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* Preface*
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“I can do nothing for you but work on myself. You can do nothing for me but work on yourself”  - Ram Dass
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It’s said in certain circles that you’re only as sick as your secrets. In American culture, we hide behind our status, whether it’s our career success, monetary riches, or social media popularity. We use our outward presentation to protect our inner world and tender underbelly. 

In Japanese culture, “saving face” (mentsu wo tamotsu) is a central concept that refers to maintaining one’s reputation, one’s standing in society, and one’s personal dignity. Losing face is associated with losing the respect of yourself and others, resulting in a sense of failure and shame. 

Because I was born a multi-racial person with Eastern and Western influences in my purview of life, it’s been at times confusing as to where I belonged and how to be in the world. It’s been a little bit of a purgatory, if you will. I had a very murky sense of identity as a child. Along with growing up in a very dysfunctional family system, I felt groundless and lost much of the time. I wasn’t really white Anglo-Saxon, and wasn’t really all Japanese. I wasn’t really all Christian because my mother was at heart a Shinto Buddhist, believing in the laws of nature and reincarnation. My family was on the surface middle-class, but somehow always struggled. My existence felt like it was in the middle of everything and nowhere at the same time. 

With all that, I somehow came into the world as a hungry seeker. As far back as I remember, I sensed that there was much more to life than met my eyes. I had a desire to know more. I always felt a profound depth and meaning to the world around me that I needed to explore and understand. Whatever was going on beneath the surface, in the belly of the beast, and veiled behind everyone’s “face”, was where my mind wanted to wander. 

Now, at this later stage of life, I appreciate that I was born a sensitive person who has felt things deeply and questioned the why and how of the world around and within me. I can finally embrace this characteristic about myself and have found peace with it and who I am. That said, my sensitivity as a child wasn’t easy to endure and made me feel awkward and out of place often. But that simmering discomfort guided me through nebulous moments and served as the fire pit of strength and a torch of faith that reassured me that all would be ok no matter what. One way or another. 

I never imagined myself writing a book, and certainly not a memoir. I didn’t think I was smart enough or interesting enough or that anyone would care enough to read it. But in recent years, I received encouragement from various people, and I began to think that I might have something of value to share, secrets to shed, and perhaps I could offer a little inspiration to others. I knew that doing so would require me to be vulnerable and expose parts of myself that have been hidden away in the shadows of privacy. And that it would require me to be willing to “lose face.” 

But rather than thinking of this book as me losing something, I decided to look at it as redefining an old concept. I found that the act of writing this book is a liberation from my mask, thus revealing my true face that’s behind it. Perhaps the true meaning of losing one’s face is an act of defiance and courage. It’s the lifting of the veil, unlocking the proverbial chains, stripping off the burka, and burning the bra. It’s denouncing a construct of behavior decided for me. It’s making a statement of freedom derived from telling the truth. No longer hiding behind a manufactured sense of shame that society or someone else imposed upon me. I finally realized I don’t have to accept the traditional or cultural meaning of the term “losing face”. I can create my own meaning.  

At this point in my life, I genuinely understand the saying, “hindsight is twenty-twenty.” That idea can only make sense with a perspective woven from time and age. You can’t stand two inches away from a Picasso painting and understand the intention of the entire work. It’s only with distance and overview that you can take it all in. Such is the power and beauty of age. When we’re young and building a life, it’s impossible to have that advantageous perspective. We have so much time ahead of us and are entrenched in the process of living. 

Now, as I experience time blazing by like a stream of bullets, I feel the call to resolve troubling issues, smooth out rough edges, and start tidying up some loose ends. Or, at the very least, make peace with my demons in the dark and the monsters under my bed. Beyond that, I contemplate what of value I can leave behind to honor this beautiful gift of life. 

I hope this book serves as a little impasto technique: a palette knife of thick, broad strokes presentation, exposing emotional texture and colors of the picture of my life... for whatever it’s worth to whomever it’s worth. That’s the beauty of art to me. It’s an offering from the creator to be freely experienced and interpreted by the audience. With that, a creation takes on a myriad of existences through the hearts and minds of those who take it in. It’s a kind of magic. Art is magic. 

We all have stories to tell, and I believe they’re all fascinating and consequential. These stories testify to our commonalities and differences, our heartaches and triumphs, and the truth of our shared human experience. Stories are an anthem to the miracle of our being alive. They provide us with a precious link in the continuum of our existence so we don’t feel so alone. Because the truth is, we are spirits alone together, mysteriously spinning through the emptiness of space on this ball of Earth through time just for a little while. 

With all the current conversations about mental health, trauma, spirituality, and such, I share my story as a contribution to that collective conversation, hoping it enriches our collective consciousness and evolution. It’s only through our humanity and community that change can happen.  

The truth sets us free from the burden of secrets, lies, and shame. I know this to be true because these encumbrances are what I’ve worked on unraveling all my life. I’ve worked on shedding the weight of those wounds as far back as I can remember. Isn’t that really why we’re here in this physical form? To know thyself and grow?

So, here, with you as my witness, my fellow human traveler, I humbly strip down layers of my being, expose some tender spots, abandon fears, and surrender shame, while losing “face” for you to have and hold however you will. I hope this is my best career performance yet, as I sing my song to you, “Naked Out Loud"
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* Swimming with a Whale*
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“The sea is the symbol of the collective unconscious, because unfathomed depths lie concealed beneath its reflecting surface” - Carl Jung

I was floating weightless, surrounded by a viscous, dark blue haze. Ethereal. Boundless.  Slowly, I realized I was swimming in the depths of a vast ocean. It was deep, down, and dark, with just a murky glow of light radiating from the surface above me. My long dark hair was bobbing around my head with the waves of the thick liquid shrouding my naked body. Although I was swimming underwater, I breathed easily, carrying a peaceful sense of calm and freedom in this mysterious space surrounding me. How curious. 

As I looked to my left, this enormous, dark grey body was swimming beside me. I recognized it was a giant whale. Its massive eye acknowledged me, letting me know all was okay. We were traveling together through this incredible wilderness of the sea. Strangely, I wasn’t afraid. In fact, I was at peace in a way I had never known. It seemed the whale was my guide, my teacher, and friend, and we had been swimming together for a millennium. 

As I gently paddled my arms in breaststrokes, the whale effortlessly glided beside me with a ballerina’s grace. Astonishing for such a massive body! We were suspended in space, existing without time, without a sense of place or purpose. But the water can do that... create a sense of transcendent timelessness. It relieves one of the burdens of gravity and frees us from the weight of this flesh body; this heavy mortal vessel. 

It seemed like I was submerged underwater for a long time without having to come up for air. But again, I had no sense of the time. It was as if I had turned into a fish or a mermaid, and the sea was my home. I felt at home. 

After languishing in that feeling of infinity in that beautiful blue dream, I remembered what I was actually doing and where I was. I had awakened in my subconscious mind, and I was trying to make sense of what my spirit guides were trying to tell me. I was there to learn something important. Something that my conscious mind had kept hidden away for years, so that it wouldn’t cause me any more unbearable pain. It’s not that I was completely ignorant about these hidden truths. But my subconscious buried them like an iceberg, and it was time to explore more than just the tip. It was time to dig deep below the surface, explore its structure and mass, look at the details, and crack open the hidden treasures buried in the depths of my psyche. It was time for healing. I was ready. At that moment, I knew that the medicine was opening the door to a deeper realm of myself. 

As I was coming to grips with what was transpiring, I began to explain to my therapist what I was seeing, feeling, and experiencing in my journey. Visions of my grandmother appeared before me. I started thinking about being two or three years old, and being held in my grandmother’s arms. I remembered how warm and loving that feeling was. I hadn’t thought about that for most of my adult life. I flashed on a picture I had brought with me to the session, which was sitting on the coffee table next to me, where I was stretched out on a sofa. 

As I swam and drifted through the deep waters of my mind, fragments of my life as a little girl in Japan flashed through me. I had a visceral sense of being small. Bursts of images exploded in my mind’s eye like quick clips of an edited film. I saw my house in Tokyo, the exotic landscapes, extended family, and unfamiliar places and people. But somehow, always cutting back to the thought of my grandmother and that sense of love and belonging that I had then, and had long lost. 

Suddenly, all this emotion came flooding in. Tears started to swell from my stomach to my eyes like a giant ocean wave. This deep ache of sadness came bubbling up from my core like a spiritual volcano arising from the center of my world. Tears burned past my temples like hot lava. It was an eruption, an awakening, a cracking of old, crusted earth. It was a psychic purge. A birth.  

I opened my eyes and sat up to look at the pictures on the table. There sat the ghostly images of my grandmother, my parents, and me as a little girl in Japan. I didn’t even know why I had brought these pictures with me. But now it was keenly evident. The medicine was showing me that the heartbreak of leaving Japan when I was four years old was still actively alive in me and bubbling at the root of my being. The torturous sadness I locked up in my heart all these years needed to be acknowledged and find the light. It needed to be released from where it was buried and trapped. It desired acceptance for what it was. It wanted to be validated and accounted for. It was my trauma talking. And it needed to have its voice heard and have a long overdue conversation with me. 

Trauma is a presence not to be reckoned with or ignored. It has a piercing reality and a darkness as unstable as quicksand. The only way to soothe it is to hold it in the light with consciousness. It will not accept anything less. Or it will play tricks on you, wreak havoc like a petulant child, and try to be the operating system of your world, running in the background of your existence like the Wizard of Oz behind the curtain. 

Though I tried my best over the years to deny its existence and pretend that it was just a memory, some little annoyance like a paper cut, my psyche was no longer having it. Like a woodpecker stabbing at the side of my cedar-shingled house, it was calling me to the pain, to the source of the matter. No matter how many times I shooed it away, it kept coming back, tap, tap, tapping on my door, pecking for attention and comfort. No matter how I tried to bury the past, it refused to be left behind. At least for now. 

Honestly, it wasn’t until this pivotal moment in a non-ordinary state of consciousness that I realized how deeply scarred I was. That childhood experience of being ripped away from my birthplace, from the loving arms of my grandmother and my original family, stripped away my early sense of identity and being. It tore away everything my small child self knew. It robbed me of the only language my tongue could shape at the time. And ripped away the piece of earth I stood on. The pain was blaring a pentatonic, woeful song. The wound was weeping. And it was as wide as the Pacific Ocean between Japan and the US. My subconscious dutifully preserved those salty, bitter memories like preserved lemons or scientific body parts in formaldehyde. It is there in that black hole of the subconscious that the power of transmutation exists. The power of turning water into wine and dirt into gold awaits, if you dare to travel to those depths. 

That was my first psychedelic-assisted MDMA therapy session in 2020. Powerful and transformative, it went beyond what years of talk therapy had ever delivered. That said, perhaps the preceding years of work prepared me to be able to dive deep into that space of raw, gut-wrenching discomfort. I arrived familiar with the landscape of my psyche, and the language of the mind field, which helped in that setting. I was ready to do the work of communicating with those lost parts of myself. I was braced to face the pain and gather the psychic treasure presented to me.  

Taking that step would help me make sense of the hows and whys of so many puzzling past experiences. It helped to answer persistent lingering questions I had about my lack of self-worth and sense of emptiness. Hidden under the surface of what were glamorous and fantastic times on the surface of my life, lived a lonely, scared little girl struggling to cope and survive, uncomfortable in her adult skin, and searching for love and understanding.

This transformative moment helped me connect loose dots and unravel the threads of meaning in my personal and professional life. It showed me the roots of my emotional struggles at times, why things unfolded the way they did in my life, and, more importantly, why I reacted to those experiences the way I did. It showed me the cracks in the porcelain that needed to be mended. It helped me sort out what I needed to work on to heal the wounds of yesterday so I could reclaim my present and prepare for my future. 

Those long-stored away memories gushed from within me in my first psychedelic-assisted therapy session. It made so much sense that I found myself swimming with the whale. It was the medicine that led me back to the beginning, the scene of the crime, and the original sin. It brought me back to reclaim that little girl and that abandoned piece of myself on the other side of the Pacific ocean. A little girl who felt abandoned and was so scared. It was time to reclaim her and see what she had to teach me. It was time to integrate her back into the embrace of my heart, fill in the missing blanks, and help me to be whole. I realized, too, how much I was missing that little girl, and how much she was missing me. 

As Gabor Mate says, “Trauma is not the bad things that happened to you, but what happens inside you as a result of what happened to you.” 
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* To the Land of the Setting Sun*
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“Some journeys take us far from home. Some adventures lead us to our destiny” - The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe
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We left on June 29, 1959 on the USNS Fred C. Ainsworth, and arrived in San Francisco, CA on July 11th, 1959. According to the ship’s crew and passenger list I was able to dig up, my family was listed as “Aliens”. How strange and repugnant a label it was to see. To think that because we were Japanese, and other than white Americans, we were seen akin to creatures from outer space. I had to sit with that for a moment. 

We were leaving Japan because, now that the war was over, my father had decided to retire from active military duty. Being married and with a family to think about, he needed work. Not being fluent in Japanese limited his possibilities in Japan. Also, being a “gaijin,” or an outsider in Japan, made it doubly difficult to find employment. So he secured a government job in New York, close to where he grew up in Paterson, NJ, and where he had some family. Little did my mother or my sister and I know what difficulties awaited us with my father, his drinking and emotional problems, and living in America. Now, back to being an alien.

For most of my life, I repressed the reality of my so-called exotic ethnic mix and how I physically presented in the world. I knew, of course, that I wasn’t “white.” But I wasn’t completely yellow or brown either. So my identification drifted in between the worlds of East and West. Us and Them. Neither here nor there. Or this or that. A kind of limbo of existence. My personal purgatory. 

That betwixt place of not belonging to a clearly defined dominant “white” group in American society is a strange standing. I imagine anyone who is a darker shade of pale, or an ethnic blend, has felt these unsettling feelings at times: aberrant, deviant, or the “other”. But the peculiar thing is that America originally belonged to the Native Americans, who are much closer in color to so-called “brown” people. So who should really be feeling out of place? And let’s not forget that so-called “white” people, and all the various shades in between, are biologically genetic mutations of Africans. Chew on that for a moment.  

The idea that I didn’t fit in was a constant, gnawing sensation inside me all my life. Like termites chewing on a house frame, the very structure of my security felt threatened. It was a continuous trickle-feed drip of disgrace. Like a disease waiting to bloom, I worked hard to hide the dark underbelly of my dis-ease. My mission was to prevent my malignancy from rearing its ugly little head. I labored to “save face” in good old Japanese fashion however I could. And I fiercely covered up my awkwardness, like some horrible case of teenage acne. 

Music and performing later became my perfect cover and ally. I found my superpower, personified magic shield, a song and dance distraction method that allowed me to divert people’s attention away from the hidden truth of how I felt about myself. I found the perfect façade to fake a sheath of glitter and happiness. I picked the exact profession that would allow me, in fact, demanded that I hide in plain sight. It’s all about the lighting and makeup, and the “ta-da” factor as a performer. It was the foolproof setup, and I had the goods to pull it off. I packaged myself up to present an appearance of a beautiful life even though I was an “alien” after all.  

After our ship docked in San Francisco, we boarded a train, traversing east across the expanse of the country to New York. I don’t remember much about our journey across the Pacific Ocean or our travels across the United States. I was only four. I wish I were old enough then to remember more details about that trip because, to this day, I hate cruise ships and love trains. I love how you can sit back, relax, and watch the changing terrain whiz by. It’s pure entertainment to marvel through the window at the little towns going by and wonder what life must be like for the people living there. There’s something old-world and romantic about it. 

I’ve often wondered what it must have felt like for my mother and my older sister, Miyuki. She was old enough to understand what was happening. To take that long, monumental journey so far away from Japan, leaving family and friends behind, knowing we wouldn’t return. It must have been devastating. My mother was thirty-seven years old in 1960. A fully grown woman with a career and a lot of life history by then. My sister was thirteen. She was an innocent, blossoming teenager, not speaking much English, and just at the beginning of discovering her individuality. To have their lives dramatically deconstructed down to a name on a manifesto, and to be handed a blank slate of a future, surely and dramatically affected them. I can only pretend to imagine how frightened they must have felt. But in true Japanese fashion, they never spoke about it. 

At that age, I wasn’t really cognizant of what was happening to us. But as research in neuroscience and psychology proves, those beginning years of life before the age of five are the most impactful and important developmental moments for the brain, the psyche, and an individual’s personality. It’s the launch pad for the trajectory of our entire lives. Even the first few months of life directly influence a child’s sense of self and place in the world. Beyond that, the early years can determine one’s ability to survive in the world: how we feel about the world, our sense of safety and comfort, our level of inherent anxiety, serotonin and dopamine levels in the brain, the kinds of relationships we’ll have, our ability to deal with difficulties, our self-esteem, cognitive function, how we learn, etc... The list goes on. This is why I believe some basic training and a license should be required for anyone who wants to bring children into the world. It’s a mammoth responsibility. Not one to be taken lightly. 

With my father’s family and job on the East Coast, we disembarked off the train in New York City. His sister Mildred, brother Bill, and their families would be our first lily pad in this strange new pond. Unfortunately, my father’s parents had died when he was young. Or so the story goes. So there were no grandparents on his side of the family to welcome us with open arms, like the ones I had left behind. No one and nothing could replace that. But at least there was a place to go, and people my father felt connected to. Theoretically. 

From what little I remember, my father didn’t get along very well with his sister Mildred. He told me years ago that when he was a teenager, his parents had died in a car accident. Whether or not that’s true, I’ll never know. That’s when he went to live with his sister Mildred and her husband Henry. Apparently, they were very strict and physically abusive toward my father. It’s the reason my father got into boxing during his teenage years. And the reason why at the age of seventeen, he lied to join the military to get away from them. The Army was his refuge out of a bad situation, as it can be for so many young men and women who have little hope for a future, or few opportunities in life. 

My father’s early life is sketchy at best. I found out he was married to a woman named Madeline Mirando in 1944, according to Ancestry.com. I understand they had a son named Tom, whom I learned about through my mother when I was a teenager. But none of us have ever met. Shortly after my father and his first wife married, my father went off to war. The rest is unknown history. I have no idea what happened to Madeline or their son. But it’s clear that secrets like these are the hallmark of dysfunctional families. Sadly, my father’s story is a depository of skeletons in a hidden closet, where they will likely remain for all eternity.  

By August of 1960, my parents bought a house in a typical post-WWII suburban neighborhood in Wharton, New Jersey. It was there where we would settle into our little version of the American Dream. It was a modeling of the collective aspiration for every white middle-class family to have a house in suburbia, a nice car, and all the modern conveniences that life had to offer. It was a time of massive wealth development for the middle class, the importance of status, the burgeoning economy, the birthing of corporate dominance, and one of the most revolutionary times, socio-politically, ever in modern American history. 

That said, it’s possible that this moment in 2025, as I write this book, could be one of the most tumultuous times in American history. It is the post-pandemic era. It’s the first time in history a sitting president is a convicted felon. There is war raging in Ukraine and Gaza. Roe v Wade has been federally overturned. The American government and democracy are being dismantled and taken over by tech billionaires and corporations. And we are only a few months into this particular administration being in charge. This is not the America my father fought for, or brought our family from the other side of the world to live in. God only knows where this all leads. I can only hope there will be a happy ending for humanity. And on the right side of history.
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* Suburbia and The Sounds of Silence*
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“Silence is the most powerful scream” – Anonymous
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Settled into our New Jersey suburban life, my father took the train to New York City every day to work as a safety engineer. He worked for the federal agency OSHA in the Maritime Division. OSHA is the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, which oversees safety and welfare for workers. It was perfect for my father after being a Sgt Major in the Army and a police officer. He was good at giving orders and being an enforcer. The flip side of my father’s personality was someone who could actually be quite funny and entertaining, particularly if he had been drinking. 

In those days, when my father commuted between New York City and our little bedroom community town in New Jersey, bar cars were a standard amenity on the commuter trains. So my father regularly came home drunk at the end of his workday. Yet somehow, he routinely managed to do that commute for nearly thirty years. That said, there were many nights he never came home. That was the period when my father secretly had an apartment in NYC with a woman he was having an affair with. I don’t know how long it lasted, but I remember my mother telling me when I was twelve or so about his philandering. There were many secrets and lies with my father that my mother silently suffered with. I think it’s typical of a life with addicts. 

Before that time period, when I was about eight or nine years old, my mother was forced out of being a stay-at-home mom to take a night shift factory job to help pay off my father’s gambling debts. Mostly horse betting, I think. Our family was in financial trouble at one point, and on the brink of losing our home because of his out-of-control behavior. My mother worked for ten years assembling aerospace plastic components of some kind. Repetitive, mundane work, to help feed and clothe us kids. And more significantly, she labored to keep a roof over all our heads. It was a testament of my mother’s love and dedication to our family for sure. I so appreciate and admire her for that. But it was also, in part, her being a martyr and an enabler for my father’s brokenness. Because even with her sacrifices, he never changed. 

It was around the time my mother started work that I remember being placed in the position of growing up and learning responsibility quickly. I had to learn how to cook, clean the house, help manage the property, and take care of my younger siblings, Jaqueline and John. My mother had to sleep during the day, so she needed a lot of help. My father was absent much of the time, and when he was around, he was usually recovering from his destructive behaviors. My older sister, being nine years older than me, was gone by the time I was nine. She left the house right out of high school and joined the Navy, where she met her husband, married by twenty-one, and went on with her life. Naturally, I was next in line to be the eldest child. 

We never sat down to eat dinner together as a family, except on a rare occasion. We usually ate in the living room in front of the TV, which was constantly blaring. The din of the TV was the sonic backdrop of my childhood memories. It served as a salve to the thick, deafening silence that otherwise occupied the emotional tundra between us all. There was little honest communication that happened in our house. Of course, there was conversation about daily, superficial things, but hardly any words about inner feelings or genuine emotional connection. No instruction or guidance about life. No navigating difficulties or learning conflict resolution. We were related strangers sharing space. 

Being a sensitive child, I remember feeling lonely and hungry for warmth and the connection that other kids around me seemed to have. We didn’t take vacations or have family events. My parents didn’t hug and say I love you. Some of that was most likely my mother’s Japanese non-demonstrative nature. And the other half was my father’s hardened, macho persona protecting his heart. No surprise he drank and smoked so heavily and died of heart failure and the ravages of alcoholism. Also, I think emotional repression was just part of that generation’s way of being. That was no fault of their own. 

I remember the only honest expressions of emotion were my parents’ screaming arguments. They mainly fought about money and financial struggles. I think too, that the angry dramas were a release. All those pressure-cooked, pent-up emotions that were pushing against the framework of the family had to go somewhere. Anger was a simple way to act out all the frustration, disappointment, and resentment that permeated the air. Though it was scary as a child to hear their arguments, it was also strangely satisfying. Part of me liked the drama, because it was a real sense of emotional expression, even though it was an incredibly damaging imprint. It was an unhealthy representation of adult relationships, which would later be reenacted with some of my own relationships, particularly with my first marriage. 

Our house was generally a mess. My mother was a bit of a hoarder and became much more so later in life. As I understand more about that neurosis now, I see that material things became symbolic of holding on to a sense of safety and comfort for her. There were piles of papers, clothes, and other belongings taking up space all around the house. Remnants of her life in Japan and of the past. Materials that reflected her desires and dreams. She never threw anything out, which could also have been a Depression-era mentality. It’s sad to think she felt so unsafe and unfulfilled
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