now.” He demonstrated a slow underhand pitch.

They went on down the row, then another, developing a rhythm. Occasionally there was a large rock that had thrust its way up through the soil; Frank let Benji help him wrestle it out, and they carried it—Frank pretending to stagger—to the boat and set it down.

Benji was a stout little worker. Maybe he’d make a farmer. Stranger things had happened. Frank had never intended to farm, yet here he was. If his brother John—groomed to take over the farm—hadn’t died of tetanus not long after their father’s passing, Frank would still be struggling to make a go of the import/export business in Galena, and living with Kate at her mother’s house. His own mother was a peach in comparison to that woman.

Benji held out a flat rock in his palm.

“Smart fellow,” Frank said, looking at it closely. “An arrowhead.” He repeated the word; he should have brought his Japanese–English dictionary, though it was cumbersome to manage in the field. He took the arrowhead from Benji’s hand. “An Indian used this,” Frank said. “A hunter.” As they went on, he began to talk about the Indians who used this land before the white man—maybe Benji would begin to absorb some English this way, as Kate kept insisting. He became so caught up in his story about the fierce Blackhawk war that had raged here not so many decades ago that he forgot to look for rocks, and Benji stopped picking them up, walking slowly beside him.

“Papa-san?” Benji said.

Frank knelt beside him. “Benji-san.” It was the first time the boy had addressed him directly since that miserable day, when Frank had rocked him to sleep in the hotel room. Benji said something in Japanese he couldn’t understand, then stared at him, his face unreadable. Frank gave him a quick embrace. “You’re going to be fine. You’ll come to like it here. I promise.” When they returned to the house, he would look up some words of comfort in his dictionary.

The stone boat was pulling away from them. “Pinkerton?” the Swede called.

As they hurried to catch up, Benji stubbed his toe on a rock and fell; the string ball rolled out of his pocket. Frank watched as he scooped it up and carefully brushed it off. It was like a rainbow, every color of string imaginable. She must have spent hours making it. Benji scrubbed at it with his hand, frantic; there was a stain he couldn’t remove. Frank soaked his bandanna in water from the canteen and dabbed at the ball. “See, it’s better now. Daijobu,” he said, though he couldn’t tell for sure. “We’ll wash it some more when we get home. Water—mizu—and soap.”

Benji was sniffling, and his hair was plastered to his forehead with sweat. Frank wiped the boy’s forehead and neck with the wet bandanna, gave him a drink. “Time to unload,” he yelled to the Swede. He hoisted Benji to the seat beside the Swede, and gave him the canteen. The boat dragged around in a wide circle, and they drove back across the field to dump the rocks on the pile already there, then they headed back toward the house.

Frank stared at the ground, still scanning for rocks, but his mind had come untethered. He thought of Butterfly’s delicate fingers wrapping the strings around the ball, then laying it out by Benji’s futon as a morning surprise—in such a way, she had given him a fan that he now kept in a drawer of his desk. He could see her quiet smile as she anticipated Benji’s reaction, then his delight, throwing the ball up and down, the two of them chattering in Japanese. Now he had no one to talk to. If she could have known how her boy would suffer without her, would she have taken her life?

Sharpless seemed to think it was his fault, that she had cared for him more than he knew, was in such despair that she drove the sword into her breast. He shuddered, pushed away the image, went back to a time before that, when they lay on the futon one morning at daybreak, listening to birds in the garden. If he had been true to her, perhaps they would be a family now.

But then he wouldn’t have Kate. He wouldn’t even have known Kate, but he wouldn’t have known that he didn’t know her. He concentrated on her face, the iridescent blue eyes, the slightly crooked smile. He thought of her hand in his, the first time they’d danced, the long, serious conversations as they walked the hilly streets of Galena in the rain.

He was deluding himself to imagine that he’d have returned to Butterfly, the man he was in his earlier days. He’d been footloose then, with girls in Cuba, Brazil, California. It had taken Kate to make him want to settle down. She was intelligent without making too much of it, they had interests in common, had both lived in the Orient, and she had an appealing feminine warmth. During their walks, her intimate gaze had invited confidence: He’d told her about his yearning to go to sea ever since he’d read Two Years Before the Mast as a young man; about the falling-out with his father and his flight to Hampton Roads; and he confessed his disappointment in the Navy—the inertia of the top brass, the leaking dinosaur of a ship to which he’d been assigned.

He looked at the expanse of land, the island of trees in the distance like a mirage in the shimmer of heat. For a moment it seemed to him that much of his life had been a dream and it was only lately, with the shock of Butterfly’s death, that he had wakened to his foolishness, his vanity, and his lust—a no-good, his father had called him—and that now, as if in punishment for his sins, he walked a furrow in the ground behind his father’s Percherons, reaping a harvest of stones.


 

The farmhouse parlor was a lugubrious room, long and narrow, which made rearrangement of the furniture impossible, Kate found. A hideous pump organ favored by Frank’s mother dominated the room. There was a love seat of punishing horsehair, a platform rocker with frayed upholstery, and a wicker rocker better suited for the porch. The room faced westward, so that only wan light fell between the dusty brown draperies, and in the summer it was airless and hot. Kate had added to one corner of the room a curio cabinet filled with souvenirs of Frank’s travels and of her childhood in China; it would make an interesting focus of conversation when she began to entertain. In the basement she had found a rather handsome bookcase with glass doors. She had Frank carry it upstairs and, after she had dusted and polished it, she placed in it her sets of Dickens and Trollope, her Emerson and Thoreau, and the collected works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Situated between the windows, in lieu of the plant stand with its spindly ferns, the bookcase was a welcome and cultivated addition to the room. Kate planned to replace the wall decorations—a morbid hair wreath; a foxed print titled The Stag at Eve—with examples of her own handiwork. Her first sampler, made in childhood—an alphabet with a cross-stitch rendition of Mary and her lamb—now hung above the love seat; she hoped Benji would eventually learn his letters from it.

Benji seemed observant and bright, but he had yet to make progress with English. Of course, it was early for that. He must be frightened in his isolation, and perhaps bored. In the pocket of his overalls he always carried the string ball from Japan. Kate often saw him seated beneath a tree or on the porch, shifting the ball from one hand to the other. The boy needed some new playthings.

On the afternoon that two boxes arrived from Montgomery Ward, Kate sat on the parlor floor with Benji while she opened the larger box. “Toys,” she said. “All for you.”

She took out a stuffed bear, golden brown with fuzzy ears, and held it out to him. “Bear.”

He looked at it, then at her. That stare of his was unnerving. She rocked the bear in her arms, then arranged his arms around it. He looked down at it and set the bear carefully on the floor. Had he never seen a toy animal before? She should have waited until Frank was here with his dictionary to translate, but she wanted Benji to know that the toys had been her idea.

“Here—you’ll like this.” She took the wooden top out of its box—it was shiny, with red, white, and blue stripes—and set it to spinning in front of him. The colors blurred as the top whirled, then it listed and sped across the floor, knocked against the rocker, and fell over. Benji laughed—you darling, she wanted to say; she had never heard him laugh before—but he made no move to retrieve the top.

She took out a book of Mother Goose rhymes and a silver spoon with his name engraved on the handle, the latter a motivation for him to learn to use table utensils properly. Neither of these items evoked any interest.

He liked the blocks, though, light wood with a high varnish, made in three different sizes. She helped him build a wall, and he began to make stacks of his own. She sat for a few minutes watching him as he carefully placed one block on top of another; he seemed to be counting under his breath.

“I’m glad you like the blocks,” she said. He didn’t look at her. She hadn’t expected a thank-you, but she thought there might have been a glance of understanding, or a smile. Maybe he would never learn to love her, and she might never have a child of her own. The nausea on the journey had been a false alarm, nothing but seasickness, and Frank was disappointed in her once again.

“What’s all this?” Frank’s mother stood at the parlor door, hands on her hips. Mrs. Pinkerton was a doughy woman, her face a web of wrinkles. Her vanity was her nut-brown hair, which had not a trace of gray in it.

“Benji needs some amusements.”

“My children never had any fancy playthings.”

“He’s lonely,” Kate said. Mrs. Pinkerton gazed at the boy without speaking, but Kate knew what she was thinking—that they should have left him where he was. She and Frank had managed to convince her that they had saved an abandoned orphan and intended to make a Christian of him, but Mrs. Pinkerton took a dim view of the enterprise. Soon they would have their own children, she said, and why name the boy Benji? That name should go to her grandchild. Nevertheless, she had a soft spot for the boy and was forever feeding him sweets, ruining his interest in healthful food.

“There’s supper to get on the table,” Mrs. Pinkerton said.

“I’ll be there presently.” Kate waited until Mrs. Pinkerton had returned to the kitchen before carrying the other box upstairs to her bedroom. She ripped it open and laid out on the bed a blue flowered print dress that would set off her eyes and an embroidered white nightgown trimmed in eyelet. She would wear the gown tonight with her hair brushed over her shoulders and some of the scent that Frank liked dabbed on her neck.

She took off her apron, changed into the blue dress, and sat at her dressing table, leaning toward the mirror. The color was becoming, and it gave her a pleasant little shock—as always, these days—to see that she looked much the same as ever. A cloud of golden hair, intense blue eyes, a complexion without flaw—in spite of the relentless labor in the house and garden, in spite of Frank’s eyes no longer reflecting back what he used to call her luminous beauty.

Ever since their visit to Japan, Frank had lost his appetite for her love. He had suffered a terrible jolt, but so had she. She had thought they could take comfort in each other and, after a few weeks, return to their old habits, albeit with the changes necessitated by Benji’s presence. The first two years of their marriage, Frank had been devoted and their lovemaking passionate; they had taken a secret delight in coupling under her mother’s roof, where they had lived until they decided about the farm, stifling their laughter with kisses.

Frank was having a difficult time managing a farm for the first time—she understood that. But as the weeks passed, he receded further from her. He often seemed distracted, silent, looking into the distance. No more embraces or kisses except in the bedroom, where he seemed a stranger, no intimate conversations, no words of love.

He must be consumed with guilt over that woman, his senses dulled by shame. Kate had tried to help him with his burden, encouraged him to talk, but he evaded her. Only reluctantly had he told her the woman’s name: Cio-Cio, Butterfly. A name for an exotic beauty, she had thought, but pushed aside the nettles of jealousy. Men sowed their wild oats, and this was in the past, except for Frank’s suffering. She would have to be patient and resourceful to bring him back to her. She must try harder, and with God’s help, their union would be revived.

“Kate,” her mother-in-law called up the stairs. “The men will be in shortly. I’ve done everything but snap the beans.”

She sat on the front porch with the beans, and when she saw Frank coming from the barn, fanning himself with his straw hat, she flew to the road to meet him, seeing herself as he might, the blue skirt belling out, her eyes ablaze with devotion.

He stopped and frowned at her. His nose was sunburned. “What’s wrong?” he said.

“Nothing. Why shouldn’t a wife come to greet her husband?”

He laughed and shook his head, smacking the hat against his dusty trousers. “Mighty grimy husband,” he said.

“Nonetheless handsome,” she said. He laughed again.

She went with him to the back porch and after he washed up, handed him the towel.

“To what do I owe this royal treatment?” he said, grinning, one eye shut, as he scrubbed his face dry. “You seen something new in the catalogue?”

“Well …” She smiled and looked down at the bodice of her dress, but he was hanging up the towel and even at dinner didn’t notice the dress, though her mother-in-law did, her eyes fixing on every button and tuck, as if to measure the cost.

After supper, Frank went upstairs to his study to work on the farm ledger, while Kate sat in the parlor with her needlepoint, Mrs. Pinkerton knitted, and Benji played with his blocks, the marmalade cat purring in his lap.

He was a sweet little boy, but with him in the house it would be impossible for Frank to forget that woman. The mother of his child. The phrase sank into her like lead.

She rethreaded her needle. She must keep in mind that she was partly to blame for this predicament. She should never have insisted on the trip to Japan—a second honeymoon, she pleaded, before they made the move to the farm. The Orient was an interest she and Frank had in common—she’d lived in China as a young child with her missionary parents—and he had some business in Japan, he’d told her, some money he’d invested, a considerable sum. Recovering the money would offset the cost of the trip, she’d pointed out.

He’d not had a chance to look into his financial affairs, for that first morning an urgent note had come, interrupting their lovemaking. The paper had trembled in Frank’s hands. “What is it?” she’d asked. “Nothing,” he replied, but she’d found out soon enough.

Cio-Cio. Butterfly.

Kate had a glimpse of the woman before Frank shielded her view. Gleaming black hair, skin smeared with something like chalk, painted lips, and, beneath her, a river of blood.

She shivered: a ghost slipping over her grave.

“Time for
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