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Chapter 10

| start to work at a Japanese—
American Law Firm

[ started to work at the law firm of Masuda,
Spivack & Funai towards the end of
September, when the sweltering heat of
Chicago’s summer was finally dying out.
Attorneys Masuda and Funai were
American—born Japanese. In addition to
the second-ranking partner, Mr. Spivack,
there were a few other older and younger
non—Japanese lawyers. The majority of
Japanese
They also had quite a few

the firm’s clients were
corporations.
U.S.—born Japanese people as individual

clients.

In the first week of my employment, I was
told to accompany attorney Helmut Eifert,
a German lawyer, and a Japanese female
client to court to function as an
interpreter. Suddenly, the position of a
legal secretary looked far more exciting
than taking dictation from Uriah Heep.

[ recall this young Japanese girl and her
case very well. She married an American
in Tokyo and came to the U.S. Everything
the man had told her before the wedding
was a lie. She had to live in a small, dirty,
cluttered house in the boondocks of Illinois,
with his mother and two sisters, while
being forced to do all kinds of household
chores like a slave. A baby boy was born
eventually. She recently had taken a solo
trip back home to Japan and, while she
was in Japan, she received a telegram
from her husband in the U.S. She was
flabbergasted when she read it, for there
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were just a few ice—cold lines in that
telegram, which read:

“We have finalized our divorce papers.
There's nothing more to do. You do not
need to come back. Stay in Japan. We'll
take care of the baby.”

She was speechless, but flew back to the
US. at once. She went directly to her
husband’s house, but the house was
locked and she could not get in. She could
not see her own baby. She had no place
to sleep. A few of the American neighbors
sympathized with her, and gave her advice
to go to the Consulate General of Japan in
downtown Chicago. She did, and asked for
assistance. The Consulate was quite at a
loss. They didn't know what to do. They
had long been Attorney Masuda’'s client,
and they referred her case to him for legal
advice.

Helmut Eifert drove this
Japanese woman and me to the court in

Attorney

Belvidere, lllinois, some 75 miles to the
Northwest of Chicago, because the couple
lived in a town within the jurisdiction of a
family court in Belvidere.

The courtroom was awesome. [ stood in
front of the dignified, grey—haired judge,
with butterflies in my stomach, and stated,
under oath, that I was competent in using
both English and Japanese languages.
When the judge asked me a question, I said
politely, “Yes, Sir.” Attorney Eifert, who
was standing next to me, quickly corrected
me, saying, ~Don't say 'Yes, sir,’ Ryoko, but
say 'Yes, Your Honor,’ each time you
answer his questions.”
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When I heard the story told by this young
Japanese girl back at the office, it sounded
as though her American husband was a
totally bad guy, and he and his mother and
sisters had planned her trip to Japan, so
that they could get rid of her. However,
after listening to what the husband and his
mother and sisters stated in court, it
appeared that their house was dirty and
cluttered because the girl didn't do any
cleaning, and just stayed in bed all day.
His mother and sisters had to come very
often to their house to clean it.

“We never lived there, Your Honor,” they
insisted.

“And, oh, yes, we had to take care of the
baby, too, for she wouldn't even care for
her own baby, and she selfishly went back
to Japan alone. What a mother! What a
wife!”

I don’ t know if the unfortunate couple had
already been divorced by the time of this
court appearance in Belvidere, but what 1
know is this:

During a break, the lawyers from both
sides were having a conference in the
back of the court room. [ was taken there
by Mr. Eifert. [ had no idea what they
were discussing, but after a while, it
appeared that the lawyers had come to a
certain settlement agreement. Now, all of
a sudden, they all turned towards me.

Attorney Eifert quickly explained to me
that the young Japanese girl will go back
to Japan, with the child, and that the
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husband will send her monthly child

support. Then the lawyers posed the

following question to me:

“The amount of the monthly support the
husband is obligated to make will be based
on the current average living cost in Tokyo,
including food, medicine, housing, etc.
Would you tell us what you think it is?”

The butterflies in my stomach flapped their
wings more fiercely than when I first stood
in front of the judge. I had no knowledge
of such a thing, for my parents had paid
for everything for me. The lawyers, staring
into my face, looking for helpful information
from an educated, intellectual woman from
that country, would not believe that she
was so ignorant! [ knew I had to say
something. [ muttered some haphazard,
irresponsible figure in Yen.

I was contrite for a long time about this,
because the fate of that unfortunate,
young Japanese girfl must have been
determined by what [ said.

At the Masuda law firm, I met the
Canadian—born Japanese girl, May
Kawamoto. We have maintained a
friendship to this day. She came to
Chicago the year before I met her, having
left her parents who had a strawberry farm
on the outskirts of Vancouver. She was
merry and cheerful like the blue skies of
May. In my letters to my parents, I called
her “Taiyo Musume — the daughter of the
Sun.” She spoke weird Japanese, and we
got along very well. Her roommate was

about to get married, and we decided to
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find an apartment to share together.
Attorney Funai talked to his friend and
client, Mr. Ochiai, who owned a few
apartment buildings on the far North side
of Chicago. May and I took an apartment
in one of his buildings, and I moved there
from the YWCA at the beginning of
October, 1969.

Attorney Funai went out of his way in
helping me. He took me to Mr. Ochiai’s
building before May and I decided to rent
from him. He helped me open a bank
account at The Chicago—Tokyo Bank,
which was his firm's client. “To make a
living in a big foreign city, you must have a
bank account, first and foremost,” he said.

He teased me about my self-conscious,
“true—to—the textbook” way of speaking
English, saying,

“Gee, you speak such bookish English!”

[ told Jim that Mr. Funai makes fun of my
awkward English, and he replied:

“Don't pay any attention to what Mr. Funai
says. He was praising your accurate
English even though he didn’t intend to
praise you.”

One of Jim's friends said one day, “I'm
boozed.” 1 asked Jim and his friends,
“What does he mean?” They said, “He
means he had a little too much to drink.”
“Oh, I see. He is inebriated!” said I, and
they decided that “Ryoko knows high—level
English.”  Now I did not need to pay
attention to what Mr. Funai said, because
Jim and his friends were giving me support
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that my bookish English was all right, and

that I could ignore American slang.

My moving from the YWCA to the new
apartment was simple. [ only had some
clothes and shoes (the shipment from
Japan had not arrived yet). Jim appeared
like a whirlwind, as usual, and transported

my two or three suitcases in his car.

Mr. Ochiai’'s apartment was not top—notch,
but it was furnished, and the landlords,
that is, Mr. and Mrs. Ochiai, whom my
roommate May knew well, lived downstairs.
It was near the train station which took us

to downtown Chicago where we worked.

Tak Ochiai (I guess 'Tak’ was short for a
Japanese name 'Takashi,’ or 'Takezd’) was
a round, balding, really nice man. His wife,
who reminded me of the women in Japan
who worked in the rice paddies in their
overalls, had an elegant American name,
Margaret. Both Tak and Margaret spoke
fluent English, but totally broken Japanese,

same as my good friend, May.

< End of Chapter 10 >
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