***

My Bestest Friend
by Pauline Hamblin
The distance between you and I

Is only a heartbeat away,
For you and I dwell in each other’s heart –

There forever we will stay.
You know all my emotions,
Many they may be.
You know when to be gentle,
And when to chastise me.
Two gentle souls deeply connected,

Thoughts not spoken,

There is no need –

For the other knows what one is thinking

Even before they speak.
So with all the love I have

In my heart today,

I want to express to you

These feelings I want to stay.
***

APAN: YOU CAN GO HOME AGAIN

Seven hundred miles north of smog-choked Tokyo, an emerald green island rises from the sea. At this time of the year, the air is fresh with the scent of honeysuckle and pine. The waters that wash the island's volcanic benches are unpolluted, and the deep pools that form among the rocks offshore are rich in abalone.

The Japanese families who live in small fishing villages nestled at the foot of the island's craggy basalt cliffs make a good living from the sea. Most own comfortable homes, and many even have color television sets. But for all its beauty and economic vigor, a dark cloud hangs over the isle today. For like many of Japan's rural areas, the island of  Rebun seems to be dying.

The last ten years of economic boom have produced a severe labour shortage in Japan, leading millions of young people to forsake the villages of their ancestors and flock to the bright lights and fat salaries of the big cities. More than 500 Japanese villages have dropped off the map completely. Others have lost almost all their young people. More than 10,000 persons lived on Rebun in 1956; about 6,000 remain today. This year, 148 of the island's 166 15-year-olds moved away.

Rebun has now launched a vigorous new program to stem the tide. The island is investing $380,000 in a new sports center to help young people while away the long harsh winters. And Mayor Kanzaburo Mukose is talking of opening up the island's lush interior to beef-and dairy-cattle ranching. What the leaders of Rebun really want, though, is for more of the island's young men to recognize the traditional values of the fishing life. As an incentive, the local government this year is giving a free fishing boat to any boy who opts for the sea. So far there have been fourteen takers. One who decided to remain on Rebun is Shinichi Sasaki, 15. "We have been here for three generations," his father, also a fisherman, proudly told our correspondent.

In addition to tempting teenagers like Shinichi to stay, Rebun is trying to persuade those who have left to come back. This year, teams of fishermen visited Tokyo, Osaka and Sapporo to seek out the island's youngsters. 'First of all,' said the Mayor, 'we wanted to make sure they were leading good clean lives. Cities tend to corrupt simple island people. And then we began asking them to come home.' The teams persuaded a dozen to return. Other small Japanese towns report up to 40 per cent of their high-school graduates returning disillusioned after two or three years of employment in urban industry.

But Rebun has another, potentially even more important weapon in the battle for survival. This summer hundreds of teenagers from Japan's cities have flocked to the island. They have come clutching their guitars and wearing their backpacks, lured by the outdoor life and the people's gentle ways. Most have left, but some 30 youngsters have prefered to stay. A few have even shown an interest in learning the fishing trade and staying on.

For the fishermen of Rebun, the notion that young outsiders may choose to adopt their way of life is both fascinating and perplexing. 'After all,' said Mukose, 'isn't it rather strange that we have to fight to keep our youngsters here while more and more kids from the city come here every year?' But for the first time, an increasing number of young Japanese are rebelling against their materialistic, career-oriented society and like their brethren in Europe and US, looking for alternative life-styles.
***

The Return of the Traveller

New Jersey was another turnpike. My body was in a nerveless, tireless vacuum. The increasing river of traffic for New York carried me along, and suddenly there was the welcoming maw of Holland Tunnel and at the other end home.

A policeman waved me out of the snake of traffic and flagged me to a stop. "You can't go through the tunnel with that butane," he said.

"But officer, it's turned off."

"Doesn't matter. It's the law. Can't take gas into the tunnel."

And suddenly I fell apart, collapsed into a jelly of weariness. "But I want to get home," I wailed. "How am I going to get home?"

He was very kind to me, and patient too. Maybe he had a home somewhere. "You can go up and take George Washington Bridge, or you can take a ferry."

It was rush hour, but the gentle-hearted police​man must have seen a potential maniac in me. He held back the savage traffic and got me through and directed me with great care. I think he was strongly tempted to drive me home.

Magically I was on the Hoboken ferry and then ashore, far downtown with the daily panic rush of commuters leaping and running and dodging in front, obeying no signals. Every evening is Pamplona in lower New York. I made a turn and then another, entered a one-way street the wrong way and had to back out, got boxed in the middle of a crossing by a swirling rapids of turning people.

Suddenly I pulled to the curb in a no-parking area, cut my motor, and leaned back in the seat and laughed, and I couldn't stop. My hands and arms and shoulders were shaking with road jitters.

An old-fashioned cop with a fine red face and a frosty blue eye leaned in toward me. "What's the matter with you, Mac, drunk?" he asked.

I said, "Officer, I've driven this thing all over the country - mountains, plains, deserts. And now I'm back in my own town, where I live - and I'm lost."

He grinned happily. "Think nothing of it, Mac," he said. "I got lost in Brooklyn only Saturday. Now where is it you were wanting to go?"

And that's how the traveler came home again.
