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For my family






In the spring of 1942, amid the misty chill of an unstable morning, two horses roamed the fields of an abandoned farm in El Monte, California. After enduring a night of rainfall, the animals were restless, craving open space and food. So they angled their snouts toward the mud, grunted into the fog, and used their foreheads to nudge open the rusted, squealing gate of the paddock that had been unlocked days before but not yet tested. Once free, the pair marched onto a muddy driveway crisscrossed with the fading tracks of tires, indifferent to the puddles and the sludge as they passed by a vacant produce truck—the mud-splattered driver’s-side door ajar, its key hidden beneath a dusty floor mat—and stomped their way toward the irrigation canal, where each dipped a heavy head toward the water and drank.

When finished, they heaved and whined, shifted in the slick mud and unkinked their hind legs as if to feel the empty space outside the paddock. They sniffed for the ripest fruit and ate, tongues curled and dancing with the grinding of their uneven jaws. In the quiet of the late morning, with stomachs now full, they folded their red-brown legs onto a bed of tangled weeds and rested beneath the dripping leaves of a cottonwood.

By late afternoon, the fog had lifted, and the horses rose to a shower of sunbeams breaking through the clouds, the chirps of yellow finches greeting them from the hillsides overlooking the fields. Each snorted, and stood on firm legs, trotting along the canal toward an open dirt road.

It was the third week of May. As the sun set, and the temperature dropped, the farmhouse lights did not turn on. Nor did the lantern hanging above the wooden doors on the front side of the shuttered barn, which had been lit by hand at the beginning of each dusk for the last twenty years.

Eventually, darkness settled over the fields, and a man in town closing his store for the day tilted an ear toward the sound of horse hooves clopping on the sidewalk.

He turned in the darkness and squinted. “Well, how did you two get here?”



What became of the horses’ owners, the family of Japanese immigrants who once tilled the soil with a horse-drawn cultivator, who fed themselves the produce grown from the only land they ever owned in America, remains undiscovered and cannot be answered now—not yet.

But some memories of the family have survived.

Echoes from a time when they, too, occupied horse stalls. The violent cackle of a machine gun disturbing sleep on a starless night. Their bodies, elbows meeting elbows, shins brushing calves, restless and stirring on shared straw mattresses.

Echoes from a time aboard a train rocked by ferocious desert winds. Raising the window shades to a blinding desert light, the barracks and the guard towers materializing on the horizon through the sand-pelted glass.

The trembling quiet between the inhale, the exhale, and the unsure eyes when asked the question: “What do we do now?”





PART ONE






1

A heat wave descends on Los Angeles the first week of May, parking itself in the streets and rolling languidly through the valleys with no apparent plans to exit. With the elevated temperatures comes a weeks-long period of isolation in which I elect not to leave my house for any reason other than to go to work or to buy groceries. In those waking hours between work and sleep, I exist in the dim space of my den, grading essays with ice cubes melting in my mouth until my tongue goes numb. If my dog, Sandy, an excitable two-year-old bloodhound, begs to go outside, I simply crack open the back door and let her fend for herself among the yellowing blades of my uncut lawn.

The Santa Ana winds blow through the city in excess of forty miles per hour. Power lines shiver and tree branches skid along the streets. A wildfire scorches the hillsides north of my house and I stand spellbound on my front porch, witnessing a wall of flames churn in the wind, helicopters dousing the hillsides until the barren slopes steam with smoke.

It is a lonely and interminable month in a year of lonely and interminable months. In January, I lost my father to a heart attack. In February, I discovered a lump in my left testicle while showering. Three weeks later, I entered an outpatient center and underwent surgery. I returned to work the following week, limping around my classroom without the energy or the heart to lecture about motifs or thesis statements. In early March, the biopsy revealed the lump to be cancerous, but the doctors were confident it hadn’t spread. With the lump removed and any potentially lingering cancer undetected, I opted for a monitoring protocol of blood draws, X-rays, and CT scans every three months in place of the recommended one round of chemotherapy to reduce the risk of relapse.

After the bulk of the ordeal was behind me, I needed someone in my life who could offer me something other than a needle prick and the words “Your CBC and tumor marker results will be available in twenty-four hours.” So, in April I drove to a shelter, found Sandy, and adopted her on the spot. With the winter chill gone and the warmth of springtime tickling open the jacaranda blossoms dotting the streets of my neighborhood, our early morning walks served as a distraction from my father’s death and the lingering worry of not knowing what was happening inside my body, the fear of what might become of me as time wore on.



ONE NIGHT, IN mid-May, the hot spell peaks.

I’m lying shirtless on the tiled floor of my bathroom during a power outage, a cold, wet washcloth wrapped around my neck as Sandy pants next to me in the darkness.

My phone pings with a voicemail from an unknown number.

“It’s Kaiya,” a hesitant voice says, “your cousin.”

Her voice startles me. I haven’t heard it or spoken to Kaiya in more than fifteen years. Our grandfathers may have been brothers, but we were by no means close as children. To her, I was the hapa cousin with a white mom and broke father. She, on the other hand, was the one who could play taiko drums and dressed in a kimono for tea ceremonies. Yet, the grief in her voice is something I understand.

“My grandpa passed away last week.” Her grandfather, or my great-uncle Ben Murano, she means. After some disguised sniffles, she continues: “He was sick, but he lived a good, long life…” More hesitation. The sounds of papers shuffling. Kaiya takes a breath and speaks again with a steeled voice: “We’re holding a memorial for him in June and I need to speak to you about an unresolved matter with his will. I have some things for you. When’s the soonest you can meet?”

I jerk my head in surprise, nearly dropping the phone. Sandy’s tags jangle and she whimpers. In my thirty-four years of life as a Murano, this is the first call I’ve received including me in a family matter. The soonest I can meet was decades ago.

I slide the phone across the tiled floor to Sandy, who raises her snout and sniffs its glowing screen.

“Listen to that,” I say to her. “Tell me if you think it’s real.”



TWO WEEKS LATER, I pull into a church parking lot on a dry and gusty Sunday afternoon. My stomach churns at the thought of attending a funeral for someone I’d met just once, at my first and only Murano family reunion.

I’d been eight years old and dressed in the wrinkled, too-small polo shirt my dad had hurriedly thrown across the room at me that morning. “How ya Ben?”—my father’s nickname for him—held a paper plate in his hands. I stood at his side on tiptoes, the two of us admiring a wooden table on which silver platters of skewered barbecued meats and bright-red seafood lay nestled among rows of hand-cut sushi. Flower-patterned bowls brimmed with dark-brown sauces, and trays packed with steamed rice teetered at the table’s edge. He pointed a pair of wooden chopsticks at me and said, “Who do you belong to?” His stiff hair was neatly combed and he wore his collared shirt tucked into his jeans. I motioned to the sliding glass doors, where my father stood outside on the patio sporting a mullet that descended like a mane over a loose black tank top, tight black jeans, and shiny black leather cowboy boots.

“Lonnie’s boy,” he said, and tousled my hair before he stalked over to the table to pile food onto his plate. “I remember your dad at your age. He loved baseball.”

A moment later, my two cousins, Sophie and Kaiya, both dark-haired but pale-skinned kids with eyes like mine, emerged from a dim hallway and stomped around the table before they sprinted into the backyard to go swimming. I stood alone at the edge of the dining room table, staring at the food, confused how I should reach for the meat platter, afraid I might knock over the sauce bowls. I’d never used chopsticks before, and when I pinched at the rice, it crumbled in my attempt to transfer it from the tray to my plate. I went to use my bare hand but another relative, a gray-haired woman with a sharp voice and stiff fingers, slapped my hand away and pulled me from the table by my collar.

“Dirty boy,” she said as she wrenched the plate from my hand and turned toward the table. When she turned to face me again, my plate held a perfect mound of steamed rice with a pool of dark brown sauce and a skewer of barbecued meat resting on its rim.

Before I could thank her, she said, “Go outside with the other kids so you don’t make a mess.”

What she didn’t understand was that I knew none of them. It’s the same feeling I’m experiencing now, in my car, a mix of confusion and isolation. I’d spent that reunion slipping through crowded rooms unnoticed and alone. A stranger among my own family. So I’d clutched my plate, squatted down in a shaded area on the lawn, and watched Kaiya leap from the diving board and splash proudly into the pool.

After settling into a parking spot, I linger behind the wheel with the air-conditioning blasting my face. In the rearview mirror, I spot a line of elderly guests inching up the church’s stone steps. I savor a few more moments of air-conditioning before I exit my car and immediately feel the afternoon heat radiate off the parking lot blacktop.

A woman in a black dress stands atop the entryway steps distributing programs and offering somber hugs. Mid-embrace, she catches my eye and gives an excited wave, apparently recognizing me. The guest she’s hugging turns his bald head my way, squinting. Sunlight glares off the white stucco church face, nearly blinding me too, but I realize the woman must be Kaiya, twenty years older than I remember her, all grown up with her black hair whipping in the wind. She turns her attention back to receiving the guests. In a lull between hugs and frowns, she fans herself with the programs and adjusts the straps of her dress in the same way she used to tug on her bathing suit as a child just before stepping onto the diving board.

But we are no longer children, and there atop the steps Kaiya is not a young girl at a family reunion on the verge of executing a flawless dive to the applause of her grandfather and relatives. I wonder how she might see me now. If, despite my suit and combed hair, she took note of my fuel-efficient yet decade-old sedan, noticed the dent in its rear bumper, the chipped paint on the front fender, and still sees the boy who wandered the family reunion so many years ago, alone with his head down in a plate of food, uncomfortable in a shirt that did not fit right.

I wave back to her, unsure if she’s noticed, as I jab a balled fist into the arm of a suit jacket I’ve only ever worn to funerals, most recently my father’s.

If anything, Ben’s memorial is an opportunity to tell Kaiya, and anyone else who might care, about my father’s second heart attack. That when it happened, he was stocking paper towels at the hardware store where he worked nine-hour shifts for minimum wage. That an eight-year-old boy who wandered down the aisle to chase a runaway quarter was the one who found him.

I think of the family members I might encounter once I cross this parking lot, and it bothers me that I buried him surrounded only by the handful of friends he’d managed to stay in contact with since his days coaching Little League. I should have been more vigilant. He’d suffered a minor scare the month prior, and thoughts of laying him to rest darted through my mind for weeks afterward. In these moments of dread, I’d turn to a book or start planning a lecture to sweep away the shuddering notion I’d soon be the one left to carry out his wishes, yet I never asked him what exactly those wishes were, nor did he seem to care enough to share. Now, here in this parking lot, it occurs to me that we were both too scared to vocalize the thought, as if the conversation would somehow determine how much time he actually had left. So instead we talked about sports, or television, or plants. I’d text him a question about my yard and he’d send a one-sentence response a few days later. His memorial service was simple, tied to no particular religion because I’d had no idea what he believed in anyway, even if he often joked he knew where he was headed.

I slip between cars into the open parking lot, alone and exposed. I pick at a loose button on my suit sleeve, imagining the assembled bodies at the front of the church scrutinizing my posture as I shuffle hurriedly over the hot pavement in unpolished dress shoes.

The guests atop the landing file toward the shade of a bougainvillea vine curling over the wooden archway of the church entrance. They’re old and some waddle with walkers, greeting each other with warm smiles as they speak a mixture of Japanese and English.

Kaiya is still fanning herself as I approach. She’s dressed all in black, and her lips and cheeks shine a bright pink. Except for the nearly sunburned corners of her bare shoulders, her skin remains a shade lighter than mine, just as it always was when we were kids. A shimmering gold bracelet slides down her right forearm as she steps forward in high heels to reach for me, her lean figure coasting through the shadows.

She shakes her head and blinks in near disbelief. Facing her now, I notice the bridge of her nose is dotted with the slightest dusting of light brown freckles. It’s a feature we happen to share, a feature my mother always said I’d inherited from my grandfather, Tom Murano. I’m told our Japanese family mostly admired this rare quality, but that he’d apparently brushed away their compliments, moaning instead that he’d paid for the freckles with all the time he spent outdoors clouded in dust and beaten down with sun.

“You’re here,” Kaiya says, her voice light. It is not the voice I heard over the phone the night of the blackout, coarse and hollow from crying. This voice reminds me more of the Kaiya I knew from childhood. One that was bright and full of sparks as it spoke of swim camp and horseback-riding lessons. A voice of self-assurance that always made clear what she had that I didn’t.

“I’m here,” I affirm, climbing the last step of the church’s entrance to stand at her level.

Her thin arms encircle me before I can lift mine, locking me against her with my arms nailed down to my sides. I feel a bead of sweat run from the pit of my elbow to the crease of my wrist.

“I was so sorry to hear about your dad,” she says when she pulls away, lifting her hands to squeeze both of my shoulders. Her long fingernails press into the fabric of my suit jacket. She exhales softly. “You should have called.”

I’m caught off guard, befuddled at how she knows about my dad dying. When she squeezes tighter, her fingernails sink deeper into my shoulders, and a wave of guilt hits me. By not calling, I’ve taken from her what she’s given to me now: the opportunity to say goodbye to a family member I hardly knew, and to be embraced by a family member I might soon come to know.

“Thank you,” I say in a meager voice, and wait for her to respond, for her to chide me for my distance, to slap my hand like the gray-haired woman had so many years before.

Instead, she backs away, reaches a shining fingernail to my chin, and flicks it. “You’ve gone gray.”

“Only in the one spot,” I say, and brush a knuckle over a patch of whiskers.

Kaiya crimps her freckled nose and chuckles. “It’s been too long.”

A short man with immaculately combed gray hair and tinted glasses shuffles over to Kaiya. He wears an expensive-looking yet ill-fitting black suit, wheezing as he wipes his shiny forehead with a cloth napkin. His cologne smells of citrus and spice.

He stretches a trembling hand in her direction, which Kaiya clasps. “It’s wonderful to see you, Mr. Fukumoto.”

“I’ve got my speech ready,” he says, and points a shaky finger at his temple.

Kaiya slips her wrist under Mr. Fukumoto’s elbow, lifts her eyes to me, and mouths He needs to be inside. I follow them into the church.

I notice the lobby alone contains more guests than my father’s graveside burial. Groups of bodies spill in every direction, and I wade through the movement in the same manner as when I walk through the crowded hallways at my school, an outsider amid the chatter and customs of individuals whose paths in life rarely merge with mine.

To my left, a line of guests clutch white envelopes in their liver-spotted hands, waiting to be received by two women seated behind a table.

I turn to ask Kaiya if I should stand in line, but she and Mr. Fukumoto are already gone. To my right, an elderly woman with a name tag that reads “Peggy,” who clearly sees I have no idea where to go, waves to me and says, “Sign here.”

She points at the guest book lying open on a wooden stand. A list of names I do not recognize spills down the page. I wonder how many of these names my father knew, how many of these names knew my father. Have any of these names heard of me? Would any of their eyes light up in recognition if I told them I was Lonnie’s son?

Standing in this room crowded with bodies and somber conversation, I am comfortable to remain anonymous. I grab the pen, and underneath a person named Hiro Kanda from Gardena, California, I hastily write my father’s name: “Lonnie Murano.”

I didn’t provide a guest book at his memorial service for the guests to sign. I didn’t even invite any Muranos, Ben or Kaiya, or anyone else.

I set the pen down and exhale.

“Do you recognize this name?” I ask Peggy, hoping her eyes might light up with some memory of my father, that by doing so it means he’s somehow here with me, and not just a name at the end of a list of unfamiliar names.

Peggy leans a head of permed white hair toward the page. She lifts a crooked finger at me and says, “This isn’t you?”

I shake my head. “I’m here in his honor. I’m his son.”

Peggy stares at me, confused. “And how does he know Ben?”

“You’ve never heard of him?” I say, feeling stupid that I expected a stranger to recognize his name. Peggy’s blank expression, and the buzz of a lobby alive with shoulder pats and subdued laughter, with words spoken in Japanese, reminds me that Peggy isn’t the stranger here. I am.

I point at the guest book. “I know Kaiya.”

At the mention of Kaiya’s name, her eyes soften.

“Very happy girl,” Peggy says. “Very pretty.” She clasps her hands over her heart. “Ben was so proud of her.”

“We all are,” I say, feeling embarrassed and a little guilty for my stunt with the guest book. But I also don’t feel the need to explain who I am to Peggy. Presumably, no one else here has had to do so either.

Peggy bows, which feels awkward because I don’t feel I should be the person to receive it.

I bow too, unsure if I’ve done so properly.

Inside the sanctuary, the solemn notes of an organ float through the wooden beams of the vaulted ceiling. I find a seat in an empty back pew.

In the space between the first row and the stage, Ben’s ornate urn rests on a stone pedestal surrounded by wreaths of white chrysanthemums crowned with sprays of pink plum blossoms. There are Japanese characters written on the urn that I cannot read. Above it, an oversized color headshot of Ben stands propped up by a gold-painted easel. He does not look ninety-four in the photo. Instead, a thick mop of glossy black hair sweeps across his forehead. His tan cheeks shine tight and plump beneath his smiling eyes, and his dimpled chin rests on the knuckles of his fist. It’s the only version of Ben I know, the man from the family reunion.

I nod to him and whisper, “How ya Ben?”

The church is alight with diluted sunshine dispersed by walls of stained glass framed in polished wood. I scan the crowded room, taking in all the faces I’ve never seen. Other than Kaiya, and the oversized photo of Ben staring at me, I can’t be sure which of these faces belong to my family.

I open Ben’s memorial program and skim his biography:

“Born 1923… Place of birth: El Monte, California… Educated at USC and the University of Nebraska… Forty-two years employed as an engineer, most notable, though, the thirty-six years he spent at Shiseido Company Limited.”

The organ music plays its last note as a white minister in a gray suit crosses the stage, wiping his palms with a handkerchief before lowering his head and extending a hand over Ben’s crowd of elderly mourners.

“We all loved Ben,” the minister says, pressing the handkerchief to his nose. The mourners seated below him fan themselves with their programs. “Ben’s favorite parable,” he says. “From the book of Matthew.”

The minister removes the handkerchief from his nose and speaks of a farmer who sowed many seeds in good soil.

I’ve never heard the parable, but I find it hard to believe it was Ben’s favorite. From the way my father described him, Ben preferred skyscrapers and busy sidewalks, not rows of corn or planting seeds. He wore a gold watch and had stiff creases running down his slacks. He wasn’t like my father, who, before he started working at the hardware store, was paid to push a lawn mower under a scorching sun with nothing but a tattered straw hat to offer shelter. The way I’d always understood him, Ben never would have broken a sweat for minimum wage, would never have let a straw hat conceal his sleekly combed hair in public. To Ben, mowing lawns was a job for a child in need of pocket money to buy baseball cards. What must he have thought of my father?

The minister clears his throat. “Ben was born in good soil. The life he lived is proof enough.” He sweeps a flat hand over the crowd. “The people in this room who still love him are proof tenfold.”

The voices in the front row declare, “Amen.”

“Amen indeed.” The minister turns and motions to Mr. Fukumoto, who rises unsteadily with the assistance of Kaiya. She grips his elbow and guides him toward the carpeted stairs. At the front of the stage, Mr. Fukumoto teeters for a moment, pats the front of his jacket, frowning as he retrieves a small Bible and lays it open on a square table next to Ben’s urn. He lifts reading glasses to his eyes, licks his quivering thumb, and flips to a page near the middle.

“Ash to ash, dust to dust.” Mr. Fukumoto’s trembling hand motions to Ben’s urn. “My mentor and dear friend of fifty years lived over nine decades on this earth, in Osaka, Nebraska, Manhattan, New Jersey, and Los Angeles. Long removed from his boyhood days of plowing fields by horse on his father’s farm, he has at last returned home—a handful of his ashes now one with the earth—to be born again from the good soil. Amen.”

Once Mr. Fukumoto is seated, Kaiya mounts the steps beside the large color photograph of her grandfather. She kisses her fingertips and presses them to the oversized image of Ben’s cheek.

From behind the lectern, Kaiya’s jaw tightens. She inhales through her nostrils, adjusting the strap of her dress. “My dear, sweet ojiichan,” she says, exhaling into the microphone. Her cheeks are flushed. She dabs a long fingernail at the corner of her eye to flick away a mascara-stained tear before she shifts her swollen eyes to her grandfather’s photograph. “When I was five years old, he taught me the Japanese New Year’s tradition of making mochi. He woke me up at four in the morning. I thought he was crazy, but it truly was a beautiful morning. Just before sunlight hit the room, he laid out all the ingredients. We steamed rice, then pounded a weird sticky mass with a wooden mallet. I remember the wetness of his hands when he wrapped them around mine. How warm and reassuring they were. He always held me, always looked me in the eyes and said, ‘I’ll never let you go, Freckles.’ Now it’s my turn to hold him in my heart forever.”

I think back to that moment when Ben tousled my hair at the family reunion. My only real connection to him was a last name. And now that he is gone, I am the lone male Murano left to carry on the family name—yet I’d never been taught to make mochi. I’d never been called Freckles.

I open Ben’s program once more, scanning its pages for a reference to my father or to me. I find nothing. Yesterday, I might have found this to be a relief, a justification for why I felt it unnecessary to invite a Murano to my father’s funeral. But here now, seated among Ben’s mourners with Kaiya’s childhood memories echoing throughout the church, I feel a throb of curiosity pulse in my fingertips as I roll Ben’s program with my anxious hands. What happened between my father and his relatives to warrant such silence and distance? Why is it that Kaiya stands on the stage recognized by everyone in this church, and I’m here in the back pew, the only remnant of a man named Lonnie whom nobody here seems to remember?

I turn my attention back to Kaiya’s speech, but she’s begun to wrap up. She thanks her captivated, teary-eyed audience for attending, and places her hands over her heart as she steps gingerly off the stage.

The organ hums back to life, exhaling forlorn notes that spread throughout the church and over the crowd, drawing even the frailest in the church to their feet. The voices from Ben’s guests accompany the organ’s song.

“In the bulb there is a flower…”

My hands continue to twist Ben’s program, my neck and armpits damp beneath my stifling suit jacket. I feel a kind of stirring, a sudden longing to connect the end of Ben’s life to its beginning, in the hope that doing so might reveal some clue as to how or why my father and I were so estranged. I unfurl the program, search the now-smudged pages for evidence of what Mr. Fukumoto said about Ben plowing fields on his father’s farm. When did Ben, or for that matter, my family, ever live on a farm? I pore over a list of Bible verses and hymns, but nothing substantiates or contradicts what I’ve heard.

When the service ends, the sanctuary empties and I follow the crowd downstairs into the stuffy basement, where four blown-up portraits, each a jovial version of Ben from a different phase of life, hang on the cinder-block wall opposite the refreshment table. Also stationed about the room are easels displaying photo collages of Ben with loved ones, each glossy image pinned to corkboards and brightened with the basement light.

Ben’s guests mill about. A handful have plunged their faces up close to the blown-up portraits, the lenses on their bifocals as thick as magnifying glasses. I realize that maybe the size of the photos might have less to do with celebrating Ben and more to do with accommodating his guests.

With nothing else to do, I pile cubes of cheese onto a plate and fill a plastic cup with lemonade, then remain loitering by the refreshment table in the corner of the room, pretending to be hungry.

A light tap on my shoulder.

“Here,” Kaiya says. “Join me.” She retrieves a plastic flask from her black clutch and taps it with a manicured nail. “My trusty stash.”

She hands me the flask and I smell it, lift it to my lips, and drink. “Hibiki?” I ask.

“Ah,” she says. “You are Japanese.”

I study her raised eyebrows for a brief moment, take another sip, and say, “Something like that.”

She glances over her shoulder, scanning the room, and motions for me to give her the flask. “I feel like I’m twelve with this thing.” She rolls her eyes. “But Grandpa was pretty strict.”

“He’s watching you,” I say, and nod to Ben’s giant eyes staring at us from the oversized photos.

“To Ojiichan,” she says. “Let’s just hope no one else notices what we’re doing.”

“Who are all these people, anyway? I think I spotted your parents earlier, but do we have any other family here?”

“You most surely spotted Norman and Lisa sitting beside me in the front row. My mom will be especially happy to know you showed.” I wince, picturing what Kaiya’s mom might think when she sees my father’s name in the guest book.

“And the others?” I ask, changing the subject.

Kaiya points across the room. “That’s Auntie Judy,” she says, “our great-auntie’s daughter.” A woman in a loose floral-print sweater with wiry black hair stands in a corner receiving sorrowful handshakes from men in suits with bald spots and colorful ties.

“Who is she talking to?” I ask.

“Ben’s former colleagues.”

“It’s amazing so many of Ben’s friends are still around.”

“The ones here,” she says, “are guys Grandpa bossed around at Shiseido. Interns or assistants fresh out of college forty years ago. And now they’re old men.”

“Who were the people with the envelopes?”

“You mean all the Nisei?”

I shrug. I’ve never heard the word before.

“The old people,” Kaiya says, and pinches a cube of cheese from my plate. “They’re second-generation Japanese Americans.”

“Was Ben a Nisei?”

Kaiya nods.

“What about my dad?”

“Sansei.” I’m not sure if I’m hearing Kaiya correctly, but the word makes it sound like my father was a serious martial artist, as if I should have spent my childhood bowing to him.

I eat another cube of cheese. “What were the envelopes for?”

“Koden.”

“Should I have brought one?” I ask, not knowing what “koden” means.

Kaiya shakes her head. “We wouldn’t take your money. You’re family.”

I adjust my suit jacket. “I wish you would have told me.” It’s yet another tradition I’ve never been taught, and I worry my ignorance will come across as rude. “I am not my father,” I want to say. I am not a man indebted to bill collectors. I have a job and a home. I would have brought an envelope had I known. But then again, I haven’t introduced myself to anyone here.

“Don’t worry about it,” she says. “You’re Yonsei.”

“What’s that?” I ask, nervous she might have slipped in an insult.

“Fourth generation, like me.” The freckles on her nose bunch as she grins. “Let’s not talk about money. There’s more family here I want you to meet.” She points over my shoulder and I turn to see a photograph, one not pinned to the corkboard but instead resting on a small table beside a narrow vase filled with daisies. It’s a black-and-white shot encased in a shining silver frame. Behind the glass is a striking middle-aged man in a tailored suit.

“Meet our great-grandpa, Eito Murano.”

I’ve never seen a photo of my great-grandfather before, and I squint to see him more clearly. Frozen in the frame, his eyes appear serious and dark, his jawline sharp like Kaiya’s. I lean in closer, trying to get a look at the bridge of his nose, but the photo is too grainy and I can’t tell if it’s freckles I’m seeing clustered above the creases of his nostrils, or just stray pixels.

But I realize, standing beside my cousin and seeing the man whose lineage gave our family this peculiarity, that I’ve never spoken to Kaiya about any of the traits we share. If, growing up, people called attention to her jet-black hair, pointed at her nose, and audibly admired her freckles for being exotic. If, because of this, she ever faced the question I’ve faced my entire life, “You’re mixed, right?”

Standing in the basement now, I don’t broach the topic, even though I feel an urge to. Maybe it’s because I’m wary of her emotions, or maybe it’s because I don’t even know where to start.

Kaiya taps on the glass. “Handsome, right?”

Our great-grandfather stands in a patch of dirt in front of an orange tree. With his arms at his sides, his posture is that of a man who could have been, upon first glance, mistaken as a version of my father, as the coach from one of my Little League team photos, the only adult sporting a tank top in place of the team jersey, his eyes hidden behind obnoxious sunglasses, his suntanned arm cradling my shoulders, his mouth slack and his stance rigid.

But in this photo, my great-grandfather has a look of pride in his eyes, a slight smirk rarely seen on my father’s face.

“That’s Dr. Ishimura next to him.” Kaiya points to the stocky, gentler-faced man whose elbow brushes my great-grandfather’s. Dr. Ishimura wears metal-rimmed spectacles, and his shoulders are slumped as if tired from the weight of the too-large jacket draped over his slight frame. “He was a famous labor activist.”

She turns to me, beaming as if I should know the name. I angle my eyes toward the frame, making out the date “circa 1923” embossed in gold on the ivory matting.

“In 1935,” Kaiya says, “Dr. Ishimura delivered a speech at the University of Michigan. Guess who was in attendance?” She punches my shoulder. “Arthur Miller!”

I smile warily at her, a bit shocked she’s just hit me. Must be the whisky. Or maybe not. This may be how she always is. Regardless, my shoulder tingles and Dr. Ishimura stares up at me from inside the frame, as if he wishes to tell me how proud I should be that my great-grandfather once stood alongside him.

“He called Ishimura’s speech sublime,” Kaiya says. “Share that with your students tomorrow!”

I have no idea how Kaiya knows I teach Death of a Salesman. What’s more, I can’t imagine in the slightest what she does for work. I’m doubtful her summers at various camps have turned her into a swim or tennis instructor, or that her weekends learning to ride horses means she competes as an equestrian. To me, she’s always been Ben’s spoiled granddaughter. The few minutes we’ve spent slugging top-shelf whisky in this church basement certainly hasn’t changed that.

“Oh, look at this.” Kaiya pulls me over to a glass case supported by a polished wooden pedestal similar to the one in the sanctuary displaying Ben’s urn. Inside the glass are four triangular blades with handles wrapped in what look like black shoelaces, the threads faded and unraveling at the ends. “Japanese throwing darts,” she says, but before I can ask if they’re real weapons, she tugs on my suit sleeve. “Come look at the corkboard,” Kaiya says, already a few paces across the basement and motioning for me to follow her.

Pinned to the corkboard is a shot of Ben, maybe in his early sixties, sporting a Santa hat with a candy cane jutting from his lips, his shoulder blades pressed against the back of a teenage Kaiya in an oversized green-and-red sweater. They’re posed in front of a Christmas tree, the ornaments and tinsel reflecting the flash of the camera. Ben’s glasses have slid down the bridge of his nose from laughing, his arms crossed and resting above a plump belly, his taut dress shirt tucked into pleated slacks.

She unpins the photo and hands it to me.

Holding it makes me grimace. I pull at the loose button on my jacket sleeve, imagining the family gathering that excluded my father and me. Were aunts or uncles I’d never met seated on a nearby couch? Were cousins I didn’t grow up with sprawled out on the carpet, kicking balls of wasted wrapping paper at each other and laughing? Did anyone notice that my father and I were not there to celebrate with them? Did they even know where my father was? Did they stuff an extra stocking just in case he ever walked through the door uninvited?

And if he did show up, would they have welcomed my white mother and her parents into their home as well? Would they have eaten my grandmother’s stuffed red cabbage or potato dumplings?

Kaiya offers me the flask. I finish what’s left.

“Do you remember my dad?” I ask, screwing the cap onto the empty flask.

“He was Uncle Lonnie,” she says. “He was funny.”

I scratch the underside of my jaw, the place where Kaiya had noticed I’ve gone gray. I’m tempted to ask her if she even remembers what my father looked like, because I don’t see any pictures of him on these corkboards. I also don’t see any photos of my grandfather, or me, for that matter.

I feel the heat from the whisky turning my face red.

“In your voicemail…” I pause, clearing my throat. “You mentioned you have something for me?”

“I do,” she says, and an excited, possibly even mischievous look, like the one she’s had pulling me from exhibit to exhibit here in the basement, has cemented itself on her face. “It’s in my car.”



“ON BEHALF OF the Murano family trust,” Kaiya says. “Congratulations.”

She lifts a tan baseball glove from a box in her back seat. In her well-manicured hands, the glove lies limp and open, a grass-stained ball in its webbing.

“It’s yours,” she says. “I mean, it was your dad’s. Now it’s yours.”

“How do you know it was his?”

She leans into the car and the scent of strawberry air freshener creeps out, mixing with the traces of grass and leather from the glove. Then the aroma of oak and brown sugar as she uncorks a quarter-full bottle of Hibiki and tips it toward my nose.

“Hold this,” she says, handing me the bottle. I steal a sip of the whisky while she rummages through the box and retrieves a journal bound in aged leather.

“Another gift for you,” she says. “Ojiichan’s memoir. It’s a bit of a ghost story now, but it’s also how I know that glove is your dad’s.”

I stare at the journal, its leather cover scratched and faded almost as much as the baseball glove. “Ben left me and my dad a baseball glove and his memoir?”

Kaiya gives a mocking frown, snatches the bottle from me, and sips. “You look so disappointed,” she says, wiping her lips. “Were you hoping for something more?”

I shake my head. I hate that what I’ve said makes me seem petty, that to her it might sound like I was expecting some of Ben’s money. “The way you spoke on the phone,” I say. “I just thought it was something urgent.”

She swings the butt of the bottle at me. “I’m teasing you.” She reaches into the box again and retrieves a manila envelope. “This,” she says, “was supposed to be mailed to you, but I don’t have your address.”

Her fingers flick at the unsealed tab of the envelope, my knees weak as I wait for her to hand it over. “Is that Ben’s will?”

She presents the envelope to me with her free hand. “Open it.”

I remove the documents and scan the first page for my father’s name.

“Page three,” she says, “last paragraph.”

I flip the pages, read the paragraph, and turn my eyes to her. She’s seated herself on the trunk with the whisky bottle clasped in her lap.

“Ben left us a hillside in Japan?” I ask.

“A plum farm.” She kicks her high heels off one foot at a time. “It goes back hundreds of years in the Murano family.”

I stare at the document. According to this bequeathment, Ben did remember my father. He remembered me. But then why hadn’t he ever reached out?

“You mean, the farm Mr. Fukumoto mentioned in his eulogy?” I ask. “Did Ben grow up in Japan?”

“No,” Kaiya says, smiling, her bare heels bouncing against the rear bumper of her car. “And while it isn’t the only farm our family’s ever owned, it’s certainly the one we’ve owned the longest, even if it is just a hillside now.”

“And you think we should keep it?”

“I know I want to. I want to own it with you, as a family. Maybe we can visit it someday. Work to restore it. But if you don’t want it, I need you to meet with the lawyer.”

Though overwhelming, the prospect is enticing. I’ve never visited Japan, and with the semester ending next week I can picture Sandy trotting up the hillside as Kaiya and I survey the land. Our great-grandfather’s land. My family’s land.

Before I display any excitement, I remind myself that my second follow-up appointment with my oncologist is scheduled for July. If the blood work or CT scan come back with the results I fear, that’ll mean chemotherapy. Flying overseas will be out of the question.

“Can I take some time?”

Kaiya slumps her shoulders dramatically and lets out a loud, breathy exhale. “Fine!” she says. “But on one condition. You read the memoir!”

I nod at the journal. “Ben actually wrote that?”

“He was an engineer,” Kaiya says, helping herself to another swig from the bottle. “You’ll have to resist the urge to edit, Mr. English Teacher.”

I move next to Kaiya and she lets me take the journal from her. I open it and flip to the back. It clocks in at 136 pages.

“Maybe his storytelling prowess could have used some work,” Kaiya says, bumping shoulders with me, “but it tells our family’s story, starting on that farm from Mr. Fukumoto’s eulogy.”

“Our family really owned a farm in America?”

Kaiya has a strange look on her face, some mix of incredulity and amusement. “Read it and find out. And take these home with you.” She nods to the glove and ball.

“What makes this glove so special?”

“I found it in a box my grandpa had been keeping in his office. It was with a bunch of other things he’d held on to, items that once belonged to each of his siblings.”

“So it was my grandfather’s mitt first?” I say.

“Until you finish reading, all you need to know is that my grandpa left instructions in the will to give the box to your dad.”

The sky above her shoulders looms a rippling orange. The erratic noise of crows cawing in the hillside behind the church rattles over the parking lot asphalt, mingling with the scrape of my dress shoe as I sweep a foot across the pavement beside Kaiya’s car.

I set the leather journal and envelope back into the box, but I need something to do with my hands. I slip my fingers inside the glove. A perfect fit. Punching the pocket, I turn my eyes to Kaiya. “Why would Ben have kept this?”

“Why would he have kept a property in Japan he couldn’t use? Maybe the answers are in there!” She points at the journal.

My temples throb. I wish Kaiya would hand the bottle back to me.

“Great-Grandfather Eito’s picture,” I say, tugging on a leather string dangling from the glove’s webbing, “the one you showed me in the church basement. In it, he wore a suit, all polished. Was he really a farmer?”

Kaiya straightens her shoulders. “He wasn’t just a farmer, he was a badass. People in the community—both the Japanese community and farming industry—loved him. He once gave a twenty-thousand-dollar loan to a group of Japanese farmers with no note or promise to repay. He funded the construction of a Japanese-language school for his community. He was a generous man.”

Kaiya dips the whisky bottle toward the leather baseball glove and offers up a cheers.

“A badass,” she repeats. “He knew many powerful people. Men like Dr. Ishimura.”

“Dr. Ishimura really spoke to American students?” I ask. “At a Midwestern university in the 1930s? Weren’t campuses segregated?”

“So skeptical. Want me to google it?” She’s already popped open her black clutch, her thumbs typing on her phone. “See,” she says, and tosses her phone to me.

I catch it with the glove. “Ishimura stunned an audience of nearly two thousand that day,” I read. “Among them, a former journalism student named Arthur Miller.”

Kaiya sticks her tongue out, snatching back her phone, and drops it into the open jaws of her clutch.

I turn my eyes to the horizon, the setting sun a deep orange as it melts into the San Gabriel Mountains.

I yawn. “It’s getting late,” I say.

Kaiya shifts her weight on the trunk, twisting her torso to crack her back. She corks the bottle and sets it on the roof of the car. “Long day,” she says, stretching her arms.

“It’s been a long month,” I say. “A long year.” I punch the palm of the glove and exhale, and when I do, the ball spills out, rolls onto the pavement, settling next to her discarded high heels. “When you called,” I say, shuffling toward the ball, bending down to grab it, “how’d you get my phone number?”

When I lift my eyes to her, she’s sniveling, eyes watery.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“It’s the whisky.” She swipes a tear from the side of her nose, the heel of her thumb grazing freckles. “I can’t believe you actually showed up today.”

“I think my dad would have wanted me here,” I say.

“Grandpa Ben too.” With red eyes she takes in the sunset, smearing away one last tear. “It’s been so nice talking to you today,” she says. “But more than that, I’m really happy you have these things now. They belong to you. They’re yours.”

“I’m happy too,” I say.

She shoots me a half smile. “Really?”

I loosen my tie and nod, remove my jacket, and lay it over the cardboard box. I toss the ball into the air and feel the evening breeze chill my dress shirt at the shoulders and the collar. When the ball lands in my glove, Kaiya hops off the trunk and moves to the side of the car and checks her makeup in the driver’s-side mirror. She scrapes the corners of her eyes with a long fingernail, opens her clutch again, and spins the cap off a mascara bottle. After completing her touch-up, she snaps closed her clutch and turns to me. I grab the bottle of whisky from where it’s glinting in the dying sunlight on the roof of the car, and tip the mouth of it her way.

“To family?” she asks.

I drink and pass the bottle to her. She tilts her head and exhales hoarsely, squinting as she holds the clear glass to the fading light of the horizon.

I study the glove, wondering which members of my family had ever slipped their hands inside it. If my fingers now occupy a space that once contained theirs.

Kaiya leans against the trunk, adjusting the skirt of her dress before swiping at the bottoms of her bare feet. I feel as though I should tell her about my diagnosis, my surgery. That since she’s given me these family artifacts I should give her something in return. But I don’t want to be pitied, looked down on with the same pouty lips she gave her dead grandfather’s photo during her eulogy. Today’s been emotional enough for both of us as it is.

“It’s getting late,” I say. “I’ll let you know about the hillside soon.”

“I’ll be waiting, but I’m not very patient.” She opens her arms to me, saying, “And don’t let another decade and a half pass before we see each other again.” She motions me over and it’s the first time I’ve ever hugged a member of the Murano family, my father included.

Kaiya meanders back to the church holding her high heels in one hand and the bottle in the other.

I go to my car and place Ben’s journal on the hood.

I’m still wearing the glove. I turn it over in the flickering lights of the parking lot, and that’s when I see it. Written on the heel in faded ink: “Murano.”

“Hi, Dad,” I say. “How ya Ben?”

I punch the webbing to feel the leather on my knuckles. It’s an old glove, worn and yielding, the leather shiny yet stiff and brittle at the edges of the wrist strap. Most of the finger stitching is frayed. But it’s well-oiled in the palm. It’s a good glove.

With the warm pavement beneath my feet, I hold the ball the way my father taught me to when I was five years old.

The lights in the parking lot continue to flicker, the sunlight dying and the orange sky filled with the bloated clouds of June.

I bend my elbow, twisting my body in a sideways limbo. I hurl the ball into the air. The blood in my temples pulses as the ball ascends into the dimming sky.

I wait.

The seams of the scuffed ball rotate until they become invisible. I count, holding my breath as it falls back to me, meeting the outstretched glove with a pop. My free hand opens and my fingers stretch instinctively, like my father taught me, tracing the laces of the ball.

I throw the ball again. This time higher. I count. I reach skyward. A pop. And then again. Higher. And once more until my chest is pumping and my shoulder aches.

The ball returns to the glove, and I shift my eyes away from the horizon to the church. The steps are empty now, windswept by an early-summer breeze. A big-leaf maple with a swollen trunk towers beside the entrance, its branches swinging over the parking lot with every nudge from the wind. Three blackbirds soar like rockets and disappear into its leaves.

I remove my father’s glove and settle into my car.

There’s a pounding in my temples. I turn the ignition and exit the parking lot, but drive for only two blocks. I’m sweating, realizing that every object I see through the front windshield is a smear of fading daylight, blurred and distorted by the whisky and my heavy eyelids. I pull into the only open space on an unknown, crowded street, where I close my eyes and wait for my heart to slow.



I AWAKEN TO a band of moonlight glowing on the dashboard.

It’s 9:07 p.m.

On the drive home, I consider how I’ve lived two towns over from Kaiya almost my entire life and prior to today we hadn’t seen each other in nearly two decades. I want to blame my grandfather, or our ancestors before us, but I have so little insight into what’s occurred in my family. A familiar feeling surfaces in my chest, the same one I had after my father’s first heart attack. A palpitation of my own, that brief yet tangible desire to face the truth despite the fear it may bear, passes through me when, from the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of Ben’s memoir and my father’s glove nestled together in the passenger’s seat.

When I arrive home, I carry both inside to my den, where I see the stack of ungraded essays I’d ignored in order to attend the memorial.

“Oh hell,” I say to myself.

The noise stirs Sandy from her late-evening nap, and she jogs into the den with her tongue dripping onto the hardwood floors. She hasn’t eaten since the morning, so I lean against the countertop listening to her munch on dry food I’ve dropped into her bowl.

Eventually, I move to the living room and exhale as I take in the bareness of my walls, a reminder of how unattached, unanchored I am to everything other than my job and my dog.

My walls are nothing like the walls of the crowded church basement, which boasted of Ben’s full life and Kaiya’s dedication to preserving his memory. My walls have long wooden shelves propping up the worn spines of books written mostly by dead white men, Hemingway and Fitzgerald, along with one framed photo, the sole one in my house: a glossy color print my photographer neighbor took of Sandy a week after I adopted her.

I imagine Kaiya’s house. Its walls heavy with photos of Ben, every corner some shrine to his Japanese throwing darts and decorative urn.

Sandy licks her empty bowl and I open a beer, which isn’t as good as Kaiya’s whisky, but at least it’s cold and bitter and helps to slow my heart.

I wonder if my father ever saw the photo of my great-grandfather standing in that tailored suit next to Dr. Ishimura. If anyone in the family shared it with him. And if they did, did he recognize himself in that man the way I had?

The line of thought travels out in waves before me. I sip my beer and wonder if that man knew of my father. If my great-grandfather ever saw him the way I saw him, the way I still see him. Alone in life and constantly scrambling just to scrape by, yet always ready with a joke or a jab to lighten the mood, even after my mom divorced him. His gaze always pointed forward yet unsure of where to go, what to do, who to follow.

That is the man I followed.

An anxious thirty-year-old on the baseball diamond. My first coach. A green-and-yellow sweat-stained baseball cap perched atop a head of bristly black hair. Young and clapping his hands inside the chalk lines of the coach’s box, the only place he ever cheered me on, the only place besides a customer’s yard where he knew what to do with his hands. Where to set them when frustrated. How high to raise them when he’d won.

I’d stood on the mound as a nine-year-old with thumbs of black smeared under each of my eyes, awaiting his signal. He never gave the pitching signs to the catcher. He always communicated directly with me. Before the start of each inning, he’d lean against the chain-link fencing of the dugout in his tank top and sunglasses, his hairless forearms crossed and dotted with sweat. “Listen for my signal,” he’d say to me. “Don’t move until you hear my voice.” He’d spit a shower of sunflower seeds toward third base, and I’d hop over the chalk line to begin warming up on the mound. During the game, if he called out which inning it was or how many outs, I knew to throw a fastball. If he shouted the name of an infielder (“Stay alive, Jason!”), that meant curveball. Anything related to the opposing team (“Number 35 is their cleanup hitter”) meant he wanted me to throw a changeup.

It was the only way he knew how to offer me guidance. Our own language, a way for him to speak to me without having to express what he meant.

With Ben’s memoir sitting before me, its weathered cover reflecting the lamplight on my desk, I wonder what he’d say to me tonight.



THE LAST TIME I heard his voice before he died was in an audio message. He’d just discovered the feature where he could record his voice to be sent via text, and his final message to me was the last in a series of messages he’d sent over the span of three days about a critical crabgrass infestation on my front walkway.

“Shake up a combination of salt and vinegar in a spray bottle. It’s the safest method to get rid of it. Let me know how it works, okay?”

A minute after I listened to it, the message disappeared. I never returned the text.



I FINISH THE beer and Sandy curls into her spot beside my chair. I slip on my father’s glove and sigh as I leaf half-heartedly through the stack of ungraded essays. I pull one from the pile and begin reading, but can only skim three paragraphs before curiosity gets the better of me. I fling the essay back onto the desk and flip open the first page of my great-uncle’s memoir.





Murano Family Tree
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CHAPTER I “My Father”

In the winter of 1901, my father, Eito Murano, chose to settle in Ventura County, California, like many other immigrants from his hometown in Japan. He was seasonally employed by a labor contractor and spent his first year in America working as a fisherman. As a young boy exploring my father’s farm, I remember sliding open the mammoth barn doors, the cool air spurring gooseflesh on my arms as I followed the elongated beam of light and stood beside the horse stalls admiring the tangled web of fishing nets suspended from the wooden rafters. I would imagine my father perched at the bow of a tuna boat, mending those same nets as he sailed across calm waters away from the shores of the Channel Islands. During that first year, he subsisted on sacks of beans, sharing a tent with other day laborers while he did his best to save all the money that wasn’t company scrip. Relying on scrip was a practice that often forced workers into debt, but my father endured the pangs of hunger long enough to survive a dry summer and two rainy winters. In the spring of 1902, with sunlight blooming above the tip of Hines Peak, he traveled south along the coast to Oxnard. There, he labored in the fields tilling the soil, irrigating the seed, and eventually harvesting sugar beets by hand. He did so alongside hundreds of other migrant workers.

The workers were predominantly of Japanese or Mexican descent. My father was forced to reside in “Tent City,” located in an open valley tucked between the rolling Oxnard hillsides, a segregated minority enclave on the east side of town. It was there he first heard Spanish, as the men he stayed in tents with and traversed the endless rows of the fields with often-shared sto-ries of their homelands while gathered around a campfire warming their tired hands. He and these men were brave, resilient souls. However, a number of surviving records chronicled by the community who segregated my father and his fellow laborers have grossly misrepresented them. In my research, I uncovered newspaper reports from the early 1900s disparaging the Mexican community’s “peculiar feasting” and “game playing,” labeling “Oriental” men like my father as “riffraff” with “deceptive eyes” prone to vices such as gambling, liquor, and prostitution. I hope my words here can serve as the more accurate and final record to uplift the contributions of the men who worked those fields.

In February 1903, after two seasons of backbreaking labor, of tensions building between the labor contractors and local farmers, between the east and west enclaves of town, my father was one of nearly one thousand Japanese buranki katsugi (or “blanket carriers,” so named because of their traveling lifestyle) who united with over two hundred Mexican beet pickers to form the Japanese-Mexican Labor Association. It was one of America’s first multiracial labor unions.

With the help of translators, the laborers, my father included, stepped out of the beet fields and into picket lines. It was the first successful agricultural strike in the history of Southern California.

The experience was formative. In August 1905, my father moved to El Monte, California, along with dozens of young Japanese men hungry for a future. They continued to work on farms as laborers, and eventually pooled their financial resources and their knowledge of agriculture to establish a kenjinkai (a collection of men who would provide aid and assistance to those originating from the same Japanese prefecture of Wakayama). By 1910, my father had leased a plot of land with a small loan from this association. It was a modest piece of property, but his all the same. How could he have ever known that years later, this land would expand to include sixty acres of fields producing strawberries, blackberries, carrots, celery, tomatoes, and lettuce?

What started as a small operation with produce sold exclusively at the Ninth Street Wholesale Market eventually became the sprawling farm my family lived on and operated under contract with the Corinth Foods canning company.

My father claims, adoringly, that his life did not truly begin until 1912, when he married a young woman named Yua Inami. With his beautiful bride, he would start his family of six children, two girls and four boys, including me.

As a child born to Japanese parents who migrated from their Wakayama Prefecture near Osaka, Japan, whose focus was on building a life for their children to blossom in America, their childhoods in Japan were rarely, if ever, discussed with me. So, this collection of memories from before I was married serves as a matter of family record and for posterity. I hope, as well, it may function as a historical record, a document to detail the resilience of a community and people my mother and father loved dearly.
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The whirring of the coffee grinder wakes Sandy. She greets me in the kitchen with an upturned snout, her tail wagging and leash trailing alongside her.

“Sorry,” I say. “I’m running late.” I open the back door but she bites the leash and grunts through her clenched teeth. Skipping our morning walk is my fault, and I tell her so. She lifts her eyes to remind me I was the one who stayed up late reading Ben’s first chapter several times over. That she heard me flipping the pages, popping open my laptop to search the words “Wakayama Prefecture.” Heard the keys clattering as I typed “Oxnard Beet Strike 1903” and “Japanese-Mexican Labor Association.” Felt the vibration of my feet tapping the hardwood floor as I leaned my face closer to the screen, scrolling until I’d run out of leads.

And later, I know she felt me rustling in bed, mind wild remembering the jokes I used to make about my Japanese ancestors when I was a kid.

They were jokes told by an immature, ignorant boy with an immature, ignorant father, who taught me it was easier to make fun of myself than to stand up for myself. The depictions of men with features like my father who karate chopped heroes in the movies confirmed this, and the kids in my grade school classes echoed them too, spewing sharp, dissonant syllables my way. Those were the moments when I wanted to scream, “I’m white too! I don’t even speak that language!”

And yet, that fact wouldn’t change the reality that, to them, I still looked more like my father, and his father, that other half of me not even registering, as if it didn’t even exist. So when I returned to my desk, with my back to the teacher, I used the tips of my fingers to pull the corners of my eyes as wide as I could, laughing too.

It was an act I’d seen performed by comedians on television, by my neighbors at backyard gatherings, and even by my father at home. At the time, it seemed not only acceptable but, in a sense, required. As a child, I existed in a world surrounded by faces with complexions and features vastly different from mine, and yet I called them family. With the simple tugging of my eye, my Japanese identity was flattened into a single dimension so as not to allow it too much space in my life, and to make those around me more accepting of my presence.

I scan the worn spines lining my bookshelf. Prior to last night, before I learned of my great-grandfather’s participation in one of America’s first multiracial labor unions, Ben’s memoir would not have had a place next to these many white authors, whose thinking and writing I latched on to in college and have since revered and, by default, passed on to the many students who’ve occupied my classroom.

Perhaps, with Ben’s words, I now have a clear, unimpeded path to venture into the unknown corners of my identity, to discover a family who actually look like me, freckles and all.

Sandy whines, nuzzling her nose against my calf, but I tell her, “I have to work.” She whines again and drops her leash at my feet. I point at the door and she trots down the steps into gray skies and warm weather.

While the coffee brews, I check my email inbox for new messages. With the integration of technology into nearly every facet of teaching, the demand to be in communication with parents has become a necessary part of my morning routine.

The first email to catch my attention is from a man named Don Washington. The subject of the email reads: “My Son’s Grade.”


Dear Mr. Murano,

My son Brendan is a very hard worker but seems to be having some difficulty with your class. Is there any way we can discuss his options before the final?

Don Washington

PS. For years I worked in real estate development with a man named Saul Murano. He was the most endearing Italian guy. Loved his mother! His family was from the South Bay. You wouldn’t happen to be a relation by chance?



The first part of the email makes me snort. Brendan is behind in class, yes. To say he’s “a hard worker,” though, seems like a stretch. Off the top of my head, I think he’s missing around four or five assignments.

The postscript inquiring about my ancestry isn’t much of a surprise, for two reasons. One: Parents often try to force a connection when afforded the opportunity, especially when less than exemplary grades are involved, and especially around this point in the semester. And two: As inaccurate as his assumption about my ethnicity may be, he’s not the first stranger to make such a guess about my last name.

I remember often hearing my father pronounce our last name in an Italian accent, joking with his friends that his father, Tom Murano, gave all his children “American” names to level a path of acceptance into the shifting popular culture of the late ’50s and early ’60s, a time when the culture admired Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin, not the short Japanese men in canvas jumpsuits who mowed their lawns and trimmed their trees.

Of course, I have never been able to confirm this theory, as my father was certain of this. Or even if he wasn’t, my father was known to manipulate the truth if it meant he’d have a more interesting story to tell people—but none of this is really something I’m willing to share with a parent via email. Instead, I mark the email as “read for later.”

On my way out the door, I remember the stack of ungraded assignments I neglected last night. While gathering them from off my desk, I slip my great-uncle’s manuscript into my bag with the rest of the pile.



I LIVE IN South Pasadena, a quiet, quaint, and sufficiently boring Los Angeles County suburb situated near the Arroyo Seco—a stone’s throw from the world-famous Rose Bowl. It is small, less than four square miles across, with charming boutique shops and eateries, and the sound of a metro train cawing through its downtown intersection every twenty minutes or so. It is the sort of place that makes taking Sandy on an early-morning walk feel like you’ve traveled back in time, or at least to another part of the country, largely due to the preservationist efforts of its residents in safeguarding its historic buildings (one being an iconic horror film set) and a campaign to prevent the construction of a freeway from dismantling the community.

When my mother’s parents died, they left me a sum of money that allowed me to move into this neighborhood, where I have space enough to toss a tennis ball for Sandy to chase inside a fenced-in backyard. I live in a well-made Craftsman bungalow constructed in the 1930s, set back on a wide street lined with trees and swept clean with functionally unlimited parking spots. The sidewalks are repaired regularly by the city. My neighbors know Sandy by name, and local store owners set out water bowls on their stoops for her and the other dogs when we go for our walks.

My father only visited my house twice. Both times, he commented on the neighborhood. He said I lived on a street that reminded him of the neighborhoods he admired while mowing lawns as a boy on the weekends.

“If your grandfather could see you now,” he said, his voice alight with pride.

I could see he was relieved, too, that I’d settled in a neighborhood much different from where he’d raised me, where front lawns had been paved over to serve as parking spots, much to his disappointment.

I never told him I couldn’t have afforded this home, in this neighborhood, with my single income as a teacher. He liked to think I lived in a neighborhood that resembled the ones my students live in. “You teach at such a good school,” he’d said, his worn-out work boots treading lightly on the new throw rug I’d put out that morning. A part of me wanted him to believe I’d achieved a level of status and security on my own, because it made him smile.

He wasn’t wrong. I teach in a desirable school district. In a neighborhood with community involvement and parents who attend every school board meeting, who host fundraising dinners at the local pizza shop, who spend their Saturdays washing cars and enduring sunburns all so their children’s extracurricular activities receive enough funding. Even if the fundraisers do not cover the costs, the parents open their generous wallets and donate what is needed.

They are lawyers, judges, dentists, insurance brokers, real estate agents, television executives, and architects. The types of people my father stalked for landscaping jobs, his ears perking up when a Little League teammate’s father mentioned he was on the lookout for a “good” gardener to reimagine a six-thousand-square-foot lawn. My father would drop a hint that he designed yards for a living, rattling off a list of client names that included a Los Angeles Dodger and a recent Emmy winner.

“Is that so?” the teammate’s father would ask.

“I’ll stop by your house and we can see what should be done. I know people. You’ll get everything for half the price, but the job’s not going to look cheap.”

These fathers frequently smiled and patted him on the back, told my dad, “If you design half as great as you coach, I’m in.” And in some way, an interaction such as this was all the payment my father wanted.

He particularly enjoyed designing pools and was always fascinated by how water flowed, the sound of it, the shape of it, the way it drew one’s eyes to it regardless of the time of day. Most of his clients only wanted aboveground Jacuzzis, but my father never let them settle. He knew a guy who owned a stone yard or a nursery or a concrete company, and would dangle discounts in front of every potential client. When they nodded, he’d draw up plans and walk them through his vision, explaining all about the benefits of living next to water.

“It lowers blood pressure and increases life expectancy by ten years. And if you swim regularly, you’ll add another five.” He’d say this usually with an extra-large soda in hand. “A yard with a pool is alive. It draws in birds and sunlight. You’ll never want to leave.”

But he rarely finished these jobs on time. He was perpetually behind in some way, mostly because he would spend the down payment from one job to fund a previous, still-incomplete job. There were half-built pools and disconnected sprinkler systems; unplanted boxwoods with dry soil wilting under the sun, suffocating in plastic buckets beside half-dug holes. He’d grow afraid to visit jobsites, and sometimes he skipped out on baseball practice because he wanted to avoid interacting with these fathers. He didn’t have the words to explain how he had accumulated stacks of unpaid invoices to the stone yard or the nursery or the concrete company. He would never miss a game, though, and depending on how much he owed, or how behind schedule he was on a job, he penciled in his clients’ sons at shortstop or let them pitch the first inning. Whatever request these fathers had, my father obliged. He bought himself time on a jobsite by forcing a better player to sit on the bench for three innings while the man with the half-built pool cheered for his son striking out at bat against the league’s best team.

But not every client had a kid on his baseball team. So he borrowed. And he paid off loans by taking out loans.

The yards he designed and the pools he finished to completion were beautiful. When I visited a finished job with him, amid the sprays of water and the scent of honeysuckle, I’d marvel at his creations and even feel jealous we did not live there to enjoy what his imagination had made real. I cannot recall if I ever complimented him, if I even knew how. And I do not know if my grandfather ever beheld any of my father’s creations in person. But what was always apparent to me was that my dad cared more about not letting down his customers, the people who had the money to create what he could never create for himself or his family, than he did seeing a wonderous smile on my face. He’d rather be indebted to my mother’s parents than tell a client he needed more money to finish the job. He’d rather let me skip a meal during school than replace a higher-quality material with a lower-grade substitute.

When I look back, it’s no wonder my father was enamored with water—he spent his entire adult life under it, while my mother and I were left holding our breath.



IN THE FINAL moments of my morning prep period, I sit at my desk marking papers and entering scores into the digital gradebook when the door cracks open. Dr. Gates, the principal, in a pressed navy-blue pantsuit, a pair of oversized tortoiseshell reading glasses perched atop her cropped silver hair, stands with her back to the door as it latches.

“I’ll keep this short,” she says, walking up to my desk, her words matching the pace of her high heels clicking on the polished laminate floor.

I place the cap onto the pen in my hand and turn over the stack of papers so as not to reveal any names.

“You have Brendan Washington in your third-period AP Lang?”

She knows I do. Dr. Gates does not visit teachers in their classrooms for impromptu check-ins or small talk. Every minute of her day is scheduled by her two administrative secretaries.

“I hate to pry,” she says, her voice low and her perfume pungent, “but it’s come to my attention that he’s needing a little lift as we approach the end of the year. Would you be willing to talk with him today?”

I shift in my chair. “His dad emailed me,” I say.

She crosses her arms and leans forward. “Brendan’s a bright kid,” she says.

“Agreed,” I say. I tap the pen against my knee. “But he doesn’t always follow through. He’s missing quite a few assignments. I think a pep talk is just what he needs.”

“There’s always one or two that need some genuine care this time of year. Brendan’s a very ambitious boy and his dad’s just as much of a go-getter. They’re both a bit sensitive, so I’m hoping this will do the trick.” The way she speaks about Brendan, I can’t help but wonder if she truly believes these things or if they’re talking points sent to her by his father. “You’re a great teacher,” she says. “Give them the reassurance Brendan’s got someone in his court.”

“Why wouldn’t I be in his court?” I ask. “I want all of my students to succeed,” I add, matching her canned lines of encouragement with my own.

She stands for a brief moment next to my desk with her hands on her hips, and I continue to tap the pen against my knee. She checks her watch and nods at the clock.

“The bell is about to ring. I know you can handle this.”

During third period, as I’m delivering a lecture on the final chapter of The Great Gatsby, I keep my eye on Brendan. He doesn’t have his book, his phone is out, and he seems to be playing games or trading stocks or doing whatever it is that boys his age do with their phones.

“Mr. Murano?” Eun-hee, an energetic student who sits in the back of the class but always contributes to discussions, raises a hand. “So just to be clear,” she asks, “the valley of ashes was, like, an actual place where Fitzgerald would hang out?”

I move from behind the lectern and walk into the middle of the room. “Not exactly,” I say. “It’s based on a trash-burning dump in the neighborhood of Willets Point in Queens.”

“But still, it really existed? People used to just pass it by on their fancy trains into the city and do nothing to help the people who lived in a dump?”

“Some did,” I say, excited to hear she’s considered the novel’s setting in a social context. I hope the other students use her comment as a launching pad into a deeper investigation of the novel’s locations.

“Was Fitzgerald an a-hole?” This from Jai, a star high jumper on the track team and member of the student council.

The class giggles at his question. I hold back the urge to join them.

“I’m serious,” he says. “You can’t tell with these white writers from a hundred years ago. I mean, look at how Nick describes Wolfsheim. Something’s off.”

“Yeah, off topic.” It’s Brendan. He doesn’t even look up from his phone.

I clear my throat, which, from day one in my class, is code for “Limit distractions and put away the phones.” When Brendan doesn’t acknowledge he’s heard me, I settle near his desk and clear my throat again.

Brendan sighs and lowers his phone.

I rap my knuckles on Brendan’s desk. “Jai poses an excellent question, doesn’t he?” I say to the class. “It’s a poignant observation, one that forces us to confront the novel’s take on narrative perspective.”

“I agree,” Eun-hee says, leaning forward in her desk before I can call on Brendan for a response. Her classmates turn their eyes to her, and even though I’m delighted at her contribution, I’m afraid she’s let Brendan off the hook.

“Tell us more,” Brendan says to Eun-hee, smiling.

Eun-hee traces a finger along an open page. “In chapter two,” she says, “Nick literally calls the people in the valley of ashes invisible. They aren’t even people to him. They’re ash.”

It’s exactly what I was hoping she would say. I resist the urge to elaborate on her response, not wanting to color the discussion with my own reading. Instead I tap my chin as if to ask the class, What do we think? Jai points at me. “Like you said in your lecture, Mr. Murano, they’re the waste material that’s left over after all these rich white people used them up.”

Brendan shoots a glance across the room to a boy named Austin and points emphatically at his phone, motioning for Austin to check his texts.

I eye Brendan while walking over to Austin’s desk. “Is that what Fitzgerald is saying?” I ask Brendan, clearing my throat again. Austin sets his phone face down on his desk.

Brendan stares at me blankly, shrugs.

I narrow my eyes at Brendan. “It’s a tricky one, right? Probably something we need to investigate further before jumping to conclusions.” I step away from Austin’s desk so as to not appear as if I’m picking on him or Brendan. I move to the front of the room. I ask the class, “Is Fitzgerald using Nick to convey his own personal impressions of the world, or is Nick a representation he hopes the reader will experience in a way that forces them to confront how they see things?”

Jai leans back in his chair. “Both,” he says.

“Care to elaborate?” I ask.

Jai shakes his head. “Nope. But I think I’ve got my essay topic for the final.”

“I can’t wait to read it,” I say, smiling, my eyes on Jai but still very aware of Brendan in my periphery just in case he comments on Jai’s essay topic. A moment passes. No comment. Just his phone in hand again, which at this point I don’t draw the class’s attention to. I prefer Brendan have his phone out to him provoking his classmates.

“Okay,” I say. “Who’s got another question?”

Hands lift. We use the remaining ten minutes to discuss Myrtle Wilson’s clothing in comparison to Gatsby’s pink suit.

When the period ends, I thank the class for a stimulating discussion. As students file out of the room, Brendan passes by my desk, and I quietly call him over. He’s wearing an oversized tie-dye tank top, a pair of chunky headphones wrapped around his neck.

“How’s it going?” I say.

He shrugs, gripping the straps of his backpack, which to me doesn’t seem to contain any books.

“I know you’re a little behind with some of the work,” I say, “so I wanted to let you know that if you want to complete any of the assignments for credit, I can give you until Wednesday before the final exam.”

Brendan knits his brow. “You want me to do all of them?”

I shuffle through the stack of papers on my desk to impress upon him how much work his classmates completed during today’s lesson. “Well, I can only give you credit for the assignments you complete. These are from well over a month ago. So, this is more about whether you want to do them.”

“Oh.”

“For partial credit,” I add.

He exhales through his nostrils. “This class is pretty hard, you know. There’s a lot of reading.”

“Sure,” I say, snapping a rubber band around the stack of papers. “Although you don’t seem to mind reading things on your phone. Or sending things for your classmates to read on their phones.”

His toe kicks the leg of my desk. “Oh, come on.”

“I know it’s hard not to get distracted,” I say, trying to remain patient. “But as you know, we do a lot of the reading together in class. The review sessions too. If you can just keep off the phone during class, it might be helpful.”

He exhales through his nostrils again. “It’s not like I’m the only one with a phone. Shouldn’t you tell the other kids the same?” I wonder mildly if these lines work on Brendan’s parents.

“As I recall from today,” I say, “you and Austin were the only two with phones out during the reading.” I undo the rubber band from the stack of papers. I flip through the sheets and find his post-lecture question sheet. “Do you mind if I read your response from today?”

“All right.”

I skim his paper quickly to myself first. He uses the five seconds of silence to retrieve his phone and send a text.

“You ready?” I ask him.

He glances up from his phone.

“Mr. Murano,” I read. “My one question I have about your lecture is how come the final exam is an essay and not multiple choice? My math and history teachers are doing that, so I’m confused.”

“See,” and he points the phone in his hand at the paper.

“Brendan,” I say, “your one question was supposed to be about a review topic from the novel. Not about what type of final test will be given.”

“Well, this class is confusing. The work doesn’t make sense.”

“I’m sorry that’s been your experience. But you do know that’s precisely the reason why you should engage with the assignments. School is not just about completing the work, it’s about practicing a skill set.” I file his paper back into the stack of responses and set it on my desk. “Multiple choice doesn’t require much skill. If anything, it has more to do with memorization than critical thinking.”

“It helps me, though.”

“I think completing the missing assignments will also be helpful,” I say, printing out copies of the prompts for the missing work to give to him. “Who knows, you might even find them fun, learn something about yourself you didn’t know before…” He stands next to my desk, silently swiping at his phone. When all of the work is printed, I hold it out to him and ask, “Any questions?”

Still staring at his phone, he says, “Can I get a hall pass?”



I SPEND MY lunch hour whittling away at a stack of ungraded essays. The responses are strong, and I’m pleased to see the various ways the students effectively probed the prompt. I mark each paper with a minimum of two comments per paragraph. One comment is a suggestion for further improvement whereas the second is a note of affirmation.

After plowing through dozens, my eyes ache and my neck is stiff. I catch myself beginning to skim their work. With only a handful of minutes remaining in the break, I retrieve my great-uncle’s manuscript.

It shames me, as a thirty-four-year-old educator, sitting in his own classroom surrounded by desks and textbooks, that I know so little about Japanese American history. As a high schooler, what affected me most in history class was when the teacher gave a lecture on Pearl Harbor, and the eyes of my classmates shifted to my desk as he described the surprise attack in dramatic and gory detail. A week later, we were assigned an essay on whether the US was justified in its decision to drop atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. When all the papers had been turned in, the teacher stood at the front of the room and asked us to raise a hand if our essays agreed with President Truman. I raised my hand, as did every other student in the class, which, in some small way, served as redemption for the piercing looks given to me during the teacher’s talk on Pearl Harbor. It is a scene I wince at now, one of but many glimpses into my, and my father’s, lifelong desire to belong, to blend in, to be counted among the numerous raised hands. Despite the skin tone of my hand being a shade tanner than the rest of the class’s, the eagerness with which it jumped into the air reflects a compulsion to please that’s been throbbing in my gut since long before I sat down in a crowded classroom.

But high school was where I first began to notice this aspect of my behavior. I never questioned my teachers, like the students in my English class who approached the front of the room during silent reading time, demanding an explanation on why they’d scored a B+ and not an A, while I simply shrugged when the teacher, Mr. Bishop, returned my essay on The Catcher in the Rye, his red strike-through lines a reminder of how numb I’d become to having my thoughts disregarded without protest.

Neither did I groan, or contribute to the collective jeers in the locker room, like the other players on my baseball team when our head coach blew his whistle and indicated with a wave of his hand that the team would now run five laps for the routine ground ball the backup second baseman had booted into right field.

I never raised my voice or rolled my eyes. I focused only on what was required of me, and did so without stirring any ripples of irritation or discomfort in my teachers, coaches, classmates, and teammates. So I did not ask my history teacher why, beyond the attack and the bombs, we learned so little of the actual Japanese American experience during the war. In fact, his sole lesson to us on this subject came via him wheeling in a television on a cart, only to press Play on the VCR, grunting “Pay attention” to the students whispering excitedly in hopes of watching a movie, while black-and-white images depicted families boarding trains destined for internment camps in the desert. What the lives of these Americans were like inside the camps, I cannot recall. I remember feeling confused and disturbed by the images flashing on the television screen. A cartoonish drawing of the Emperor, bucktoothed and “squinting” with slitted eyes. Armed servicemen, their steeled eyes fixed on the men and women inching toward the trains, rifles slung over their shoulders. Images of Pearl Harbor illuminating the darkened classroom, verifying the gruesome details our history teacher had recounted with gesticulating arms the day prior. A grainy newsreel of young, clean-cut American boys with serious faces entering their local recruitment center. Cut to boot camp, these same boys now wore combat helmets and navigated an obstacle course, spearing bloated sacks with bayonets. It was at that moment I sat up a bit straighter in my desk. Strangely, I felt moved by pride, not at the images of destruction and despair I’d just watched, not at what our country had done in response to the attack, but in recalling the service my mother’s father had given to the country during WWII. As my mother’s story goes, he was one of those clean-cut American boys who’d enlisted in the navy days after Pearl Harbor, postponing his college education in order to see to the war’s end. He was stationed overseas for thirty-three months as an aviation machinist’s mate and was honorably discharged in 1945. It is this story I highlighted in my eulogy to him ten years ago, when my grandmother received a crisply folded American flag from a pair of anonymous white gloves as Taps wailed from the digital bugle the cemetery had provided for his burial. His loyalty, his patriotism, is what my mother’s family highlighted every Thanksgiving and Veterans Day, and it’s what I chose to honor when I first marked the page as a sixteen-year-old to write my essay in defense of President Truman.

But now, with my great-uncle’s memoir open, the reality that my father’s family had most likely boarded the same trains as the ones I’d seen on the television screen, entering the same prison camps situated in the driest and remotest of deserts, is just as disturbing to me as how quickly my lack of curiosity vanished the moment the VHS tape stopped and my teacher flipped on the classroom lights, just as disturbing to me as my lack of urgency over the years in discovering what my father’s family must have endured prior to and throughout the war. Had they been removed from the farm by their own government? Is this the reason why it is no longer mine or Kaiya’s to inherit? And why is it that all that remains of a Murano family legacy is a hillside in Japan, when chapter 1 of Ben’s memoir makes it clear my great-grandfather started his path toward success in America?

I skim more pages, flip to the second-to-last chapter. Here, Ben writes that after two years in the Heart Mountain Relocation Center outside Cody, Wyoming, his family was transferred to a placed called Tule Lake and then forced back to Japan. I search the page, but no dates are listed. Instead, the paragraphs contain information about his attendance at a Midwestern college. Nebraska. It confirms what had struck me in the back pew at his memorial. Ben wasn’t the type to seek out cornfields and open plains. The war had chosen for him. The war had chosen for my family.

A paragraph later, I read: “A man from Corinth Foods would be paid a generous sum to watch over the property, including the equipment (and Tomoya’s collection of cars), until my father’s return. After receiving the notice, we’d heard that people were burning family photo albums or burying their jewelry in their backyards. We felt lucky to have the barn and the vigilant eyes of Corinth Foods.”

I pause. The name Tomoya rattles me. I’d forgotten, or never acknowledged all these years, that my grandfather Tom’s real first name was Tomoya. It was a name that as a child I had a difficult time pronouncing. Back then, I sounded it out like Toyota, because it reminded me of the pickup trucks I’d seen driving along the streets of Los Angeles as a kid, the ones with the tailgates that read “TOY” or “YO.” My grandfather had done the same thing as the owners of these trucks, buffed out the Japanese syllables at the end of his name and abridged himself as TOM. At some point in his life, Ben had chosen to do the same. But here on the page, my relatives were known as Benjiro and Tomoya. The letters and words assigned to them by their father had yet to be erased from the page.

Alive and present here, too, is my great-grandfather’s farm. A home I’ve never been told about. The curiosity absent within me that day in history class, the curiosity I’ve minimized as an adult, suddenly arises from somewhere deep, clawing at my attention.

I want to, need to, know more.

I skip the next paragraph (another section containing events related to Ben’s time in the Midwest), until I read: “I was soon to graduate, and with no end of the war in sight I did not know if my family would return to California or if they expected me to move to Japan. During this time, my communication with family was limited to letters from my sister expressing how my mother missed me dearly.”

Two pages detail his life after college, with time spent in Chicago and Buffalo. I skim the next five to six paragraphs detailing his first job after college, then stop at “With no alternatives but to acquiesce to my mother’s wishes, I wrote her that I would soon be coming to Tule Lake, but would first need to await my travel permit. Any thought of staying in the US, let alone returning to El Monte to reunite on my family’s farm, quickly vanished.”

I power on my laptop. The tabs I opened last night are still there and I open a new tab to search an address I’d skimmed over in an earlier paragraph. A map of Los Angeles appears and I smile upon noticing the words “South Pasadena” in the left corner of the window, just ten miles from where the red destination marker labels what was once the first plot of land owned by my father’s family in America.

I zoom in on South El Monte. Much of the area displayed on the map is gray, filled with rows of two-dimensional rectangles, apparently an industrial zone that spans most of the screen. I track the screen half a page to the right of the farm’s address and the map turns green and blue. The words “golf course” and “recreation center” glow on the screen, triangulated around the red destination marker. I try another search on the area. After some quick reading, I learn that sometime before the early 1980s, the entirety of my great-grandfather’s sixty-acre plot was absorbed into the surrounding landscape and developed by the city into a twenty-seven-hole golf course complete with a driving range and parking lot. I also find a storage facility next to the course. Beyond those details, I can’t see any information about the property prior to 1983.

I close the browser.

It’s gone. And so are the people populating the pages of my great-uncle’s memoir, people who have only for the first time sprung into existence for me. Now my only option to learn more about the farm, my only option to visit, will have to come through Ben’s typed words. I’ve lost the chance to hear about it—about them—straight from the source.

To know the location of the farm is a mere ten miles from my own home, that a quick drive or a leisurely bike ride is all that’s required to visit, brings me shame. There are stores and restaurants and bars I’ve sought out with more effort.

“Mr. Murano,” I hear a voice say.

Startled, I turn to the door.

“Okay to come in?” A student in my fifth-period class stands balancing a pile of books in his arms.

I glimpse at the clock. Two minutes left in the lunch hour.

“Go ahead and take your seat,” I say.

It is then I realize I have yet to reply to Mr. Washington regarding my chat earlier in the day with Brendan. I quickly open my work email.


Dear Mr. Washington,

Thank you very much for your email. I understand your concern. Brendan and I spoke after class today and he agreed to complete his missing work. He agreed to hand in the assignments by this Wednesday. I will remind him of this again tomorrow.

If you would like to reply with questions or further concerns, please do so at your convenience.

Best,

Mr. Murano



When finished, I walk to the front of the room and organize the handouts and note sheets awaiting the next period.

The bell rings, and after a moment students flood the room with noise and chaos. The remnants of their lunches pile on their desks next to books and phones and backpacks. In the short time that passes, Mr. Washington has responded to my email.


I just texted Brendan. He says the assignments are old and he does not remember what to do. It would be much better if the points for the final can count as the makeup work.



I feel the need to reply immediately. The year is nearly over, and I do not want to extend it any longer than necessary with a parent meeting in Dr. Gates’s office, with a man who writes emails as if he expects to get his way no matter what. I’m tired. I’m behind in grading. An immediate reply will most likely elicit a back-and-forth chain of emails, and I prefer to avoid the situation for now.

But I am my father’s son, and I’ve always viewed my job as a job of service.

Whether I like it or not, I work for Brendan and his father.


Mr. Washington,

I apologize for the brief response. I am in class now but will email after school with more details on this situation.

Thank you,

Mr. Murano



I AM MY father’s son.

For much of my childhood, I wished I weren’t.

He was a man who’d found it easier to make fun of me than explain things to me. He never asked about my schooling, or my interest in art (specifically drawing and literature). He did the same with my mother. He was uncomfortable with touch, and with vocalizing his feelings. He never said “I love you.” Instead, he’d dump a crumpled wad of dollar bills onto the dining room table and tell my mother, “Here’s some money for groceries.” In the car rides home from a game, he’d clear his throat and say, “Way to play out there,” or “Nice at bat,” but never once did I hear “I’m proud of you.” Compliments were tied strictly to performance, or what new pair of shoes my mother’s parents had bought me, or the sort of haircut I should choose based on which famous ballplayer or actor had it (even though the texture of my hair was impossible to comb).

He could explain to me the intricacies of the footwork required to turn a double play, but he shied away from asking me about crushes, or holding my hand on the street if I’d fallen and scraped a knee. He was even too distant to discipline me, and there were plenty of times I deserved punishment. Over the years, I decided that it wasn’t that he didn’t care, but like physical touch and words of affirmation, even discipline was an act of communication he was incapable of expressing.

Unlike with Ben, I cannot picture my father dedicating a manuscript (let alone a chapter or even a sentence) to the memory and honor of his parents. His mother passed away when he was young. I don’t know how old he was; he never mentioned anything about her. Although I vaguely remember a small photograph he kept in his sock drawer, the faded image encased in an oval frame, memorable to me because my grandmother’s features were colorized with pastel hues, as if the photo had been touched up with the chalk used by a child to draw on the sidewalk. I once heard my mother tell a neighbor that the photo had at one point been placed upon a family altar. All I knew was that my father kept the photo in a drawer, because he liked hiding things.

It’s one of the reasons my mother eventually decided to leave him. It’s one of the reasons I was so frustrated with him at the end of his life. I’d texted to remind him of his doctor’s appointments, and he’d respond, “I’m on it.” Except, a day or so later I’d receive a message from the office asking if I’d like to reschedule his appointments. He lived across the city, and I knew he would use the excuse that it was a hassle for him to take a bus to see his doctor. He’d pause on the phone, not having finished his explanation. I suppose he was waiting for me to offer to drive him. I never did. I just exhaled loudly over the phone, an unspoken sign of my frustration that he wasn’t prioritizing his health.

But I am my father’s son, which is something I have to remind myself of every time I walk into my oncologist’s office, heart beating with the fear that my next scan will discover some new abnormality. Would my father be alive if he’d just kept up with his appointments and refilled his prescriptions on a consistent basis? Some part of me is convinced that he would.

It troubles me I don’t miss him in the same way Ben missed his parents, or the same way Kaiya misses Ben.

As a kid, I never thought we needed any family other than my mother’s parents. My father certainly never indicated such a sentiment to me.

Our front yard may have been overgrown with guinea grass and soft brome, with petrified clods of dog poop scattered across the patchy lawn, the sidewalk-facing hedges dried to brown with withered leaves, appearing skeletal at night when the splintered glass of the front porch light beamed white through their exposed branches. Yet the haunted quality of this fractured home was bearable just so long as we stayed inside with the windows closed and the shades drawn, comforted on the couch by a subscription to HBO and a bag full of McDonald’s.

I learned to model this behavior, and so I spent a good portion of my childhood toeing the line between acknowledging those components of my father’s life that suited me and callously discarding the rest of him.





CHAPTER II “Boyhood”

My earliest memories are of mornings on the farm. I welcomed the rising sun through my second-story-bedroom window, and marveled as it revealed a glowing horizon furrowed by cottonwoods, the cloud-kissed Sierra Madres residing gold and majestic over the sprawling green rows of my father’s budding crops.

In the distance, the sounds of squeaking wagon wheels and the cheerful banter from Father’s workers could be heard among the thunderous roars of lions. From 1923 to 1942, I was fortunate enough to live mere miles from Gay’s Lion Farm, the only place of notable interest in our rural, yet-to-be industrialized town. Tourists visited to witness the powerful jaws of these beautiful animals tear apart thick slabs of meat from behind their wire fencing. I remember one summer, members of the Japanese royal family visited the lion farm on a Saturday. The prince was dressed in a spectacular military uniform, his shoulders striped in red, his chest puffed outward, exhibiting his stately medals. Children from the surrounding Japanese language schools welcomed him to the United States by proudly raising the Japanese merchant flag emblazoned with a red sun against a white background. We formed a line on either side and bowed to him as he strolled by, his knee-high boots shining beautifully in the morning light.

As one might have expected, life on the farm for my father was not always easy. Not every day began with sunshine or the majestic roar of a lion. Southern California soil is temperamental, and it fluctuates depending on the season, expanding when wet and contracting when dry. In El Monte, my father preferred the dry season, as the wetter months caused root diseases to his crops and limited the use of machinery.

But as my father always said, “In all toil there is profit.”

I recall my disciplined father enduring the stubborn wet seasons of the Southern California climate, steadfast amid sheets of rain while steering the horse-drawn sled to harvest by hand. During those winter months the work trucks would be mired in oppressive mud. My father stood daily, regardless of temperature or hour, welcoming the dense pellets of cold rain battering the brim of his straw hat, hands gripped around the leather reins. He often returned to the farmhouse just after sunset, removing his dripping straw hat to hang on a nail, and would do the same with his damp chore jacket. Next his muddy boots, gently placing the pair on the wooden floor. Every night he entered the house with a new collection of muddy smears, wiping his hands over the bib of his denim overalls, the dried clay soil cracked and curling away from the fabric Mother was only too pleased to wash the next day. I recall his appetite upon arriving home, and the thanks he gave at the table, his freshly scrubbed hands folded in preparation for saying grace.

“Let us come into His presence with a joyful heart, so that we may come to this table always with a thankful stomach.”

With his permission we ate our food carefully, quietly. When he finished his dinner, he kissed our mother on the forehead, climbed the wooden stairs to change his clothes, and would spend the rest of the evening listening to the news on the radio in the downstairs den. We cleared the table of the dishes, careful of making too much noise, as the traces of Father’s slow-drying muddy boot prints supervised us from the front mat where he’d wiped them just an hour prior. I liked sitting next to him at the dinner table. He smelled of strawberries sometimes. But usually, his fragrance was simply that of the earth. I enjoyed watching him pick at the chips of dirt from his fingernails, sitting in the den near a lamp, ear turned to the radio. On the nights when it rained, we maintained a silent house, save for the echoes of my siblings and me readying for bed upstairs, and the occasional creak of Father’s wooden sitting chair, the roar and pop of orange flames crackling as he sat warming his hands before the fireplace.

But soon enough the rainy season subsided, and suddenly we felt relief, and release, as the clouds drifted homeward, and the golden sunshine reappeared to welcome back my favorite childhood sight.

Our property was adjacent to a grass-field airport, and on early-spring afternoons I stood atop the steps of the farmhouse porch to feel the buzz of colorful biplanes vibrating the loose boards underfoot. I lifted my eyes and laughed as the pilots performed aerobatics, causing a flurry of wind to send ripples through the laundry my mother had hung out to dry.

In 1927, Charles Lindbergh had made the first nonstop flight across the Atlantic Ocean, achieving aviation history and instant world fame. Lindbergh’s triumph only further cemented in me my indestructible fascination with aviation. I sent the small allowance I’d been squirrelling away for my very first American comic, Skyroads, a publication for children interested in the courageous activities of Clipper Williams and the Flying Legion. I often wondered, being only a boy of six, if Clipper Williams, or even Lindbergh himself, had ever taken flight from the airfield beside our farm. Nevertheless, no matter how strong the tug of adventure and exploration may have been to me, my mother never let me become too excited, because I was not allowed to harbor the idea of ever becoming a pilot. I remember one plane that crashed on takeoff as its engine sputtered, choking loudly before splashing down nose first into a row of newly planted radishes. The propeller and the front two landing wheels lay mangled in the dusty field, separated from the plane, not to mention the radishes, but the pilot walked away without a scratch.

“You see,” I told my mother. “It is not so dangerous.”

She made me wash up for breakfast and told me I wasn’t to say anything else about the incident again.

My adoration for adventure was not limited to aviation. A number of radio programs filled my fledgling imagination with maritime escapades: brave men swimming toward lifeboats after a shipwreck in a storm, the search for mysterious treasure on a forgotten island, the treacherous doings of a renegade pirate in search of magical items. When the radio serials ended, I would climb the stairs to my room and gently close the door, and pull a hidden stack of comics from beneath my bed. Besides Skyroads, I had also begun to send away for Buck Rogers and Tailspin Tommy. When Mother came to check on me before bedtime, I scrambled to insert my comics into the cover of my schoolbooks, and on the rare occasion, into the cover of my Sunday school illustrated Bible.

As such, the farm was my childhood playground and my first classroom. I remember “borrowing” my older brother Tomoya’s slingshot to teach myself how to kill the rodents pestering our strawberry fields. I practiced by launching pebbles toward a hand-drawn target scratched into the white bark of a gum tree. I remember learning how to tie my shoes because if I wanted to run alongside the rushing water of the irrigation channel, Mother wouldn’t let me leave the house unless I had proper boots to protect my feet.

One evening, at age eight, I snuck over the wire fencing that separated the strip of land behind our barn from the wide-open grass airfield. Tomoya spotted me from the fields, calling out to be careful and to slow down. A moment later, he discovered me settled in the cockpit of a broken-down single-seat, single-engine sport plane laid to rest in the overgrown weeds.

“I’m teaching myself to fly,” I said. “Join me.”

He climbed up the bracing onto the top wing and spread his arms, bending his knees to replicate the daring movements of a wing walker.

A few moments later, he sat down on the wing, his legs dangling in the evening air. “Let’s see if we can get her started,” he said.

I grew excited, because Tomoya knew all about engines from assisting our father with mechanical repairs on the farming equipment.

He hopped onto the grass and made a big gesture as if he were going to spin the propeller.

I pushed buttons and pulled levers to no avail.

“Must be in hibernation,” he said, and kicked a rock toward the plane’s front wheels.

I pointed at a sparkling royal-blue Loughead S-1 parked at the foot of the runway. “What about her?” I said.

“You going to fly her?” he asked.

“I might try.”

“You’ll just jump in and go?”

“I want to.”

“Without inspecting her first?”

“She’s beautiful,” I said. “She’ll fly.”

Tomoya reached his hand toward the underside of the plane’s wing.

He asked, “How do you know there aren’t other kids like us out here messing with things we shouldn’t be?”

His fingers held a small bolt to my eyes.

“Just pull one loose bolt from the plane’s bracing, or tamper with the tension of the rigging. It wouldn’t take much for a pilot to overlook such things in a moment of carelessness.”

Even at his age, still not yet a teenager, Tomoya spoke with such assurance. He was measured, and my father trusted him because of his attention to detail.

He climbed off the plane and stood next to me while I sat in the cockpit.

“Get out,” he said. “This isn’t our plane. None of these are.”

“Fifteen more minutes,” I said.

Tomoya rapped a fist on the plane’s wing. “Ten minutes,” he said. “And don’t touch anything.”

He slipped the bolt into the front pocket of his overalls and waited for me by the fence.



When I wasn’t daydreaming of biplanes, I was admiring my father’s stunning cherry-red 1927 Chrysler Imperial Series 80 sedan.

This was the car that, in the year it was introduced to market, set the transcontinental speed record.

Father often paraded it through town on Saturdays en route to his weekly visit to church. Saturday was the one day of rest for produce farmers, and he dressed in his most remarkable ensemble (an American-style suit tailored by my mother) and spent the entire day helping the Japanese Union Church on San Pedro Street.

But still, even among the worshippers whom he considered to be close friends, he was known as a monozuki, a lover of elegant things. My father had pride in displaying what he’d earned. Many of my friends at church called me a “rich man’s son,” and I endured their reproaches, because I knew of the hard work and calloused hands my father never showed to anyone but us.

While Mother always wore a modest dress, she spared no expense on cosmetics, especially in purchasing her favorite brand, Shiseido. I recall her bathroom countertop overrun with sparkling glass bottles and shining silver cylinders. In her later years, she would sit on the edge of my sister Eiko’s bed to have the gray hairs plucked from her scalp. But I can think of no other face that, when I was a child, held my gaze more than my mother’s when seated alongside my father as he steered the freshly waxed Chrysler toward the entrance of the church.

Those years as a boy, loved by my mother and my father, raised on the farm that provided for us, have always come back to me as the most tender moments of my life. When I think of how the Nisei boys at church would scold me as a rich man’s son, I am not disheartened. While I may not have appreciated my father’s accomplishments in the way I do now as an old man, they remain nonetheless priceless to me and will endure on this page so long as my family returns to read it.





3

I reach for my phone and search “1927 Chrysler Imperial.”

Images of a beautiful, shining luxury car pop up on the screen. Whitewall tires, an elongated front fender and hood, a magnificent, sparkling front grille. I think immediately of the car Jay Gatsby flaunted around Long Island in the summer of 1922. Amusement spreads in my chest, and I’m surprised by the pride I feel in picturing a Japanese farmer rolling up a dusty driveway to present this car to his children.

To see the image of that car, and to let a smile creep unashamed across my face, allows me that unrecognizable feeling of connection to my father. This car was not only a source of pride for my great-grandfather but also a product of a Japanese immigrant’s remarkable achievements and hard work. I long for the impossible chance to sit across from my father and share in this pride.

Of course, associating my great-uncle’s manuscript with one of the most celebrated American novels of the twentieth century is wildly amusing in and of itself, but these images sprouted from the pages of Ben’s memoir touch something deeper within me. Gatsby fled his past because his parents were farmers (“shiftless,” Fitzgerald tells the reader). One of many American families laboring to put food on the table. Where Gatsby’s parents had failed, my immigrant great-grandfather had thrived. Whether my father knew of the success once enjoyed by his family, I do not know. And if he did, he never once shared it with me, neither to brag of our lineage nor to prop it up as a beacon for what steadfastness and self-belief can cultivate in this country.

I can only assume it is because his own father never shared it with him. And because of this, my father didn’t only miss out on a simple joy ride in the Chrysler Imperial—boosted on my great-grandfather’s lap as he steered and honked the horn, his relatives smiling and waving to him from atop the farmhouse porch—he missed out on the memory of such an experience, a feeling of stability and security to anchor himself to later in life, when he undoubtedly questioned his abilities as a designer, a husband, a father.

Unlike Gatsby, who fled his family in pursuit of that receding green light, my father’s path, both behind him and before him, was without illumination.

I sit with this realization for a moment, keenly aware now that I’ve spent more energy over my lifetime analyzing fictional characters than my own father, my own family. I’ve given more time to my job, more attention to the parents whose children I teach, than to my own parents.

All of a sudden, I’m caught by a nervous feeling in my throat. Because of my reading, I’ve failed to follow up on my most recent email to Brendan’s father. I hastily close Ben’s memoir and open my laptop.

It appears I’m not the only person to notice, as awaiting me in my inbox is a message from Mr. Washington.


Brendan is in his room as we speak, confused and very defeated. He has not received any instruction on the assignments and feels lost. Your previous email indicated you would have reached out to us by now. We’re stuck. At some point he needs to eat and get some sleep. What will be on the final and when is it due?

Don



I stare at the screen. The time stamp on his previous email is marked at 10:22 a.m. His most recent email was sent at 7:16 p.m. It’s now 8:20 p.m.


Mr. Washington,

I apologize. It was my understanding Brendan felt confident working on the assignments independently. Would a meet-up tomorrow morning help the situation? I am also available during the lunch hour.

I realize this email may not reach you before the morning, but please let me know at your earliest convenience.

Thanks,

Mr. Murano



I press Send and stand from the computer. I need something to do, besides staring at my inbox waiting for Mr. Washington to reply. Something better than cracking open a beer, but I always find the final days of the semester demanding, and it’s easy to slip into a mindset of feeling overworked and underappreciated.

And while I have never once corresponded with a parent (either in person or virtually) while drinking, in this instance, I can’t wait. I open a beer and take a series of long, uninterrupted gulps. My throat burns, but it’s a nice distraction. I empty the can.

For the next five minutes, I stand over my laptop refreshing the inbox every thirty seconds. No response. I step out of the den and walk into the kitchen. Angling for company, I shake Sandy’s food bucket. She jogs over, and I scoop three cups of kibble from the bucket into her bowl. I listen to her chomp as I pop open a second beer.

That feeling of heat pulsing across my cheeks and spreading across my forehead, like in the church basement with Kaiya, returns. But at least I am no longer anxious.

I enter the den clutching the beer can and refresh my inbox. Nothing from Brendan’s father. It’s 8:40 p.m.

The thud I feel in my chest from chugging half of the second beer inspires me to write another email, drawing my need to resolve the situation now, to smooth out any prior offense I may have committed, to rectify any indication I may have failed at my job, away from my chest and into my fingers.


Mr. Washington,

I realized that in my previous email I failed to address your concerns about the upcoming final exam. For Brendan’s class, each student will receive a prompt on the novel The Great Gatsby. We have been studying the book for five weeks now, and the prompt will challenge the students to expand on an important motif of their choosing from the text. Numerous motifs have been covered in class, either during a lecture, discussion, or homework assignment.

Best,

Mr. Murano



I send it. A moment later, I feel I haven’t been thorough, and compose another.


Mr. Washington,

Please excuse this barrage of emails—but again, I feel as if I have not fully addressed your concerns.

If Brendan is feeling confused about the work, please share the content of this email with him, as I’d like to provide some clarity and instruction for his makeup assignments.



I down the remainder of the beer and type another three paragraphs, the screen blurry with squiggly-red-lined typos. I’m essentially restating what the instructions on the assignments already indicate. I type an additional two paragraphs with commentary (my own analysis of an element from The Great Gatsby). I end the email with an effusive apology and a reminder that I am willing to answer any questions he or Brendan may still have about the work.

I read it over at least three times, fixing my spelling and grammar, before sending it at 9:23 p.m.

I promise myself that if a reply isn’t delivered by 9:30 p.m., I’m closing my laptop and shutting off my phone.

Seven minutes later, I refresh the screen. My inbox hasn’t changed.





CHAPTER III “Frogs”

Of all the beautiful things on the farm, my father’s most prized item, the feature he most loved and celebrated on his property, was his irrigation system, which ultimately became the life force of his second prized feature, a dazzling fifteen-thousand-gallon koi pond.

We spent many dinners with friends listening to my father proudly remind everyone that when it came time for him to build his irrigation system, more than two hundred volunteers from the church and community traveled to the farm in the span of one day to assist in the construction of the famous Murano irrigation channels. The project was part of the contract my father had recently agreed to with the Corinth Foods canning company. In constructing the new irrigation system, Father’s ability to plant new fields and grow more product increased nearly tenfold. When I offered to help dig on the day of construction, I happily grabbed an unmanned shovel from off a dirt pile. My father immediately scolded me and snatched the instrument from my small hands. “Go inside. Finish your studies.” With tears in my eyes, I ran to the farmhouse, kicking spare rocks and trampling the dust. When my mother extended her arms to console me, I turned sharply away and ran to the outer fence where the biplanes passed overhead for takeoff.

In the years to come, I would thank my father for his words that day. I know he saw education in my future, and even if I felt excluded from my family’s work, he saw something in me that wasn’t meant to be cultivated on a farm. My father was not what you’d call verbose, but his words that day would shape my life.

They would also shape Tomoya’s. When my father broke ground on the koi pond, he decided that a three-month vacation to visit his family in Japan was the perfect way to escape from both the mess and clatter of construction. My siblings and I would complete our educational responsibilities as “home schoolers” traveling abroad.

Of our family, only Tomoya was to stay behind. Because of his collaborative relationship with my father’s workers, he was tasked with the construction of the pond.

The journey to my father’s homeland was a torturous fifteen-day odyssey of upset stomachs and dizzy naps aboard a Japanese steamship. We traveled in steerage in the bottom of the hold. In those days, a family such as ours, no matter our circumstances in El Monte, was prohibited from traveling “first class.” The five of us shared a three-tier bunk bed constructed around the three sides of a small table with benches where we took our meals. When the freighter docked in Kobe, I sprinted toward land and held my hands to the heavens.

We proceeded south into Wakayama Prefecture and entered my father’s hometown of Tanabe by crossing a small river.

“Today is Boys’ Day,” my father said to me, pointing at a row of paper koi fish flapping on bamboo poles at the river’s edge. “The country celebrates by flying wind socks to ward off evil spirits. My village wishes to protect you.” My father squeezed my shoulder and patted little Kazuki on the head. I marveled at the dozen or so paper fish wriggling in the wind, saddened Tomoya was not beside us to receive such a warm welcome from his ancestors, but I also knew he was home, dutifully building my father’s dream pond, so that we could marvel at a school of real koi as soon as our family reunited on the farm.

Later that day, we met my father’s relatives, slender and elderly, feet swishing in slippers, some with missing teeth that made you laugh when they smiled. They had brown spots on their hairless temples and wrinkled hands. We trudged through a maze of tangerine groves and up a dirt incline to reach their home. Someone was outside the entrance, thrashing rice stalks to gather grains. I spotted stone lions squatting on their hind legs, and later during that trip at sunset, I slipped tangerine slices into their open mouths, hoping to coax a mighty roar to echo over the citrus groves.

The home had no running water or electricity. I accompanied an older cousin into the mountains early in the morning to fetch water for drinking and for the bath. After sundown, the family lit candles. Every night, I fell asleep curled atop a tatami mat in a very cold room.

Looking back on our time in Tanabe, I understand now why my father left behind his homeland to move to America. As a teenager during the Meiji Restoration, my father, a commoner from a tiny hillside village, benefitted from a newly reformed education system that was not available to the generations before him. He was given a taste of upward mobility, and in order to avoid conscription into the Japanese military, he participated in the first wave of Issei immigrants from Japan known as dekasegi. He arrived on the Pacific coast toshu kūken, or “empty-handed,” yet filled with the hope and desire to revise the Western image depicting Japanese as unskilled, uneducated, and uncivilized. He tilled the soil with his dreams and eventually ran one of the most successful farming operations in Los Angeles. I am grateful for his bravery and unwavering belief in himself to build a life.

On the trip, while my family and I strolled peacefully through a tangerine grove one evening, I asked my father if he missed his homeland. He inhaled a deep breath, lifting his chin and closing his eyes to the horizon, as if to trap some part of this experience inside him forever. When he exhaled, he said, “I left this land with the hope of someday returning to it a wealthy, successful man.”

“You’re the boss of a farm,” I told him. “You drive a beautiful car.”

My father chuckled. “My elderly relatives know little of cars.” He inhaled deeply once again. “They are old and have been waiting for me to return for a long time. Now they have met you and your siblings. And your mother. All that matters is I have returned to them with my children in my arms.”

We soon left my father’s family behind. I made sure to hug my elderly aunt tightly as we said goodbye. I felt my forearms squeeze her rib bones as we embraced, and I remember the feeling of her wispy, short hair brushing against my ear, her milky breath muttering to me in Japanese, “Baibai.” Lastly, I remember her standing at the edge of the property, waving with her toothless grin and bowing as she watched us cross the river on our way to the train station.

The next day, we passed through my mother’s hometown of Minabe-cho and paid our respects to her parents’ graves. We ladled water onto a stone monument as my mother whispered one last goodbye to the grandparents I had never met.

Before sunset, we entered the bustling streets of Osaka. Father paid for my mother, my siblings, and me to stay in a hotel before he traveled west to a rural village on the outskirts of Kobe, where he would spend the rest of the vacation constructing a Christian church.

With only a few days remaining on our trip, I dreaded the boat ride back to America, but enjoyed the city of Osaka. We visited the Rakutenchi amusement park, and I half expected the prince himself to greet my siblings and me in the same manner we had on his visit to Gay’s Lion Farm.

Upon our return to El Monte, we rode in Father’s Chrysler, eagerly awaiting the sight of the pond. When Father steered around the final bend in the drive, we each held our breath. Tomoya had proved, even as a young teenager, a skill for projects and handiwork with great design. My father’s eyes welled with pride as he squeezed my mother’s hand, while I gaped from the back seat window at the pond, blinking to myself and wondering if I had ever left Japan at all, such was the beauty of Tomoya’s creation.

But it was a bittersweet moment for Father. Our recent trip to his boyhood village had revived in him a longing for his former life in Wakayama Prefecture surrounded by citrus groves. Tomoya’s traditional craftsmanship had replicated it beyond his expectations. The brilliant sparkle of water cascading over river rock into a dazzling pool only magnified his yearning for his homeland. Without a citrus tree taking root in the soil nearby, the pond was incomplete. He immediately exited the car and forged a plan to designate a small plot adjacent to the farmhouse and koi pond in order to grow mandarin oranges, or mikan, he said with a grin, as if he could already taste the sweet, honey-like juice on his lips. He explained this varietal of orange was not only the celebrated fruit of his birthplace but would also serve as a delightful treat for his beloved koi fish. Southern California in those days was certainly known as a citrus belt, and Father was eager to create for himself his own “Kingdom of Fruit,” even if it meant planting just one tree.

The next day, I awoke to the clinking sound of a shovel striking dirt. Our father had cleared a circle in front of his sitting room window. There, the sole orange tree on the farm was to be put on display.

Over the years, the white blossoms on Father’s budding tree emerged each spring like stars twinkling to life at dusk, eventually bulging into plump and juicy ornaments later in the fall, the brightest of beacons glowing at the end of the dusty farmhouse road as my siblings and I raced from the bus stop to greet our mother with hugs.

But my sharpest, my fondest, memory is from that first day the tree took root on the farm. Father piled all of us into his Chrysler Imperial and we circled the drive slowly amid a flurry of dust swirls, my brothers and sister and I waving gleefully at the infant tree, wishing it nothing but a happy and healthy life as the newest member of our family. When the car came to rest beside the koi pond, my father spun in his seat to face us children in the rear, and with an exalted tone he gleefully announced our driveway would now be called “Mikan Road.” His eyes fell to each of us for a tender moment, a welcoming invitation to this dirt road that did not exist on any map, but would surely endure from this day on in his heart. Before we exited the car, Father’s eyes lingered on Tomoya for a special moment longer, until my brother broke the silence with a bow of respect, an acknowledgment he had fulfilled my father’s desire to build a home away from home.

Yes, the beauty of the farm had multiplied. My father’s majestic koi pond captivated the family, and we spent many spring evenings enchanted by its beauty, plucking ripe mandarins from father’s tree and tossing slices into the pond as a sign of our admiration. As an added bonus, its sparkling waterfalls and lovely greenery not only lured us to its beauty, it also attracted splendid creatures from nature. Hummingbirds, especially, visited often to drink the water and hover above the pond. Naïvely, Kazuki and I would attempt to capture these guests, thinking our youthful hands could snatch them from the air. Alas, their beating wings and darting motions were too much for us, and we opted to enjoy them from afar.

I remember dragonflies skimming the surface of the pond, daring the fish to breach and chase. How I admired the way they landed gracefully to rest on lily pads.

Unfortunately, though, as is often the case with nature, the sanctity of the pond was invaded when one evening, Tomoya knelt by the pond and remarked to my father, “Do you hear that?”

I did not hear what Tomoya apparently had, but we gazed into the water, noticing our father’s fish huddled into one corner of the pond. “In the other corner, the shallow area,” Tomoya said, pointing to a wriggling mass of pollywogs. My father did not seem concerned. Thinking the koi would eventually feast on these tiny-tailed creatures, we left well enough alone. Until over a month later, much to our dismay, the pond was suddenly infested with noisy bullfrogs. Instead of inviting serenity to the family, as was the case with the hummingbirds and dragonflies, the incessant croaking from the frogs, especially late at night, agitated us beyond imagination.

Always the calming presence, my father told us, “Do not worry, disturbances such as these can be rectified with a simple relocation.”

It was then our job (the three of us boys) to capture each frog and gather them into a bucket to mute their croaking. Come the end of the day, they would be delivered to the Ninth Street Wholesale Market, where Father’s acquaintance from years ago, Mr. Kagawa, sold house pets. While life in an aquarium at the wholesale market was by no means the lap of luxury compared with the koi pond my family owned, in my eyes, I was happy the bullfrogs would find a temporary home in the hands of professional caretakers, and possibly a permanent home raised on display for a young child to enjoy and love.

Tomoya did not agree.

“Can’t we move them to the water hole?” he asked my father.

There was a runoff near the edge of our property where excess water from the irrigation channels collected. It was muddy, overrun with slippery rocks, and infested with mosquitoes. I hated walking by it every day after exiting the school bus. This being summer, I knew I’d be coming back home with itchy red dots on my arms if Tomoya convinced my father to have us relocate the bullfrogs to the water hole.

To my relief, my father said, “That will not rid us of their noise.”

“But,” Tomoya protested, “can’t we—”

My father raised a hand to my brother. “The stake that sticks up gets hammered down. You will deliver the frogs to Kagawa-san, and only Kagawa-san. There is nothing else to be said about the matter.”

The next morning, after enduring one last sleepless night with pillows over our ears to stuff out the incessant croaking, Kazuki and I witnessed Tomoya roll up his pant legs and step into the shallows of the koi pond with bare feet. We had a small bucket with a makeshift lid to contain the slippery frogs. Kazuki even fashioned a net using two pieces of bamboo with a bandana draped in between, and he offered his invention to our brother with a very proud smile. Properly equipped and after sliding along the algae-coated river rocks for some time, Tomoya gathered all sixteen frogs. Since Kazuki wasn’t of age yet for deliveries, he was instructed back into the house to wash up, while Tomoya and I piled into the work truck and headed to the market.

Tomoya drove.

“At last,” I told my brother. “We’ll all be able to sleep tight.”

Tomoya stared down Mikan Road, not reacting to my statement.

“Are you sad that summer is ending? Or are you happy to be going back to school? I’m hopeful to get good classes this fall. I don’t mind us having to go back.”

Tomoya stayed silent. The truck bounced along the rough dirt, jostling both me and the bucket of frogs. I was fearful of water spilling onto my lap.

Tomoya grinned. He reached over the seat and removed something tan from behind it.

“Where on earth did you get a baseball mitt?” I asked him as it flopped onto the lid of the bucket.

“I bought one from Fernando. There’s a field not too far off the property and me and the workers sometimes go for a game when we can. I can teach you if you want.”

“Fun,” I said, unsure of what other word to use, certain, though, my father (and of course my mother) would not approve of my brother’s recreational choices. “Are you thinking of trying out this year?”

“Picking season begins in the spring. We’ll be harvesting strawberries.”

I wasn’t very familiar with the game, or its schedule (although I knew some of the boys from my scout troop played and would talk often of major leaguers like Babe Ruth or Lou Gehrig). Tomoya said he also owned a pair of cleats, to which I nodded, even though I hadn’t the slightest idea what cleats were. It seemed Tomoya had been sneaking off behind our father’s back and, on top of that, had allowed the workers to do so as well. I did not know whether to hold my brother’s secret or to honor my father. I wished he hadn’t told me.

Soon the truck neared the edge of the property. A small patch of weeds and wild brush indicated the school bus stop. However, Tomoya did not guide us in the direction of the main parkway. Instead, he slowed the truck and steered it toward a muddy turnoff in the direction of the water hole.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

The truck continued to rumble until it skidded suddenly to a stop in a clearing beside the water hole.

“Tomoya,” I said.

While the truck idled, speaking in Japanese over its noisy engine, Tomoya instructed me to open the lid of the bucket.

“Mr. Kagawa is expecting them,” I said.

Tomoya killed the engine. “Now!” he said, and held out his hand.

I clutched the bucket to my chest. “I want to go home.” I turned my eyes back to the farmhouse.

“Get out,” Tomoya said.

When I didn’t move, he leaned toward me and seized the bucket from my hands. The bench seat of the truck groaned. Tomoya placed the mitt on his hand, used his fingers to spread it open and cradle the bucket. He exited the truck and immediately scampered toward the water hole, his flat hand pressed securely on the bucket’s lid.

I stepped out after him. “You’re disobeying Father,” I said. “Mr. Kagawa will tattle on us!”

He kept his back to me. “Don’t worry,” he said, but he didn’t stop walking.

I couldn’t believe him, and before I could say so, he was at the water hole, kneeling in the mud with frogs sliding from the bucket and twirling over its rim. Their bulbous bodies thudded against the earth, bouncing off mossy rocks and landing in the mud. They hopped aimlessly, their inflated throats expelling croaks that made my blood boil.

“It’s okay,” he said. But I didn’t want to hear him.

“No,” I said, and ran to the water hole. When I arrived, he’d already emptied the bucket, and even though it wasn’t something I particularly wished to do, I reached for the frogs with my bare hands.

“Put them down,” he said.

“No.”

It felt good to defy my brother, even though it was difficult to wrangle the frogs. The anger that had driven me to speak up to my brother was now a force I was unable to control. I couldn’t concentrate or direct my attention to any single location near the water hole, and I became disoriented. I was not used to relying on my hand-eye coordination. I wasn’t like Tomoya, who spent his free time stealing away with the workers to hit baseballs. And so I lost my footing, feeling my ankle bend and my foot slide in the mud. I didn’t want to be there, never wanted my brother to drive me to this muddy, stinky hole. I threw my arms into the air. The frogs flew from my hands as I aimed to gain my balance.

Tomoya reached out to me. His hands gripped my forearm and suddenly I was stable.

“It’s okay,” he said.

I pointed at the hopping frogs scattered in the weeds and mud.

“We have to gather them,” I said, and once again bent down. When Tomoya moved to grab hold of me, my balance, along with my anger, returned. I resented his disobedience. I moved my body forcefully to resist his approaching arms. I extended my hands, told him “No! We cannot disobey Father,” and shoved him as hard as I could.

I felt a momentary release, a torrent of frustration exiting my lungs, and yet there was more anger. “You can’t make me,” I said. I held tight to his shirt, twisting the fabric in my fingers. My shoulder dug into his chest, the top of my head butting his chin, but my efforts didn’t move him much. I tried harder, searching for secure footing by stomping in the mud.

“Stop,” I heard my brother say, but his words only made me stomp harder. “Stop it,” and he locked his arms around me. “Stop.” His voice softened, his mouth very near my ears. “Stop your feet,” he said. “Hold still.”

I opened my eyes. I searched the ground. When I saw it, I pushed Tomoya, and this time we separated.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s not your fault.”

Underneath my foot, lying belly-up, half of its body flattened but not bleeding, a tiny bullfrog gasped for breath while the other bullfrogs hopped alongside it in the mud.

I stood there, heartbroken. Tomoya strode quietly to the truck. I heard the creak of the hinge as he opened the door, shuddered at the sound of him slamming it shut before he came back to where I was standing frozen in the mud. He clutched a wooden baseball bat.

“Turn around,” he said.

I peeled my foot from the mud and stepped away from the bullfrog.

“I can watch,” I said.

The bullfrog’s breath was rapid, uncontrolled, its one leg motionless, the other pulsing.

Tomoya raised the bat over his head. “In the name of our Heavenly Father,” he said, and brought the bat down like it was an ax.

I covered my ears.

A moment later, Tomoya pulled the bat from the dense mud and stared at the barrel.

“Let’s go home,” he said.

My hands remained cupped over my ears.

I followed him to the truck. Once inside and seated, Tomoya shut the door for me. It wasn’t until he started the engine that I lowered my hands.

The sun had begun to set. The drive back was bumpy, uncomfortable. Silent. When we arrived at the farmhouse, Tomoya said, “Go inside. I’ll drive to the market and talk to Mr. Kagawa.”

I did not like hearing those words.

“You’re not in trouble,” he said. “Trust me.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“If Father asks, say the truck needed to be filled with gas. And rinse your shoes and legs before anyone sees you.”

He leaned across the seat and pulled the door shut.

Later in the evening, upstairs in my room, I watched the headlights of the truck floating down the drive. I followed them anxiously as Tomoya steered the truck into the barn, and suddenly the property that surrounded the farmhouse returned to darkness. The next minute, I heard the sliding of the barn door shutting, followed by footsteps on the gravel. I hopped off my bed and snuck downstairs.

Outside, under starlight, Tomoya gripped a trowel and knelt in the dirt beneath the orange tree. A small white box was at his side.

I think he heard me, as he spun to face me and said, “Do you want to help?”

I shook my head.

He nodded and turned back to digging. I went upstairs to fall asleep.

The next morning, Tomoya tapped on my bedroom door and slunk into my room with remorseful eyes.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Mr. Kagawa said he wouldn’t mention anything to Father.”

“How do you know?”

“Because,” he said, smiling. “I bought a dozen frogs from him last night and released them at the water hole.”

I let out a sigh, unclutched the covers I’d been twisting with my hands.

“I’m sorry I involved you,” he said. “But you have to know we did the right thing. You can’t just uproot an animal from its home and put it in a cage. It isn’t right.”

“Neither is disobeying Father.”

“That’s true,” he said. “But he doesn’t need to know.”

I sat up in my bed. “I won’t ever lie for you again.”

“You won’t ever have to. I promise.” He slapped his leather work gloves against my bed. “I’m off to the fields now,” he said. “I’m going to play a couple innings with Fernando and the boys around noon. You can tell Father if you want to. I won’t be mad. They’re hard workers and they deserve a break sometimes. Father knows that too. He just won’t allow it.”

“You’re asking me to lie again,” I said.

“No,” and he shook his head. “I’m giving you a choice.”

“They enjoy playing?” I asked. “You enjoy playing? Is a game really worth disobeying Father?”

From below my open window rose the clatter of tools being tossed into the bed of the work truck.

Tomoya pulled on his work gloves and cracked a smiled. “It’s the best thing in the world.”

I thought of the comic books I’d hidden in my Bible, and how I’d deceived my mother by pretending to study. I thought of the planes I’d scaled, their owners unaware I’d tinkered with the cockpits’ controls.

“They really enjoy playing?” I asked again.

Tomoya did not answer. Instead, he raised his arms to the side, made a sputtering noise with his lips, and pretended to fly out of my room. The sputtering continued as he descended the stairs. I moved from my bed to the open window. Down below, in the dirt, his gloved hands still elevated at his sides, he flew toward the fields. The workers welcomed him by calling out his name.
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Kaiya texts me at 10:45 p.m.

“Are you awake?”

I write back, “I’m reading.”

“!!!!!!!”

I lean over to pet Sandy when another text lights up my phone.

“You’re up late so you must be enjoying it!”

I’m not one for texting casually, family or not, so I ask, “Is there something you want?”

“I want to talk to you about something.”

“The hillside?”

“No. A friend of mine. She’s super cute and nice. We’re going out for drinks tomorrow night. You free?”

I show Kaiya’s message to Sandy. She whines. I write back, “I have to grade papers. It’s finals week.”

“Just one drink. Please!”

I picture myself seated at a table across from Kaiya and her friend. The image makes my stomach turn, filling me with dread. I do not want to go on a date accompanied by a cousin, especially Kaiya. She’s probably already started gathering childhood stories about me that she thinks are cute to share. On second thought, she’s probably already told her friend these stories.

I type, “I thought you wanted me to read the memoir. Stop distracting me.”

“Boo!”

“Good night.”

I power off my phone and set it face down on the desk. Sandy curls back into her spot beside my chair.

It’s quiet in the den, save for Sandy’s breathing. Outside, though, hidden among the shrubs and shadows, crickets chirp, reminding me of the frogs. I reach for my father’s glove, wondering if it’s the same one that belonged to my grandfather. If it ever held shut the lid of a bucket, ever caught a ball thrown by Fernando.

It’s late, but I know I won’t be able to fall asleep. The Tomoya who relocated the frogs, that boy, couldn’t be the man my father often argued with over the phone, the man he’d called for help when rent was due, the man who always refused him, always scolded him for not being better. On the page, Tomoya was a caring, compassionate older brother. He guided Ben and pushed him to embrace his feelings and grow as a result. And yet he’d never once in my life given me advice or offered encouragement. How could that be, given what I’ve read so far, what I know now about that boy on the farm? None of this explains my father’s tendency to avoid me, to distract me from forming a connection to him beyond our love of baseball. The only thing clear to me at this point is that my father was not raised by Ben’s version of Tomoya. He was raised by Tom, the absent grandfather who haunts my memories as a receding shadow who always kept me at arm’s length.

Tomoya, though, I cannot explain. All I can say now is that he is gone, and he is never coming back. No matter how many words are in Ben’s memoir, there’s nothing I can do to change that.

And yet, all I want tonight is to read with the hope that somehow I can.





CHAPTER IV “A New Name and School Years”

In the 1930s, long before the landmark ruling in Mendez v. Westminster, all children in first through fourth grade from our small El Monte neighborhood attended Lexington Elementary, a segregated school for Hispanic and Asian children, or any “child coming from non-English-speaking families.”

My academic standing in school was very good, as I dedicated most of my time to my studies, never venturing out to the playground like the others. I admit, my non-Japanese classmates in school were difficult to get to know. Unlike Tomoya, who bridged difference with his charisma and caring smile, I shrank from it, retreating further into the safe spaces of my daydreams and my comics.

Due to that shyness, my sister Eiko escorted me to class each day, though with her limp from her bout with polio, I should have been tending to her. She led me by the hand but I would continually refuse to let go. My stubborn behavior resulted in her sacrificing much of her freedom outside of class. However, the time spent with me did not come at a cost for her own social interactions. Being the only handicapped student in the entire school, she still noticeably hobbled, sometimes even needing to be carried back to the classroom by a male teacher named Mr. Trullinger. While this certainly isolated her from her classmates, for me, it was nice to have her near so often, the two of us enjoying the delicacies Mother had prepared for us each day. On Fridays, Eiko would allow me to drink a soda pop. I do not know if this ritual had been approved by my mother—and I am to this day still unsure where Eiko received the weekly bottle—but I can recall a local merchant named Babamoto who made the rounds to all the Japanese farms in an attempt to sell sweet delicacies and fish dinners.

On Mondays and Wednesdays, a school bus would pick us up at 3:30 p.m. to attend Japanese-language school until 7 p.m. The bus was a truck frame with a yellow-painted plywood body, equipped with pull-up windows for inclement weather. It was only on Saturdays, when Father drove to church, that we four siblings were dropped off in his Chrysler Imperial to attend the Japanese-language school to endure an all-day session in which the lessons were presented by a single Japanese teacher, a Miss Kanaya.

The Japanese-language-school year ended in May with a large celebration. A program consisting of Japanese skits, readings of Japanese poems, or the singing of Japanese songs. The ceremony ended when a long purple curtain unveiled a large photo of Japanese Emperor Hirohito and his empress. Upon the presentation of the photo, each student maintained a bow of respect. Some of the young children, adorned in their celebratory garb, occasionally grew tired of the position and lifted their heads prematurely (much to the scorn of their parents).

From the fifth grade on, all Hispanic and Asian children attending Lexington Elementary were transferred to the Columbia Grammar School. It was the first time I would interact with Anglo children in an academic environment. On my first day at this new school, my teacher instructed us to stand and give our names so that she could learn them by seat number. When it came to be my turn, I stood proudly and answered Benjiro Murano. I sat down in my seat, whereupon she declared my name was now “Ben.” I’d be stuck with that name for the rest of my life.

Later in college, I was given the nickname Bingo—the “farmer’s dog”—since the pronunciation of my given name sounded like the lyric N-G-O. My Midwestern classmates would often greet me in public with two claps, followed by “N-G-O. Benjiro was his name-o.”

But on my first day of fifth grade, as I sat at my desk, hands folded, attentive to the teacher’s finger points and snorts as classmate after classmate introduced themselves, the decision to change my name without permission felt as if something were stolen from me, regardless of the fact that it was much easier for me to introduce myself as “Ben” to Anglo classmates rather than asking them to call me Benjiro.

As I have previously mentioned, I developed a very unfortunate habit of hiding comics within the sleeves of my academic books. At the Columbia Grammar School, when I was ten years old, my teacher, Mrs. Martin, instructed the boy sitting next to me to partner for our reading of the fifth-grade world-history lesson on human migration. I could not object, so I was forced to slide my textbook toward the middle of the desk, only to have the classmate, Richard (his given name was Ricardo), giggle and cover his mouth just as Mrs. Martin turned her back to the class.

I made to shush him, but Ricardo’s audible reaction to seeing my comic had already caught the attention of our teacher.

“What is the matter with you two?” Mrs. Martin asked. She narrowed her eyes and tapped her palm with the chalkboard pointer.

Both Ricardo and I slumped in our chairs. I prayed that Mrs. Martin would not approach our desks to discover my comic.

“Did you not hear me when I said to open to page fifty-three? I wasn’t speaking to the walls.”

I raised my hand. “Richard doesn’t understand you,” I said. “I was only showing him which page to turn to.”

Mrs. Martin tapped her palm again. “That’s very nice of you, Ben. Make sure he completes the multiple-choice questions too.”

I nodded.

Mrs. Martin turned her back to us. I whispered, “That was close.”

Ricardo audibly flipped the pages of his book and exhaled. “I understood the instructions,” he said. “But I wasn’t the one misbehaving. I could have snitched on you, rich boy.” He pushed my textbook and my comic back to my side of the desk. “Keep these to yourself. I don’t need your books.”

He whistled to another classmate and asked to join their group, while I spent the rest of the class without a partner, reading and filling in the multiple-choice assignment by myself, as I often did at school.

When I walked along the dirt road where the school bus had dropped us off, I asked my brother Tomoya if he was friends with any Hispanics.

“Of course I am. I work beside them on the farm every day.”

“Do they live with us? Why have I not spoken with them?” I asked.

“Some do, but not for very long. You haven’t been out to the north side of the strawberry field?”

I did not know what my brother meant, but I would soon find out. About a month later, one of the workers approached the farmhouse. He removed his straw hat, his voice timid, the words carefully shared as his hands spun a dusty bandana to remove the sweat from his palms. He informed us that his eldest daughter would be turning fifteen this weekend. In his culture, he said, it was a special day. His wife and sisters were going to cook a grand meal, and there would be a very large community celebration, as well as a religious ceremony.

“Por supuesto,” my father said.

The worker smiled, bowed to my father, and placed the hat back upon his head. My father turned to us. “This is an honor,” he said. “We will attend this celebration. We will also pay respects to an injured worker.”

“Manuel,” my brother said to me. “He was hurt bad the other day.”

My mother tousled Tomoya’s hair and reached for me and Eiko. “This farm can be such a dangerous place,” she said to us in Japanese, kissing the tops of our heads.

That weekend, my mother instructed me to dress respectfully. I was to put on my brown church pants and comb my hair. Due to the cold winter that year, my mother insisted I wear a warm jacket.

Around three o’clock that Saturday, we stepped out of the farmhouse and rushed to Father’s Chrysler Imperial, begging him to use the heater as he drove us to the worker’s house, which was located along a dirt road past the strawberry field, just as my brother described.

When we arrived, I learned quickly that this man did not live in a house. Constructed along the road that surrounded the strawberry field, what I now know to be called a “migrant camp” appeared as Father steered his car toward a gravel turnoff. I did not want to leave the warmth of the back seat, nestled shoulder to shoulder between my brothers.

But when we opened the car doors, music from the camp danced playfully off the hills.

Father led the way, with my mother holding Eiko’s hand to assist her when navigating the rough dirt. Tomoya waved excitedly and began to clap along to the strumming guitar, bouncing up and down to every pulse from the accompanying accordion and trumpet. Kazuki held the gift, a bottle of Shiseido perfume my mother had selected from her own personal collection. In the hopes my classmate Ricardo would be in attendance, and as a way to make amends for my mistreatment of him in class, I had brought with me a copy of a Buck Rogers comic as a gift for him (wrapped and folded conspicuously around my shin inside my pant leg).

Several dogs, lowly mud-stained mutts, lay panting at the entrance of the camp. Upon seeing them, Eiko immediately paused and shuddered, pulling her jacket tighter over her shivering body.

“They won’t bite,” a voice said.

A boy in a dress shirt with neatly combed hair stood up from a wooden chair and stepped onto the road.

A second boy followed. It was Ricardo, attired in a crisp button-down. “These dogs are too old to bite,” he said, smiling at Eiko. “They don’t have any teeth.”

Eiko chuckled, and my mother bowed to the boys, who skipped toward the dogs and rubbed their backs. The mutts, all three in a line, shifted like dominoes at their touch, exposing hairless bellies and ignoring Eiko as she slipped past clutching my mother’s hand.

Tomoya and Kazuki followed. Before I passed by, Ricardo said to his friend, “Let’s go. I’m hungry.” I opened my mouth to give thanks, but the two boys turned and disappeared down a path that snaked behind a wooden structure. I scurried to catch up with my family, regretful I hadn’t thanked Ricardo for his graciousness, both at school and now with Eiko.

The man who had invited our family to his gathering spotted my father and met each of us with a respect-ful bow.

My father shook his hand. “Thank you for your invitation.”

“This is Héctor,” Tomoya said, shuffling over to the man and draping an arm over his shoulder. “He throws right but bats left.”

Neither my father nor my mother responded. They motioned for Kazuki to hand over the gift.

“Thank you.” Héctor bowed to my mother and turned to my father. “The trench is almost complete. We started installing the pipes last week.” Héctor spoke while pointing to a clearing just beyond the structures.

Tomoya, knowing my mother struggled with her English, told her in Japanese, “He wishes to show us the progress on the water tank.”

My mother bowed her head, and we exited the protection of the structures, where several small fires burned for warmth, entering into an unlit clearing with the wind blowing in our faces. I immediately wanted to go back. I was confused as to where we were headed, but I followed my father, despite how much my feet stung walking in dress shoes through the rough terrain of the field. My father strolled through the grass as if visiting this land for the very first time, gesturing with his hands as he spoke in Spanish with Héctor. The two men stopped when Héctor pointed at a large hole in the ground. He bent and tapped on a metal pipe.

My father turned to my mother and spoke Japanese. “This is where they will connect the main line.”

My mother seemed pleased.

“It’s too cold,” Eiko said, shivering. My mother pulled her close.

“Take her to stand by the fire,” my father instructed. “The boys and I will join you soon.”

Héctor bowed and said, “Please enjoy the festivities.”

My mother rubbed Eiko’s shoulders and escorted her to the shelters.

My father turned to Héctor.

“Where is Manuel?”

Héctor nodded, striding back to the camp toward a small rectangular structure where several men stood outside smoking.

My brothers and I trailed behind.

“Benjiro,” my father said to me outside the door of the structure. “Take your brother to your mother.”

“I want to go inside,” I said. “I want to see.”

Tomoya instead grabbed Kazuki’s hand and led him away.

My father frowned at me. Héctor pulled open the wooden door and stepped inside, leaving me alone with my father.

“Never disobey me,” my father said in Japanese. “Especially when on the farm.” My father gripped my shoulder and turned his eyes to the celebration. In the distance, the firelight drifted skyward, silhouetting the dancing bodies, glinting off the windows of the structures that ringed the festivities.

I smelled smoke and searched for Tomoya. He returned a few minutes later, his breathing accelerated. He must have jogged back to stay warm.

“Mother is very happy we are here to celebrate,” he said, rubbing his gloved hands and sending puffs of warm breath into the cold air.

My father nodded and opened the same door Héctor had entered moments before.

The clapboard structure was sparse, fashioned together by mismatched timber and no larger than my own bedroom. A man lay on some wooden boards in the dark, his back propped against a small vegetable crate, his bare feet splayed outward with heels resting on a scattering of straw above the smooth-packed soil. There was no fire to warm the inside of this tiny room. Horse blankets had been folded and tucked under his shoulders and neck, and he cradled a ceramic jug in his left arm.

“Boss,” the man said to my father, breathless.

“Manuel.” My father bowed to him, then spoke in English so that I could understand. “I am here with my sons,” he said. “We are greatly saddened to hear of your anguish, and wish you a strong, full recovery to health.”

Héctor spoke immediately following my father, serving as translator. The injured man shivered, wheezing as he replied with a strained “Gracias, boss.”

“Te traje naranjas.” This came from Tomoya, who removed his jacket and knelt beside Manuel, quietly unfurling a piece of cloth that contained a handful of fresh mandarins.

“Gracias, muchacho.” Manuel lifted his right hand. It was bandaged, wrapped over numerous times with ragged and bloody fabric. There was an elongated purplish mark, like smeared dry paint, that ran down the interior of his forearm to his elbow. He shifted his position, grunting, the wood board under his back raking against the hard dirt.

Tomoya laid the oranges next to the ceramic jug and draped his jacket carefully over the man. “Mantente caliente,” he said.

I did not know how this man had gotten sick, or what the extent of his current condition was, but I knew it was serious when my father took the bandaged hand gently in his own and spoke a prayer in Japanese.

I wanted to help as well. Unafraid of revealing my secret in hopes of giving Manuel (as my brother put it) a lift, I rolled up my pant leg to retrieve my hidden Buck Rogers comic and shuffled sheepishly over to Manuel. I set it down on the dirt beside the loose oranges.

“This one has good pictures to look at,” I said with a bow.

When we exited the structure, I ran alongside Tomoya and asked, “What happened to him?”

“Trampled and dragged by a horse.”

“How?”

“Pulling a sled through thick mud. The horse lost its footing and overreacted, nearly yanked his arm right off his body, and that was after the wooden skids ran over his chest. Fernando says he was dragged close to fifty yards before they caught up and cut the towline.”

“Will he die?”

“They say he might.” Tomoya stopped walking, kicked up some dust as he knocked about a rock with his dress shoe. “Father prayed with him, and we’ve paid our respects. If he dies, our family will do right by his family. I promise.”

At that age, I wasn’t so sure what that meant. I had only attended one funeral, back when an older distant cousin had come to stay at our farm years ago. Very shortly upon his arrival, he became seriously ill with typhoid fever and did not survive. While the full memory of this unfortunate event is foggy in my mind, I clearly recall my father informing us that our cousin’s dead body would be sheltered overnight in a designated room in our house, and that a close family friend from the church was to stay beside the body. My imagination would not settle, and my restless thoughts kept me up throughout the night. I found myself visualizing a great fireball ascending into the blackness of the sky, thinking this was my cousin’s soul taking flight toward heaven. The most vivid memory from this time was of me and the other children on the day of the ceremony witnessing the casket being lowered down to the basement for cremation, after which we ran hurriedly up the steps outside to admire a rising plume of black smoke spiraling skyward.

I wondered who would be beside Manuel in his final moments, and if tonight there would be a visible fireball to acknowledge and respectfully bid farewell.

Suddenly, a loud buzz shot from the trumpet and shook me from my thoughts of death. With it, Tomoya’s mood was visibly altered as well, and we toured the camp, nodding hello to the guests of the celebration. Many of the residents’ structures appeared similar to the one in which Manuel had been laid to recover. Simple boxes that reminded me more of the playhouses we had in the grammar school play yard than of any homes I’d seen while riding on the bus to school, even in our rural part of town. There was one, however, boasting a sturdy porch, with aged yet stable clay tiles lining its roof. Underneath this was a wooden table topped with a spread of food, displaying dishes I’d never encountered before. Thick stews encased in decorative pots, which steamed upon lifting the lids, releasing a smoky aroma of chili and cinnamon mixed with the sweet fragrance of roasted corn and simmered pineapple.

The musicians—the guitar, the trumpet, and the accordion players—stood performing tucked between a small dining area and an open dirt plot reserved for dancing. My family and I spent most of the evening as spectators, respectfully seated at a table hidden behind a wall of plants growing out of galvanized steel horse troughs. After he danced with his daughter for the guests to see, Héctor smiled brightly and began to clap his hands. The musicians apparently knew this to be a cue and began plucking the guitar, expanding the lungs of the accordion and blowing the trumpet to a celebratory beat. Héctor closed his eyes, swayed along, and began to sing.

The crowd applauded approvingly. Although I did not know what he was singing about, it did not matter much. His voice was astounding, mesmerizing as his passion complemented beyond measure the beauty of the music and the energy of the celebration.

During the performance, a worker approached our table holding a jug painted with stripes of sapphire and white, with gold lining the rim of its spout. He bowed and placed it before my father.

“Tómalo todo,” he said, and laughed.

My father, a Christian man I’d never seen sniff a drop of alcohol, lifted his eyes to the worker, indicating with a nod that he would pass.

“Tómalo,” the worker repeated. “Sería un honor.”

The attention of the celebration had shifted from the proud singing father, arms now draped around the musicians, to my own father sitting at this table, staring at the jug.

“Drink,” Tomoya said. “It’s a celebration.”

My father studied my mother’s face.

“Drink,” she said in Japanese.

At that, my father reached for a half-empty glass of water on the table, turned it over, and dumped it onto the cold ground. He grabbed the jug, poured a small amount of its liquid contents into the glass, and walked it over to the worker.

My father pointed at the jug.

“Usted le sirve ahora,” Tomoya said, and dumped his own water glass into the planter to hand to the worker.

When my father’s glass was poured, he lifted it to the crowd and tipped it toward Héctor. With that done, he gulped down the drink.

I had never seen my father make such a facial expression before, the lids of his eyes pinched aggressively closed, with his chin retreating down and back into his throat, head somehow nodding and shaking simultaneously. Whatever his emotions and response to the experience may have been, it counted little against the raucous endorsement and enjoyment of the guests.

While the worker’s reaction was not as severe as my father’s, he shuddered nonetheless and stomped his boots upon the dirt before quickly recovering, only to slam his glass upon the table and refill it. This time, however, instead of the glass being offered to my father, the worker slowly pushed it toward my mother, and she in turn instantly blushed and refused. She even pinched her nose and fluttered her hand in front of her face.

“I’ll drink it,” Tomoya said, rising from his chair.

I watched my brother reach across the table without consulting my father. The worker gave Tomoya a hearty slap on the back.

“El hijo mayor,” the worker said, directing his words to my father and pointing at my brother.

With glass in hand, Tomoya stood among Héctor’s guests, and loudly—his voice in competition with the guitar, trumpet, and accordion—spoke the words “¡Por Manuel!”





5

I finish chapter IV around midnight. I’m tired, but after reading about my young grandfather’s toast to Manuel, I find myself gliding toward the refrigerator in search of a beer. I lift it to my lips.

“Por Manuel.”

Before my next sip, I unexpectedly say, “Por Tomoya Murano.”

The words jolt me. It’s been years, possibly decades, since I’ve spoken my grandfather’s full name aloud.

For much of my childhood the word “grandpa” meant my mom’s dad. A white man named Rodney. There was another man, though, a man named Tom who was rarely spoken of in our household. He was married to a white woman with two daughters who apparently looked just like me.

As a child, Tom Murano was simply a name, an idea of a man that appeared to me infrequently as a series of images pieced together on the one day he babysat me. To this day, it’s the sharpest memory of any time I spent with him.

In the memory, I’m jostled in my bed and pulled from sleep by my mother. It isn’t light out yet, and I’m confused, but I see her face clearly as she lifts me from the bed wrapped in my cartoon-dinosaur blanket, carries me to our station wagon, my tired cheeks pressed against the softness of her bathrobe, her right hand cradling the back of my skull. She lays me onto the cold vinyl bench seat, pulls a seat belt across my chest and lap. I’m buckled in with my pillow propped against the passenger-side window. I do not eat breakfast.

We drive while the sun rises.

He stands in his driveway to meet us, a stranger leaning against the dented front fender of an idling truck, an elbow resting on the hood to feel the engine’s warmth. He stands under a tree, and beside that tree is a dried-up pond with leaves and trash in its basin, a miniature ceramic building resembling the restaurants my father eats at perched on the rocks (which are supposed to create a waterfall but instead are disassembled with their surfaces covered in patches of fuzzy moss).

He wears coveralls, a navy-blue uniform with a black bandana twisted around his neck. A floppy, wide-brimmed hat slumps over his sunglasses and mimics the shape of his shoulders.

When he drives us to the jobsite, the truck roars, struggling up the long, steep driveway. When he points to a line of unpotted Japanese boxwoods huddled on a pallet outside the client’s front door, I notice the slimness of his fingers and the almond-brown coloring of his knuckles, which darken as he straightens his fingers. His belt is canvas. The hat is straw. His smell is not of aftershave, like it is with my mom’s father. It is dirt and root and trampled bush. There is dried mud on his boots. His feet seem so small.

I do not know him well. I do not think he knows me.

He isn’t what I want him to be. He isn’t what I want to become. His truck, side doors stenciled with his company’s name, is loud. It rattles along the road with his lawn mower and shovels and other gardening tools in the back smelling of gasoline and grass. He never talks. He rarely ever says my name. He pulls into strangers’ driveways and leaves me in the cab of the truck, sweating with the windows up, still wearing my pajamas. I tug at my seat belt and feign sleep, listening to the hum of the mower. It is hard to know from memory what are dreams and what was real that day.



THE LAST TIME I saw him, he was a corpse in a casket. Bald, skin gray, and eyelids flat. Just before he passed, my father asked me to draw a picture of him—the only picture my father ever complimented, a drawing Tom would never even see. It was a picture of my grandfather kneeling beside an empty koi pond, elbow on knee like an athlete, the rumpled brim of his gardener’s hat thrown back and lifted off his brow. It was a strange experience when I first marked the blank page. I had no means of accessing any other image of him. Tom’s crouched stance near water, that’s all I could bring to mind. If I had drawn a smile to appear upon his face, it wasn’t done so in order to display his pride, generosity, exuberant love of life, or bright, shining energy. I drew a smile because I thought it’d make him look alive.

The drawing was to be placed as a special memento in his casket, to be buried with him, to rest beside his body forever.

But my depiction was staggeringly different from the Tom who was on display during his open-casket ceremony. He’d suffered from stomach cancer, had been eaten from the inside out with agonizing deliberateness. I may understand his fear, but I do not know if he fought back. I do not know if he made peace with himself or with my father.

I do know he was not the person I’ve been reading about in Ben’s memoir. But I do not yet know why.

He left me nothing; neither I nor my father inherited anything material from him. What did he even have to give? A last name. A head of jet-black hair and a body covered with brown skin. A flat nose dotted with freckles.

I suppose he gave me my father. But even that inheritance is gone from this earth.

Other than the memory of the dry grass crunching beneath my dress shoes and the sensation of being hot and wanting to remove my suit jacket, I have little memory of his burial. I hadn’t been in a cemetery before, and no adult had ever explained to me whether it was disrespectful to tread on other people’s graves. I spent the walk from our car to my grandfather’s gravesite meandering across the grounds, sometimes hopping from nameplate to nameplate, curious if it was less offensive to step on these metal rectangles than it was to actually set foot on someone’s burial plot, frightened I would be visited by a ghost because I’d done something wrong.

We gathered around his grave as a family. Somebody said words I cannot remember. Someone nudged me and I lined up with other people to grab a handful of dirt to toss into the hole.

It’s uncomfortable to look back on that day, that drawing. My father decided to take my mother and me to a Chinese food restaurant for lunch after the funeral. As we sat in the U-shaped booth with a fresh white tablecloth, he stated to us, his wife and his son, with a pair of sincere eyes that hadn’t yet cried, that maybe starting today we should make this our family spot. That this noisy place with clattering plates, little cups for tea, and fortune cookies that to me looked like Pac-Man and crinkled when you released them from their plastic wrapping was where we’d come yearly to honor the life of his father, a man I scarcely knew at all.

When my father died, I did not draw a picture or eat food at a Chinese restaurant in his memory. I buried him in the plot of ground my mom’s parents owned, miles away from where his father rests.

If I’d had the chance to do so, I would have buried him with his glove.



THERE WAS A five-year period when my father and I just didn’t talk. I was in college, separated from most of my family. My mother had finally divorced him three years earlier. After nearly two decades of being lied to and shut out, she fled to Oregon to be as far away from him as possible. He, too, was living out of state, and neither of us had made any effort to touch base.

We’d gotten back into contact, though, when he started having heart problems. His blood pressure had skyrocketed, and he moved back to California to avoid manual labor, living with and working for an old friend who owned a hardware store in the San Fernando Valley. On certain weekends, when I wasn’t grading papers, I would drive out to see him, buy him lunch, and ask him how things were going. We met and sat on opposite sides of a claustrophobic booth pushed against the front windows of a mom-and-pop diner that smelled of grease and hash browns, two grown men avoiding eye contact while occupying a vinyl bench and eating hamburger patties with white rice and ketchup (his favorite).

My father always refused to look at the menu. I think it made him feel as if he were some kind of regular to the place. He usually laughed from the start of the meal, sipping from his iced tea and joking about life, dumping ketchup onto his plate while making immature comments about his financial troubles, wiping his mouth with a napkin while moaning about his reliance on public transportation, and chewing on a forkful of rice as he lamented his lack of accomplishments this late in life.

I rarely spoke, and I never laughed, instead opting to track the movements of the busboy refilling a train of napkin dispensers along the chipped and coffee-stained Formica countertop that spanned the length of the open kitchen window.

The last time we were together, things shifted to the past.

“At least I can say that I had a hand in making you.” He chopped down on the hamburger patty with his fork, stabbed a loosened chunk of ground beef, and dunked it into a mound of ketchup. “At least I did one thing right in my life.” He stuck the fork into his mouth and chewed.

I found it hard to talk to him when he spoke this way, and I’d inhale, avoiding eye contact by pretending to be distracted by the spinning pie case. But I’d gotten used to this kind of talk with him, and began to understand it. From his perspective, I wasn’t digging holes or avoiding mortgage payments. I was a college graduate and a teacher. In his eyes, I wasn’t running from anything in life. The mere fact I hadn’t ended up like him was what made me “right.”

“Come on, Dad,” I said, looking past him into the kitchen at the downcast eyes of the cooks I presumed were flipping pancakes or cracking eggs. “You’ve done other things right. What about this new job? What about the design plans you drew for me for my front yard?”

The plans—his drawings—had been marked in pencil and sketched meticulously onto the first page of a brand-new yellow legal pad. He’d drawn them for me after I told him I was thinking of redesigning my lawn to comply with the city’s water regulations but still match the other front yards on my block.

He said he’d be over one day to get the project started, but since he didn’t have a car and since I was hesitant to let him stay over at my house, which meant I’d have to drive him twenty miles into the San Fernando Valley for work each morning, the plans remained plans and eventually I stuck the yellow legal pad into a kitchen drawer.

“You’ll be lucky if I ever get working on your yard.” He laughed, leaning back in the booth, and used his fingers to scratch at his elbow, inhaling a short breath before turning his head to survey the foot traffic outside the coffee shop window. “Lucky,” he said, “because you might come home to find me dead of a heart attack on your back porch with a shovel in my hand.”

There wasn’t much I could say when he got in this kind of mood. For one, it scared me, and two, he was the parent at this table, not me. But here he was, almost begging me for reassurance about what lay ahead. Since I’d never been reassured by him, I was at a loss for how to reassure him.

“Anyway,” he said, “let’s talk about something else.” He then asked me my opinion on a recent MLB trade that affected two teams I didn’t root for.

“I don’t know if I have an opinion,” I said.

He smiled and turned his eyes to a car parallel parking in front of the café.

“Don’t you miss playing college ball?” he asked.

I started watching the car too. “Not much,” I told him. The car settled into the spot, nearly bumping into the car behind it. “It was okay for a while, but I lost interest, started to party and drink a little too much.”

He turned his eyes back to me. I shrugged. He started chewing on another bite of hamburger patty.

I don’t know if he wanted to hear more, but I said, “I got out of shape and gained weight living in the dorms. By the end of my sophomore year the appeal wore off. I started to think about other things.”

He nodded, started picking at his teeth with a straw. I waited for him to ask me what “other things” meant. But I also knew he shrank at topics such as art and literature.

“It’s a good thing you played college ball.” He flung the straw onto the table, picked up his fork, and started swirling ketchup through the uneaten rice on his plate. “You know, the reason I pushed you hard to play as a kid was because you could hit and play better than most kids. People noticed.”

“I always felt you were just a little too excited about it at times, or most of the time.”

He piled some rice onto the patty.

“Well, you gotta understand,” he said, “when I was a kid my dad never let me think about doing anything other than digging holes and lifting bags of cement at his jobsites. I was ten years old when he started taking me to work.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. A smile and a shake of the head with his eyes on the tabletop. He inhaled a deep breath. “In high school, I asked him if I could try out for freshman baseball, and he actually let me.”

“Did you make the team?”

He gave a smirk. “Center field, just like you.”

“Did you play?”

He held up a finger. “One game,” he said. “Funny thing is, the only reason I had a glove in the first place was because my uncle gave me one when I was young. It didn’t matter, because a couple of days after playing in that game, my dad told me I had to quit. He’d booked a new client and would need me to work evenings and weekends. You know how he told me?” My father blinked at me and I could feel the tabletop tremble from the movement of his shaking knee. “He cut my name from off the back of the jersey. He ruined it, son.”

“Why’d he do that?”

My father shrugged, picked up the twisted straw, and placed it in his mouth, started to chew on it. “I had to throw it away. But the coach eventually found me at school. Walked into my math class and demanded it back. I said I’d lost it. The kids in class laughed. A bill was sent home from the school.”

“Did he pay for it?”

“Hell no,” he said. “I had to mow lawns on my own to get enough money for what he ruined.”

“What’d your stepmom say about it?”

He lifted his eyes from the table and removed the straw from his mouth.

“Carol? She always just agreed with whatever my dad said.” He put the straw back between his lips. “My childhood would have been a different story had my mom been around.”

“I think I know what you mean,” I said.

He started again with the straw, twisted it.

“I probably wouldn’t have felt so alone.” His eyes turned back to the tabletop. “When my half sisters came along, my dad put me to work to help pay the bills. I’d come home from a long day of school and even longer afternoons pushing lawn mowers and digging holes, and I’d tell Carol the money she used to buy the groceries for dinner was mine. I expected her to thank me, but instead she’d laugh because she thought I was joking.”

I set my fork onto my plate, looked him in the eye. “I’m sorry. I never knew any of that.”

“Having a stepmom is complicated. That’s why I never got one for you.” He gave a wry smile.

I let out an uncomfortable snort.

“Carol and I didn’t ever really get along,” he said after a long pause.

“And how’d your dad react to that?”

My father chuckled, tossed the straw onto his plate of ground beef morsels.

“The guy never even spoke a word in my defense. He never said anything.”

“Is that why we rarely visited them when I was a kid?” I said, sipping from my water because this talk had made my throat dry.

“You know, he only asked to babysit you once.” My father flicked the straw again. “After that, I couldn’t even get them to show up to a Little League game.”

“Was I a bad kid?” I asked.

My father shook his head. “It wasn’t babysitting, son. Instead of playing catch at the park, he’d taken you to work with him, and it felt like he was grooming you for a life of manual labor. Hell, if it wasn’t for your mom, the few times you actually saw him wouldn’t have happened.”

“She made you take me?” I balled my napkin and tossed it onto my plate.

“Hell no,” he said, chuckling. “But my dad liked white women. Especially blondes. He told me once that marrying a white woman is the American dream.”

“Wasn’t your mom Japanese, though?” I asked, embarrassed I’d phrased this as a question.

I felt the table move as he shifted in the booth.

“Yeah. Of course.” He raised his eyebrows at me and I blushed. “It doesn’t even matter, because he moved on to Carol pretty soon after she died.” My father snorted and flicked the straw again. “Maybe me marrying your mom was my way of showing him I actually had something in common with him.”

After that, my father stayed quiet, his eyes on his unfinished plate of food. A moment later the server brought the check and I paid the bill.

Before he left to walk to the bus stop, I asked, “What number did you wear as a center fielder?”

He laughed.

“Twenty-four.”

“Willie Mays?” I asked.

“Close,” he said. “My mother’s birthday.”

It dawned on me, the day after I heard about the second heart attack, that yes, my father failed at nearly every undertaking of his adult life: He failed at running a business and he failed at sustaining a marriage with my mom. He failed at paying for things on time, like his taxes, parking tickets, or electrical bills. He didn’t wake up early on a Saturday morning to mow our lawn or repaint the front face of the house. He never planned out a vacation with the intent of exposing me to the idea of travel. But now, with a little more perspective on this man, I believe the one place where he never failed, the place that was most his home, where he felt like someone, the person he always wished to be, the place I spent much of my childhood judging him for because to me it seemed so small, was that chalk-dusted slab of concrete where he stood tall and chewed on sunflower seeds while he coached me on the baseball diamond.

I shudder at the fact that there are now two graves for me to visit as the last of the Murano men. Two graves separated by an entire city as well as years of unspoken grief, regret, and shame. The final resting spots for two restless men.

Before I started reading Ben’s memoir, I thought visiting the graves of these men would have been some symbolic gesture to show I was above them. That as the grandson of my mother’s parents or because of my schooling or my job in academics, I’d elevated myself to a position where I could look down on them, two men buried forever beneath the elements they spent their lives maintaining for others, gaping down with the eyes of the child whose final memory of his grandfather was transformed into a drawing of a man kneeling, appearing small and simple, low.

After just one day of reading Ben’s pages, though, seeing how tender Tom had once been, I wonder if it could finally be different. I wonder if standing on their graves might feel like both men lay below to keep the earth from crumbling beneath my feet.



FOUR MONTHS AGO, three weeks to the day I lost my father, I sat atop the papered cushions of a urologist’s exam table. I’d been there three times before. The first was when I lowered my pants and underwear to have my left testicle inspected, confirming what I already knew: There was a lump. The second visit was to read the test results of my bloodwork and CT scan. “Negative,” he said. “It all looks good from here.” A week later the lump persisted, and I was back for my third visit, sitting again on the crinkly papered cushions, listening to him advise that I undergo surgery. The fourth visit he said: “The surgery was preventative, of course, but now that we’ve been able to examine the tissue, it’s apparent the lump was cancerous. I’m referring you to an oncologist.”

The next day, I walked into another examination room. The oncologist held a clipboard and a pen.

“Is there a history of cancer in your family?”

I lay on the exam table, staring at the ceiling. “My grandfather on my father’s side.”

She wrote on the clipboard. Then she snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves and pressed her fingers into my stomach.

As a child, I’d understood what had killed my grandfather, even if I didn’t understand exactly what stomach cancer could do to people. It wasn’t until I peered into his open coffin and saw those flattened eyelids and sunken gray cheeks, his wrinkled hands and long fingernails clasped together inside his recessed stomach. In the nights following his funeral, I lay in bed and placed a hand over my own abdomen, pressing my palm and feeling my heartbeat, thinking there was a lump because I was heir to my grandfather’s ailments, despite him not being part of my life.

The oncologist finished the exam.

“I’m not feeling anything of concern in your abdomen or pelvis,” she said, pulling a wheeled stool toward the exam table while I sat up and buttoned my pants. “But we should discuss next steps. You have two choices: chemotherapy or monitoring.”

“My urologist believes the surgery was enough,” I said.

“It may be.” The oncologist peered down at the clipboard. “We can monitor with CT scans, blood work, and X-rays if you don’t want chemotherapy.”

My grandfather’s bald head from his open-casket ceremony shot through my mind. I saw the wisps of black eyeliner the mortician had traced over his brows and I ran a shaking finger over mine as if to confirm they hadn’t disappeared during this conversation. I’d read online that not only do you lose your hair, but that you can also lose your hearing, or you spend your life adjusting to a ringing sound. I’d read that chemotherapy can exacerbate heart problems, a concern for me given my father’s cause of death. Then there was the brain fog. My medical insurance as a teacher was what paid for the surgery (and possibly saved my life). I wasn’t going to use it to decay my recollection skills and critical thinking. I had always been a teacher, would always be a teacher.

“I prefer to monitor,” I said.

The oncologist advised I return in three months.

It was a period of physical uncertainty. Weeks wondering if I could trust my body, or if my body trusted me. I examined my remaining testicle every morning in the shower.

I wasn’t supposed to, but I drank a lot. And when I wasn’t drinking, I slept a lot.

One night, I drank a six-pack and read an article written online by a cancer institute suggesting I continue to heal myself by volunteering as a telementor for newly diagnosed men with testicular cancer. According to the article, I could serve as an anonymous voice to provide anonymous comfort. The service would route calls to my cell phone and it was my job to answer in the evenings, listening to men relay their experiences and fears.

I used to tell them before surgery: “You’re going to be all right.” I did that once while smoking a cigarette on the sidewalk outside a bar. I do not know if he heard me slur my words.

In a follow-up call, I learned this same man now had a pregnant wife. He told me he was lucky he could still have kids, thanks to the urging of his doctor to freeze his sperm. I’d been given the same guidance, but sat in the examination room with my urologist informing him I wasn’t married, I wasn’t in a relationship, and I preferred not to have additional appointments and distractions at that point in my treatment. All I cared about was removing the lump from my body. There was no need to pass on this family ailment to another unsuspecting person.

I adopted Sandy from a shelter a few weeks later, a bloodhound with oversized ears and a drooping, wrinkled forehead.

When I held my hand out to her shuddering body trapped within the cage, the man working at the shelter informed me all the animals had been neutered and spayed, and I told him that was fine. I was missing something too. That was the way things had to be these days.



BEFORE I FALL asleep, I turn on my phone to set an alarm. Just as suspected, I have two new text messages from Kaiya.

“No pressure but my friend is very cute and very single. I showed her a picture of you eating cheese at grandpa’s memorial [image: Emoji: Smiling face with smiling eyes.] She’s into you!”

The second message is the name and address of a bar.

I haven’t dated since my surgery. If I’m to accept Kaiya’s invitation to meet her friend, there is only so much I can say about my life: my job and my dog. My dad would remain an untouched subject. My cancer diagnosis and surgery would also be off the table.

There isn’t much else about me anyone would care about.

I close the messages on my phone. There’s half a can of beer left and I swirl the liquid, remembering that not even Kaiya knows about my cancer diagnosis, my missing testicle.

I finish what’s left of the beer and set my alarm an hour earlier than I normally wake up, itching to use that time to read another chapter in Ben’s memoir.





CHAPTER V “Pioneer Days”

The city of El Monte was founded by pioneers who traversed hundreds of miles along the Santa Fe Trail in hopes of settling a wild frontier. They reached Southern California in the years preceding the Civil War. Once there, they unpacked their covered wagons and pitched their tents in the open fields to claim this homestead.

It is a story every student at the Columbia Grammar School had memorized by the end of fifth grade.

In celebration of these brave pioneers, a weeklong festival was held in early October. We schoolchildren scampered down the newly decorated Main Street, immersed in our hometown’s history and origins: We pointed to the women wearing bonnets, churning butter, or sewing in rocking chairs; we cupped hands around our mouths and hee-hawed at the mules standing idly inside slipshod wooden pens chomping hay stalks, tails whipping away flies; our eyes widened, jaws agape at the sight of the blacksmith hammering a horseshoe into shape on an anvil, awestruck by the sparks and smoke emerging from his tent; but most of all, we stood enchanted at the opportunity to pan for gold by dipping a flat metal plate into a wooden trough layered with sand and river rocks.

The rules of the festival stipulated that every grown man in town must sport a beard for the entire week. If a man did not comply, he and his beardless chin would be harassed and eventually tossed into a flimsy jail erected with plywood in the middle of Main Street. The inmate was held for one hour while everyone in town was allowed to jeer and holler from outside the bars.

As a young boy, this spectacle delighted me beyond belief.

We prepared for the festival all week in school. Our El Monte ancestors had traversed the untamed landscapes of the Western frontier, uprooting their families and endangering their lives. We created skits in praise of their bravery and tenacity. We wrote poems and sang songs. On the final day of the celebration, a parade filed down Main Street at the conclusion of the school day. In preparation for this, every student was required to dress in “old-timey” clothing, and the boys were even encouraged to wear fake beards.

The evening prior, Kazuki and I sat in the den, smearing greasy brown streaks along each other’s jaws, a tin of Father’s shoe polish open between us.

Tomoya came down the stairs.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Kazuki giggled and said, “We’re growing beards. Do we look like our ancestors?”

“Our ancestors did not arrive here in wagons.”

“That’s not what my teacher says.” I pursed my lips, letting Kazuki draw a circle around my mouth. My face smelled terrible but I hoped the stench would wear off by morning.

“She wasn’t talking about our ancestors. She meant hers.”

Tomoya entered the kitchen and filled a glass of water at the sink. He pulled a chair out from under the table, sat, and opened the newspaper while he shined an apple with his shirtsleeve.

“Don’t let Father catch you with his shoe polish,” Tomoya said, taking a juicy bite and wiping his chin with the back of his hand.

“He’s going to need it more than us,” I said. “Why hasn’t he grown a beard yet like the other men?”

Tomoya stared at the apple. “He has better things to do with his time.”

“Papa’s no fun,” Kazuki said. “You’re no fun.” Kazuki scraped a hooked finger through the shoe polish, got to his feet, and started for the kitchen.

“Don’t come in here with that,” Tomoya said. He nearly jumped out of his chair.

Kazuki growled like an angry cat and clawed the air. Dollops of shoe polish plopped onto the floorboards, and in his pursuit of Tomoya, Kazuki left a path of greasy footprints circling the kitchen table.

“Stop kidding around and clean that up!” Tomoya said. He rolled the newspaper and held it out, jabbing it in Kazuki’s direction as he said, “Shoo!”

Kazuki growled and lurched closer to Tomoya.

Tomoya lifted a chair as if he were a lion tamer. “Shoo!”

“Polish!” I said, unable to resist myself. Kazuki buckled over with laughter.

A moment later our mother emerged from her sewing room and discovered what Kazuki and I had done. She wagged a disappointed finger at us before setting a bucket of soapy water at our feet. “Clean this up now,” she instructed in Japanese.

Before our father arrived home for dinner, she marched us upstairs to the bathroom and told us to scrub our faces.

I entered school the next morning with a “shaved” chin. After lunchtime, all the grade levels met in the auditorium to receive our pioneer costumes and rehearse our skits, poems, and songs. My teacher handed me a pair of suspenders that clipped to a loose pair of wool trousers. I’d borrowed a pair of Tomoya’s work boots, and delighted at the scuffs and smears of dried mud on the leather. My costume was complete when I set a prospector’s hat atop my head. I wished I’d had the guts to bring Father’s shoe polish to school, and felt a pang of jealousy when many of the Anglo boys tied fake beards made from old rags around their necks.

These boys, with their ashy hair and pale skin, looked more like the pioneers we’d studied in our history book than most of the actual grown men in our town. One boy, William Sterling, had said to the class before the start of Pioneer Days that his grandfather was the first mayor of the town. William’s father was an active member of the community and was gathering funds to create the town’s first “historical society.” He wanted the class to know his family history was directly linked to what the town was preparing to celebrate.

At the parade, I stood in awe as covered wagons and horse-drawn buggies rolled along Main Street, business owners glowing with pride as they waved to the crowd. The people beside me whistled and cheered. William Sterling stood on tiptoes and called out to his father as he cruised by in a buggy with a sign that read “Chamber of Commerce.”

The parade did not last very long. A few more wagons glided by. A man with a cowboy hat mounted on a horse whirled a lasso over his head and people applauded. When the parade concluded, our teacher instructed us to grab our belongings and start for home before sunset. We were to remind our mothers to bring our costumes back to school tomorrow, washed and folded, of course, to return to the auditorium for next year’s students.

On my way down Main Street, I saw a crowd gathered around the makeshift jail. I snuck over, slipping through the bodies toward the darkened cell.

“That’s one pathetic varmint!” a voice said.

“What kind of man can’t grow himself a beard?” another said.

I smiled, pushing my way through the crowd to see.

In the shadows of the jail cell sat three men, and one of them was my father. He looked tired, his head leaning against the plywood, his hands clasped on his lap.

I pushed my way to the bars of the cell, thinking I’d rip them off one by one.

My father’s eyes met mine. He shook his head. He smiled.

On that day, the jail cell was not one secluded in a vast desert, separated hundreds of miles from the farm and encircled with sentry towers and barbed wire fencing. There was no guard on duty to point a baton at my father’s chin, to turn a key and lock him inside for an act of “disloyalty.” On that day, this scene could all be laughed away. To the people crowded around the jail cell, their jeers were all in jest. They howled their play insults: “scoundrel,” “wretch,” “fraud.” On that day, the name-calling and his prison sentence would last just an hour, but the noise and the image of my father incarcerated have stayed with me for a lifetime.





6

I’d woken this morning before my alarm sounded and was too focused on reading Ben’s manuscript to make coffee, so I teach the first two periods on Tuesday sleep-deprived and hungover. By the third-period bell, I’m clearheaded enough that I’m surprised to find Brendan’s desk unoccupied.

During the lunch hour, I spend some time grading homework, and that’s when I notice that Brendan is missing three of the most recent assignments, in addition to the ones he has yet to turn in for late credit. His newly calculated score drops two percentage points. I input the scores into the digital gradebook, where I upload my students’ current grades so they can access them in the online portal.

I sit back in my chair and stare at the computer screen. I’m positive it will only be a few moments before I receive a response from Mr. Washington.

But the lunch hour passes. Fifth and sixth period go by without a word from Brendan or his father.

On my way to sign out at the front office, I notice Brendan sitting in one of the chairs outside the door of the principal’s office, his bleached hair a frizzy bird’s nest peeking out from the edges of a dark hoodie as he rests his head against the wall.

“We missed you in class today,” I tell him. “I hope you aren’t feeling ill.”

He lifts his blue eyes to me, lowers the hood like a boxer, and slides a pair of headphones off his ears.

“What?” he asks.

I repeat myself.

“Not ill.” And he yawns, arms extending as if he still hasn’t risen from bed. “Just tired. I couldn’t sleep last night.”

“How’s the makeup work going? Did your father share my email with you?”

Before he can answer, a voice from behind calls out my name.

I turn to face the voice. “Dr. Gates,” I say. “Hello.” She stands in her doorway, and behind her is a man in a dark blue suit.

“Do you know Mr. Washington?” she asks, stepping aside as the man approaches me.

“I don’t know if we’ve met in person,” I say, extending my hand.

He takes it, flashing his eyes up and down as he says, “Murano, huh. Now that I see you in person, you couldn’t be related to Saul.”

He lets go of my hand.

His eyes are bright blue, bluer even than Brendan’s, and I smell chewing gum on his breath. His suit is tailored; the crisp navy-blue fabric above his broad shoulders deflects the office lights. My dress attire—off-the-rack menswear from a department store—must seem shabby in his presence. The shirt beneath his jacket presents a stiff front, unblemished, obviously dry-cleaned and expensive. My shirt and dress pants have a soft and rumpled texture from the countless times I’ve run them through my washer/dryer.

“We were just chatting in Dr. Gates’s office,” Mr. Washington says, snapping his gum. I get the impression that he likes how uncomfortable he’s made me with that statement.

“Our meeting just finished,” Dr. Gates says, “and it appears Mr. Murano has signed out for the day.”

“Has he?” Mr. Washington turns his eyes to the face of a chunky gold watch. “And it’s only three fifteen.”

“I’ll be grading papers once I get home,” I say, which is true, but somehow feels like a lie with Mr. Washington staring at my work bag.

“That’s right,” he says, snapping his fingers. “Finals are tomorrow. I nearly forgot.” His jaws work the gum as he speaks. “You know, I was just telling Dr. Gates how you offered to meet with me to discuss Brendan’s final exam.”

“I was waiting to hear back from you.”

“We’re all here now,” Mr. Washington says. “I mean, since you offered.”

I stand there, listening to him chew his gum. “Of course,” I say.

Mr. Washington looks over my shoulder. “Brendan,” he says, snapping his fingers once again. “I’m gonna chat with your English teacher. You okay with that?”

Brendan nods, a motion I presume is a response to the music blaring from his headphones rather than to his father’s question.

Dr. Gates presses her palms against the front of her dress. “Wonderful,” she says with a half smile, and I follow them into her office.

She closes her door and we gather around a table. Framed diplomas and administrative awards swarm the wall behind her desk, glinting brightly with the sunlight seeping into her spacious office and spilling over the built-in bookcases crowded with glossy family photographs.

I’m not sure where to set my bag, so I tuck it under my elbows on my lap.

Mr. Washington speaks first. “I’m gonna tell you the truth, Murano.” I shift my eyes from the bookcase to Mr. Washington. “I didn’t really have time last night to read all of your emails. Brendan and I were busy trying to figure out that work you gave him.”

“I understand,” I say. “But—”

“You know we sat there all evening”—Mr. Washington leans forward—“until finally I asked him, ‘Tell me the truth, goddammit, the God’s honest truth, have you been taking notes in this guy’s class? You been paying attention to what this guy says every day?’ And he said, ‘Of course, Dad, every day.’ And I said, ‘Show ’em to me. Lemme see the notes.’ ”

“That’s good,” I say, sitting upright. “He—”

Mr. Washington holds up a finger.

“I need to finish.”

“Well, I—”

“Murano,” he says, but this time with his finger pointed at me, “I’m speaking.” I slink down into the back of the wooden chair. He clears his throat and smiles. His eyebrows arch toward his thick brown hairline in the same way Brendan’s back arched while yawning in the hallway minutes ago. “Anyway,” he says, huffing, “last night my son grabs his book bag and opens his notebook. Shows it to me, full disclosure. I look at it, turning every page, but I only see scribbles and doodles, so I say, ‘These are not notes.’ ”

I’m surprised by this admission, that Brendan’s father is willing to acknowledge any wrongdoing on his son’s part. Anxious, I wait to hear what he’ll say next.

“But then.” Mr. Washington hesitates, swinging his enlightened eyes and confident voice to Dr. Gates. “He tells me he doesn’t take notes on paper. He can’t keep things straight that way, listening and writing at the same time.” Mr. Washington hesitates again, his gum chewing the only sound in the room, as he reaches inside his jacket to retrieve a cell phone. “My son’s been recording the lectures.”

Mr. Washington taps on the phone.

“Smart kid, huh.”

I shoot a glance at Dr. Gates in hopes she’s as shocked as I am that Brendan’s been recording my lessons. But her face is stiff, her back and shoulders straight with her hands clasped. The only thing she does is stare across the corner of the table at me. I can’t tell if she’s urging me to speak or warning me to keep my mouth closed.

I clear my throat, hoping Mr. Washington will put the phone away, that we can all go home. But I know that won’t happen. “Good for him,” I say. “He should be able to easily review the material now, if—”

“Mr. Murano.” Dr. Gates reaches for my hand. “I think you should let Mr. Washington finish.”

Mr. Washington chuckles, looking down at the phone. He squints while punching in the access code. He sniffs and leans his chin to the phone. “Siri,” he says, shifting his eyes to me, “play the May 24 notes at eleven minutes.”

And this is what I hear:

“Okay, so who read last night? [Coughing, papers rustling.] Jai? Fabian? Good. What’d we all think? It’s here we meet Tom Buchanan in this chapter. Rich white male. Privileged, right? And where’s he standing when Nick first sees him? [Another voice says: ‘Doorway.’] Right, standing on his front porch guarding the door, right? This is how Fitzgerald wants us to meet the people of East Egg. They’re guardians—very imposing people. Tom’s big, right? [Another voice: ‘Dude’s jacked!’ followed by laughter from students.] Very jacked! Good observation. Yes, big and imposing and no one’s going into his home unless he gives them access…”

“Siri, stop the recording.”

Mr. Washington holds up a finger.

“Siri,” he says, “play May 24 notes at eighteen minutes.”

“They go inside the house—what happens then? [Another voice: ‘Nick meets Jordan. He likes her.’] Before that. What happens right before Nick meets Jordan? [Silence.] C’mon, folks. It’s subtle but significant. Anyone? [Silence.] Tom secures the rest of the house. Did you notice that? Tom goes directly to the back windows and shuts them. He doesn’t want anyone slipping in the back door. He suspects intruders, and these intruders are anyone who isn’t born like him. Anyone born poor, anyone born a foreigner. He’s a racist.”

“Siri, stop.”

“Mr. Washington,” I say, the chair creaking as I lean over the table, this time raising my hands as if to show my innocence. “I’m talking about a fictional character in that lecture, a character intended to stir up controversy in the reader’s conscience.”

“Oh, I know,” and Mr. Washington gnaws away at his gum. “But there’s just a few more I want you to hear. Siri, play the March 18 notes at eleven minutes.”

“… and who is making these decisions for the Youngers? Because it isn’t Mama. It isn’t Walter. Sure, they’re making choices and coming to decisions for themselves in the play, but ask yourself who is really controlling what decisions, what options they have. Like their tiny apartment, which restricts them, the freedom they experience as African Americans is just as small. So who’s limiting their freedoms? [A voice: “Lindner, the white guy.’] Yes! Lindner from the welcoming committee. In a play that’s about loving one’s neighbor, it becomes very apparent that it is much easier to love your neighbor when that neighbor looks and lives like you do. Who is aware of the racist housing restrictions and covenants that prevented people of color from owning certain properties? [A voice: ‘That was a long time ago.’] Was it?”

“Siri, play March 18 notes at fourteen minutes.”

“It was happening all across the country! The American dream had been copyrighted by white people. And if a hand of color made any attempt to reach for it, it got smacked away and was told no!”

“Siri, stop.”

I toss a glance at Dr. Gates. “What precisely is the point of playing me these clips?” I ask her.

Mr. Washington snorts. “You didn’t hear what I just heard?”

“I heard students participating in a class discussion.”

“Participating?” Mr. Washington asks. “Or parroting their instructor’s personal views on race?”

“Excuse me,” I say, straining against the overwhelming urge to roll my eyes at him. “These are snippets of class discussions. Even if you think that recording makes it seem like I’m presenting generalizations about race, I can assure you that is not the case.”

“Murano,” Mr. Washington says. He slips the phone into his pocket and spreads his arms along the edge of the table. “You don’t need to sit there and convince me of anything. I know exactly what you’re talking about. The question is whether or not these kids know what you’re talking about.”

“What exactly are you claiming? That I’m brainwashing my students?”

Dr. Gates lays an open palm on the table. “Let’s not make accusations here. I think the point of this meeting was to have an open space to talk.”

“I get it,” Mr. Washington says. “You’re a passionate guy. You want to educate these kids. You just don’t get to tell them what to think. I’ll end with this, Murano.” Out of the corner of my eye I sense Dr. Gates readjusting herself, pulling her hands off the table and crossing her arms. “You think my son’s got it easy just because of the color of his skin or because his dad has a good job. From what I hear, he’s not the only white student in your class who feels you’ve got it out for them. Come on”—he raps his knuckles on the wood of the table—“aren’t you here to encourage these kids, lift them up and make them feel proud of themselves?”

“Every one of my students should feel pride while in my classroom.”

“Well, Brendan doesn’t, at least not in your class. You give him these assignments with no instruction. While some other kid gets your undying attention. Why? Not for me to say. Maybe you should think about the types of kids you choose to help.”

“I fail to see how any of this relates to Brendan’s missing assignments.”

Mr. Washington shrugs. “Maybe the kid doesn’t agree with the sort of things you want him to write down for those assignments.”

“Are you accusing me of prejudice?”

Mr. Washington pushes himself from the table and stands. “I didn’t say that.” He pulls at his stiff lapels and buttons his jacket. “Dr. Gates,” he says, “it appears this meeting is over. Thank you for your time.” He offers his hand to me. “Mr. Murano, I hope you’ll take my concerns seriously. Will you shake my hand?”

I think about the men my father placated so many years ago by putting their sons in the starting lineup. Mr. Washington’s steady, outstretched hand looks just like theirs. He’s ready to make a deal. And even though I don’t want to, I smile at him the way my father would, and I take it.

“Have a nice afternoon, both of you,” Mr. Washington says, snapping his gum. He stomps out the office and shuts the door.

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Gates says, her shoulders going slack. “You have to understand, there’s community implications here. Legal implications.”

“How in the hell did he think that was appropriate?”

Dr. Gates doesn’t even blink. “He’s that way.”

I lift my eyes to the ceiling, inhale. “And what do you suppose I do now?”

Dr. Gates points at her desk. “That’s all of Brendan’s missing work right there, including the assignments you posted in the gradebook earlier today. You might want to start by grading those. If they up his score in your class, I’m sure Don will back off.”

“Back off?” I say. “That guy does not seem like he will back off. What’s going to happen when Brendan’s grade drops from the final?”

“When?” Dr. Gates asks.

I rub my forehead with unsteady fingers. “If,” I say. “I meant if.”

Dr. Gates straightens at the table. “If the grade drops, all you need to do is make sure it does so because of standards-based performance.” She peers over my shoulder at the door, lowers her voice. “And it might be advisable to double-check your roster for patterns in the grades.”

“Excuse me?”

“Patterns. You don’t want him claiming you’re giving certain students a leg up when his kid feels like he’s gotten nothing.”

“Do you think that’s what I’m doing?”

“God, no,” she says. “But I know Don. Brendan isn’t his only son at this school.”

I rub my forehead again. “Yes,” I say, “and he made it very apparent he knows you.”

“Yes, but that’s the least of it. He knows people in the district. People who run community organizations. His neighbor is an editor with the Los Angeles Times. You saw him; he’s not afraid to toss ideas around.”

“Well, maybe he shouldn’t be given an audience.”

“I can’t ignore a concerned parent. I certainly can’t ignore this one.”

We both stare at the walls of her office.

“What can you do?” I ask.

Dr. Gates brushes a wisp of silver hair away from her tortoiseshell frames and leans over the desk. “Tell you what,” she says. “I’ll send him a follow-up email, indicating that if he has any additional issues with you, he’ll need to express them in the presence of both me and a union representative.”

“You think that will work?” I say, reaching for Brendan’s makeup work on her desk.

Dr. Gates doesn’t answer. Instead, she leans across the desk to scan the papers. “How is it?” she asks.

“It’s fine,” I say. “It’s fine.”



THAT NIGHT, SANDY snores with her snout pressed into my heels as I sit at my desk grading essays and refreshing my email, terrified another message from Mr. Washington is imminent.

Around nine o’clock my phone lights up.

“You never responded to my texts. I’m at the bar. Where are you?”

A couple seconds later: “Have you finished grandpa’s story yet?”

Followed by: “Come to the bar and meet my friend. We’ll talk about it!!”

Finally: “What a dream to live on that farm!”

I turn my phone face down.

A moment later, a fifth text message vibrates my phone. Kaiya must be drinking whisky.

Annoyed, I toss the essay onto my desk. In turning over my phone, I’m surprised to see the text is from an unknown number. “U the kinda man lets others fight ur battles.”

It seems like spam, or maybe even a practical joke from a drunken Kaiya and her drunk friend at the bar. Before I can delete it, a second message from the unknown number reads: “For ur eyes and ears.”

There’s a video attached.

Confused, and with building concern, I press Play.

The images are dark and grainy, and depict a street at night. There’s a car, then a blurry figure approaching the car. A voice says, “Subject has now exited the liquor store. He appears to be intoxicated—very, very intoxicated. Stumbling over to a vehicle. Stopping at vehicle.” The figure pauses, leans their back against the driver’s-side window, and raises something silver, something shiny to their face. The voice says, “Look at this guy go. Impressive. Oh yeah, he’s done. Finished with the can.” The figure tosses the shiny object over the hood of the car. The figure wobbles, drooping their head and sliding their back down the door of the car. The voice says, “There he goes. Just plop down right there, buddy, ass down in the street. You going to pass out now?” The figure does not pass out. The figure lights a cigarette. Smokes. A moment later the figure stands, swaying, bracing their open palm against the driver’s-side window. “He’s up, he is not down for the count yet, ladies and gentlemen.” The figure unlocks the car and drives away.

I recognize the street in the video. I recognize the figure’s car.

I know the night it was recorded.

Because it was the night after my urologist delivered my test results.

After I drove away, drunk, I stopped at a red light two blocks down the road. I made a right turn and drove for another five blocks. Two stop signs away from my home, lights flashed behind me. I pulled over.

I handed a police officer my license and registration.

The officer asked me what I had been doing.

“I was out at a bar.”

And where was I going now?

“Home.”

“Where’s that?” he asked.

“Just right there.” I pointed. “A block away.”

The officer studied my license. I wasn’t lying.

“My dashboard camera recorded you drinking an alcoholic beverage before getting behind the wheel of an automobile,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“I followed you for eight blocks. Surprisingly, you didn’t commit any traffic violations until you failed to signal and rolled through that stop sign. You almost made it home.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Tell you what,” he said. “I’m gonna write you up for a stop sign violation. Pay the fine and don’t do this again.”

He wrote me the ticket.

“Get out of your car and walk home.”

I did.

He kept his floodlight on me as I stumbled along the sidewalk, eventually crossing my lawn to reach my front door, fumbling for my house key. I was too drunk to worry about what my neighbors might have witnessed of my middle-of-the-night spotlight performance for the police cruiser idling in the middle of our street. I didn’t have Sandy yet, so there was no one with a wagging tail behind my front door thankful I’d made it home safely. Eventually, after numerous drops of my keys onto the doormat, I unlocked the deadbolt, and from my front porch acknowledged the officer with a reassuring thumbs-up. He shut off the floodlight and drove away. I passed out on my couch with the front door ajar all night.

It was a stupid, irresponsible, and reckless thing to do. One of the most regrettable choices made in my adult life, an act that still keeps me up on some nights. The fact that the video includes details my inebriated brain did not remember only amplifies the nerves already shooting through my body, the shame inside heavy, pinning me down to the chair as I glare at the frozen image on my phone, heart racing.

A third notification from the unknown number buzzes my palm. I take a swig of beer, the cold liquid rushing down my throat a stubborn reminder of my careless and shameful actions. I shake my head, still my breathing, and glance down at my phone.

A second video.

A second darkened street. The yellow sheen of the streetlamps and the fluorescent glow of the liquor store is replaced by the horizontal movement of red lights sweeping across the faces of dim houses. It’s a video shot from the perspective of someone walking toward a car. Someone in the car rolls down the window, a flashlight illuminating their face.

An Asian man looks up at the camera and presents documents, slurring his words.

“I was out at a bar,” the man in the car says.

I stop the video.

Another text message from the unknown number.

A photo of the exterior of my home, edited to include text that reads: “Taken at 2965 Hillglen Dr. on 6/12/18 at 9:05 p.m.” Today’s date and just ten minutes ago.

My phone buzzes one last time.

“Are you down for the count now?”

I can’t help but gasp, rising from my desk, scanning the empty den as if someone other than Sandy or myself is inside the house. The only object available to me on my desk is the baseball from my father’s glove. I grip it, my elbow cocked and my knuckles white as I slink toward the front windows. Sandy stays in the den, her half-closed eyes tracing my lurching movements.

When I pull the curtain aside, the sidewalks are empty. I deadbolt the front door and dim the lights in the den.

I feel my heartbeat in my throat.

It’s only when I’m at the back door checking the lock that I hear an earsplitting clap and see a blinding light flash in the kitchen window. Sandy jumps and the tags on her collar jangle as she sprints to the front door, barking. I drop the baseball, run to the den, and snatch my car keys. The explosion has set off my car alarm, and the blaring horn echoes off my garage door into the neighborhood. For a brief moment, I stand behind the door with my hands shaking and my chest heaving, afraid of what might be out there.

On the porch, I point my key at the car and silence the noise.

My ears ring and my hands shudder with uncontrollable tremors.

Sandy growls beside me, her eyes scanning the dark street. We pad down the porch steps together, Sandy sniffing the edge of the lawn, me wishing I’d put on shoes before exiting the house, afraid I’ll be chased, barefoot.

In the driveway, I smell the remnants of the explosion mingling with the scent of the scattered jacaranda blossoms on the sidewalk. I kick my toe at a red cylinder the size of a cigar butt resting near my rear tire, its burst-open edges singed, white powder crumbling when it rolls under the car. There’s a black scar of ash seared into the driveway.

I pick up what’s left of the firecracker. It’s warm, maybe from the explosion or maybe from the early-summer warmth retained in the concrete.

“You hear anything now?” I ask Sandy, trying to be brave.

She barks and jogs up the porch steps, tail wagging. My pulse slows. I toss the spent firecracker into the trash bin near the side gate.

Standing in the driveway, my car keys in hand, I’m tempted to do whatever it takes to flee this scene, like hop behind the wheel in search of the bar to grab a drink with Kaiya and her friend. I picture myself stumbling into some dimly lit pub, my bare feet sticking to the floor, Kaiya spotting me from a stool as she greets me with a shot of whisky. I could even bring Sandy. Tell the bouncer she’s my emotional support dog.

But that is a stupid idea. This is my home. And I don’t need to provide an opportunity for the person I think might be lurking on my street to record more video footage of me driving after drinking. I don’t need to slur my words as I introduce myself to Kaiya’s friend. I don’t need more behavior (drunken or not) to accumulate within my already anxiety-riddled brain.

The only solution to this situation is sleep. So I lock the front door and turn out the lights. But Sandy drifts off long before I do.



I LIE IN bed staring at the shadows on my bedroom ceiling. I can’t stop myself from recalling the events of last spring, when the girls’ assistant basketball coach, a first-year teacher named Erika Mejia, was not only fired from her coaching position but placed on administrative leave from teaching, because she’d called a white girl on the team a “gringa loca.” It was a nickname she’d used playing point guard in college with her own teammates. But when stated to a fifteen-year-old in an uncrowded gym with only parents in the stands, many of whom had phones out recording the game, it was cause enough for the girl’s parents to file a complaint with the school.

Because Erika was a probationary teacher, she received two months of unpaid leave while the district conducted an investigation into the matter.

The first time I saw her back on campus was in the faculty lounge, three days after she’d returned to teaching her classes. I overheard her speaking to a colleague about how her students wouldn’t stop using the phrase she’d said during the basketball game.

The teacher, Steve Leonard, a veteran nearing his thirtieth year on campus, shook his head and walked over to the coffee station. Erika followed him.

She said, “I was lecturing on Boyle’s law, and a kid interrupted to randomly ask what my favorite gas was. The student behind him yelled out, ‘Grin-gas lo-cas!’ ”

Steve placed a hand on her shoulder. “Just be patient. In a week or two the kids will tire of the jokes.”

“What if they don’t?” she asked.

“They will,” he said. “Don’t let it keep you up at night.”

“There’s a website,” she said. “I found it last night. The comments, they’re not all from students. Parents are writing things too. There’s all these videos.”

Steve filled his mug with coffee and sighed.

At the end of the semester, Erika quit teaching for good.

Now here I am, with one day remaining in the school year, up at night. I’m terrified Brendan has posted the police video to social media, or to a feed that already features the audio snippets of my lectures. I’ve convinced myself this feed has accumulated hundreds of likes, probably thousands. The students who’ve listened to me lecture all year will arrive tomorrow to take their final, but nonetheless, they will question how I ever stood before them dispensing criticisms of the moral decisions made by characters in the books we read.

The comments will read:

“No wonder he wanted to discuss Gatsby’s parties!”

“No wonder he was so good at reading the drunken dialogue aloud!”

“No wonder he wanted us to read a book that was all about bad drivers!”

I want to sleep. I want Brendan and his father to go away. I want to walk into class tomorrow to discover his desk empty. And while this situation with a disgruntled parent may seem timid compared with what my family endured in losing their farm, the reality is they are not here right now. The reality is I am alone with my dog in a dark room.



BRENDAN STEPS INTO class without his backpack or materials for the final. He yawns and slumps down in his desk. I hear him ask the student behind him if he can borrow a pencil.

I distribute the final exam, avoiding my students’ eyes as I set the papers on their desks. I do not look at Brendan when I pass by, but I expect him to say something to me. I’m relieved when he doesn’t.

The class writes their final essay in silence.

Halfway through the period, Jai raises a hand.

Brendan notices with a smirk.

From the front of the room, I say, “It’s the final exam, Jai, I can’t help. Just try your best.”

My voice is the first sound in the room since the start of the exam. It catches the attention of every student and the entire room lifts their eyes to Jai.

“What?” Jai turns in his desk, hands raised innocently. “Am I not allowed to ask a question?”

“Get back to the exam,” I say.

Jai drops his pencil onto his desk with a rattle. Brendan shoots a glance at Austin and the two boys mime silent cackles.

I know I’m letting Jai take the brunt for my mistakes. I’m ashamed of the fear instilled in me by a sixteen-year-old boy with a phone. I’m restless and I need something for my hands to do, so I settle at my desk and grade papers, input scores.

But I check on Jai, it seems, every minute, just to make sure his pencil is back in his hand and the words are flowing on the page.

Thankfully, they are. But I’m paranoid Jai has decided to change his essay topic to something like “Teacher inspires students with moral lesson. Lives own life by repeating the mistakes of Fitzgerald’s flawed characters.”

I can’t stop my knees from shaking. With ten minutes left in the exam, I power on my phone and reread the final message sent to me last night from the unknown number.

“Are you down for the count now?”

I type, “Yes.”

Five minutes later the period ends. The students place their completed responses in a pile at the front of the room.

Jai looks me in the eye. He puffs his chest, but I notice his lower lip quivering. He tells me, “Thanks for all your help this year.”

He stomps out of the room. I want to stand from my desk and yell to him to stop. Tell him I’m sorry.

But he’s gone from the room before I can begin stuttering an apology. I think of tracking him down, but the hallway is crowded, filled with ears and devices that would hear me if I utter aloud my regret.

When alone in my classroom, I lock the door and shuffle through the papers until I find Jai’s essay. It’s the first time I’ve ever craved a drink while on campus. Knees still shaking, I skim Jai’s opening paragraph. It’s a beautifully worded introduction that focuses on the novel, not me. I shake my head, ashamed, but also relieved.

Beneath Jai’s multipage response is Brendan’s final essay.

On this single sheet of paper, he’s written his name, the period, and the date.

The rest of the document is blank.



THREE HOURS LATER I’m at my desk inputting scores.

When it’s time to assign Brendan a final grade, I think of my great-grandfather’s words to his children: “The stake that sticks up gets hammered down.”

Mr. Washington has made it clear who holds the hammer. He’s shown me it’s size and weight, made wider and heavier by the audio recordings and video footage. It’s a hammer he’s carried all of his life, and one I’ve spent mine dodging whenever possible. It’s a hammer my father trembled at the thought of. It’s the one that crushed Erika Mejia, and is possibly the hammer that delivered the blow that changed my grandfather from Tomoya to Tom, his brother from Benjiro to Ben. I feel it dangling over my head, with the potential to multiply as Mr. Washington brings into the fold his friends at the school, the district, and the police department. Its weight is too heavy for me to bear.

By handing in a blank response, Brendan has forfeited one hundred points and his grade will dip below the C he currently has, given he never handed in his missing assignments.

I’m desperate. All I want is for the videos to go away. I drop the final exam, as well as the missing work, from Brendan’s overall semester grade and round the 89.5 percent to 90 percent.

Under Brendan’s name on the grade sheet, I mark “A.” In the comment section I write “Works well in groups” and “Communicates frequently with the teacher.”

Around 3:30 p.m., Dr. Gates sends a text: “How’d Brendan do on his final?”

I write back: “He delivered a knock-out punch.”



I SPEND THE evening drinking on my front porch.

I’m not in the mood for reading. Sandy snores next to me while I stare westward at intermittent flashes of colorful explosions. Summer in Los Angeles is always marked by the arrival of illegal fireworks. As darkness approaches, and a blanket of summer dusk settles over the city, I have a distant view of the color and lights. Bright streams of comet-like aerials shoot across purple-and-orange sheets of sky. Big colorful explosions, pieces of light breaking apart, a flickering that fades into darkness high above the crowns of the silhouetted palm trees. I prop my elbows on the porch railing and take in the show while Sandy dozes, undisturbed.

It’s like watching a muted TV screen. After the two days I’ve had, and the scare from last night, it’s nice to enjoy the colorful silence while listening to the lazy snores of Sandy next to me.

As the cityscape in the distance pulses orange and green and white with each burst of light, I recall the noise from the firework outside my house last night, and it dawns on me that while Tomoya had defied his father in defense of the bullfrogs, had assured Ben the family would look after the injured Manuel so many years ago on that farm, I couldn’t even stand up for my students today in my classroom.

Would I have done things differently, had I been raised by a family led by what’s right?

I don’t know how to answer this question. I don’t even know if I should be asking it. So instead of thinking about Brendan and his father and my family and my troubles, I go inside, grab a second beer, and chug it. I return to the porch and the fireworks with a third beer in hand. Halfway through it, I hear a buzzing, then a sting on my ankle.

“The mosquitoes are out,” I say to Sandy. “Let’s go inside.”

I’m not very hungry, but I warm up some leftovers and pop another beer, and eventually reach for a fifth thirty minutes later. By 10:15 p.m. I can no longer see the flashes of fireworks through the fabric of my drawn curtains because I’ve drunk myself to sleep.





CHAPTER VI “The Berry Strike”

In 1933, I participated in my first berry harvest. I dressed that morning in the unused pair of denim coveralls my mother had laid out for me the night before. I tied my boots and lifted my hat from where it rested on the nail in the wall. Downstairs, before we ate breakfast (a special meal my mother had prepared as fuel for a long day in the fields), my father informed me that Tomoya was to train both Kazuki and me in the proper berry-picking technique. I scoffed at this statement. I did not need my older brother to instruct me. There had been many days of sneaking into the lush fields to pluck a berry and eat it before anyone noticed.

“What about school?” I asked my father at the bottom of the stairs. “Will I be in trouble for missing class?”

“Your teachers know,” my father said, slipping into his work boots. “They excused you for the remainder of the year.”

Kazuki cheered at Father’s words, but I felt a sadness press into my chest at the realization that I’d miss a chance to complete my work and say goodbye to my teachers.

I crimped my brow and said, “I thought we were working just for today.”

“Do not think,” my father said. “Listen.”

“But,” I pleaded, summoning all the courage I had to speak back to my father, “if I wake up early and finish in the fields, can I go to school?”

Father groaned and shook his head. “Family obligations come first.”

He stomped out of the house.

I let out a soft moan at the bottom of the staircase, tempted to climb up to my room in a whirlwind of a tantrum, strip off the coveralls, and change into my collared shirt for school. I recalled the day Father scolded me for grabbing a shovel. He’d removed it from my hands and thrown it to the dirt. Now he was removing me from school, throwing me to the dirt.

“Eat your eggs,” Tomoya said, shaking me from my daydream with his finger pointing at the plate of food my mother had prepared. “Do what Father says.”

“You don’t,” I said, staring him in the eyes, but still very much under my breath.

He pushed back his chair and marched over to the staircase, his bootsteps making the floorboards creak. “This isn’t about Father,” he said, popping a piece of fried bacon into his mouth. “It’s not about your school or your teachers. It’s about our family. It’s about the farm.”

He flicked my forehead and winked at me.

I plopped down at the table and ate.

After breakfast, Kazuki, Tomoya, and I stepped onto the front deck. Our eyes scanned the farm. A line of trucks I did not recognize rolled through the property in clouds of dust with their windshields reflecting the morning sun. Near the edge of the strawberry fields, they parked, as men with bindles strapped to their backs spilled in bunches from their beds. “Who are they?” I asked Tomoya as he placed my hat on my head.

“Scabs,” he said.

“What are those?”

He knelt and buttoned Kazuki’s shirt, helped him roll up the sleeves.

“New workers.”

The three of us piled into Father’s truck, and Tomoya drove us out to the blackberry field. Rows of tall vines dotted with red and purple fruit stretched out endlessly before us.

The three of us stood in the narrow grass pathway between the hedges.

“Start here,” Tomoya said, pointing at the wall of twisted vine to our right, “all the way down to the edge of the property. You’ll begin again at that end and continue down its side until you get back here.”

“This whole row?” I complained.

But he’d already dashed over to the truck, removed the siding from the bed, and hopped onto it. He whistled before sliding a large wooden box toward us.

“Grab it,” he said, dusting the bib of his coveralls.

Kazuki and I looked at each other with wide eyes and braced ourselves for heavy lifting. The box, however, was very light.

“What’s in here?” I asked, somewhat disappointed.

“They’re punnets,” Tomoya said, cradling a box of his own. “For when you collect the blackberries. Let’s go.”

At the hedge, Tomoya knelt in the soil and performed for us how to bend the fruit off the vine. “Do not grab and pull, or you’ll break it apart,” he said.

I reached toward the vine but immediately drew my hand back in pain, as if I’d been bitten by a snake.

“Watch for thorns,” Tomoya said in a serious tone.

I looked at my bare hand. “I’m bleeding,” I said, sucking on my thumb to quell the sting.

“I’m bleeding too,” Kazuki shouted with excitement, presenting to us the skin of his palms smeared with streaks of red, a black dot of wasted berry in the middle. Kazuki snorted and licked his fingers.

“Go wash up,” Tomoya said, nudging him toward the irrigation channel where the truck was parked. “No joking around today. Father needs us to pick this whole row.” He shifted in the soil and attended to my bleeding thumb. “Always wear gloves,” he said, handing me a pair from his back pocket.

The rest of the morning was slow going. And hot. Kazuki had a difficult time staying focused. Even with the gloves Tomoya had given me, I hesitated every time I reached for the vine.

By midday, we had only gone about three-quarters down the row when a truck pulled up. I heard the engine die and the doors swing open. Out stepped Father and a white man into the row. The man groaned about the heat, dusting the shoulders of his suit and removing his hat to wipe his forehead with a handkerchief.

Father escorted the man down the row, raising a hand to showcase a wall of thicket bejeweled with plump fruit. He plucked a berry and presented it to the man. They continued walking in our direction.

“This field was ready yesterday,” I heard my father say, as he sucked on a blackberry, “but twenty men up and left before noon.”

The man lifted his hat again to wipe his forehead. “Our labor contractor has dozens of Okies lined up at his door ready to work. It’ll take at least a day to travel down from Monterey.”

“We can wait.”

“In the meantime,” the man said, “I see you’ve got some skilled substitutes on the job.”

“My boys,” my father said, as if we were related to the berries sprouting on his vines. “Tomoya is my oldest. He knows the fields.”

“As he should,” the man said with a wink. My father nodded at us, then accompanied the man back to his truck. They drove away in a flurry of dust.

It was then I heard Kazuki scream. I lifted my head from a half-filled punnet to discover him on one foot, balanced like a tightrope walker with his right arm shoulder-deep in the swollen brambles.

“Stay there,” Tomoya said, dropping his punnet and rushing over to help. Kazuki’s face looked as if it were melting in the sun, and he began to cry as he yanked his body unsuccessfully away from the vine, the fabric of his shirtsleeve stretched near enough to tearing because the thorny vine would not let go.

“It hurts it hurts,” he said, his toes bouncing in the dirt.

Tomoya reached him, knelt, and whispered in his ear.

Kazuki calmed.

Tomoya was known for finding us in moments like this, just after we’d scraped a knee or twisted an ankle, as if he possessed some kind of radar, or tracking device, a mechanism in his brain that alerted him to our distress. He always told us in a measured voice that mimicked our mother’s, “I can help but you have to trust me.”

My brother placed one hand on Kazuki’s arm. With the other he removed the vine and sent it back into the hedge. Kazuki smiled, tears evaporating in the sun while he stretched his shoulder across the front of his coveralls, as if he were a pitcher warming-up on the mound and not a boy who’d recently been stung by a blackberry vine.

This was not the only injury we would sustain during the long hot days that first week of June. Our fingers were poked and pricked, the backs of our forearms scratched and our shoulders hooked by thorns. Kazuki and I would traipse into the fields just after sunrise, yawning as we settled at the foot of a seemingly endless row, only to pick and pick and pick. As the days wore on, I resented the work. My body ached and my joints creaked louder than the wooden spindles on Father’s chair. It made me miss my schoolwork very much. Eventually, the special breakfasts my mother so carefully prepared for us each morning subsided, and the responsibility of being the sole workers in the fields at dawn relented, as we were joined by out-of-state laborers, mostly white men, but some Hispanics and even Japanese, who worked much faster than we did and were even more skilled at selecting ripe berries.

Another week passed.

I sat on the deck one evening, gazing with sleepy eyes into the koi pond, when I heard my father speaking to Tomoya. They stood near the barn, their voices clear despite the trickling noise from the pond.

A worker had left the horse gate open and my father had spent the morning tracking down two horses. “I found them tied to a tree just outside the migrant camp,” my father told Tomoya. “This sets us back another day.”

Later that night, I peered down from my bedroom window in confusion at discovering Tomoya in the back of the work truck, illuminated by lantern light, guarding the horse fence.

A day later, my father instructed Kazuki and me that we were not allowed back into the fields. It was quite a relief, if not a surprise. I was anxious to get back to my routine of reading comics and listening to radio programs. My mother prepared a delightful breakfast for the family, and after my father and Tomoya ventured into the fields for the day, I plopped down on the living room rug with Kazuki, the two of us putting together a balsa wood model set.

Only, Kazuki glued one of the wings in place of the tail elevator, and when I attempted to remove it from the slot, the fragile wood snapped.

“What are we going to do now?” I said, gathering the pieces in frustration.

“Let’s listen to a program.”

Kazuki jumped to his feet and switched on the radio.

“It has been fifteen days with little progress made in negotiations. This reporter has come to learn that nearly seven thousand field laborers have organized a union and are demanding a wage increase of thirty-five cents per hour—”

I soon heard my mother’s footsteps thudding down the hall, and a moment later the radio was silenced. Having tired of our restlessness, she instructed us to either go upstairs or go outside.

“What’s ‘negotiations’ mean?” I asked my mother. Kazuki pulled on my shirtsleeve, preferring to go outside. “Hold on,” I told him. I raised my eyes to my mother and asked her again.

She said, “It’s grown-ups talking. Business talk.”

“Does Father negotiate?” I asked.

“When he must. Now give me that and go outside.” She motioned for me to hand her the broken pieces of balsa wood.

“Is that why we have new workers?” I asked, placing the ruins of Kazuki’s plane into her palm. “Is it because the old workers are negotiating with Father?”

My mother did not answer. Instead she spun me and Kazuki by the shoulders and directed us to the door by patting us on the behinds.

Outside, I told Kazuki we should head to the airfield.

We hurried toward the outer fence, both of us with our arms spread wide, pretending we could fly. I made sputtering noises with my mouth and Kazuki copied me. The airfield wasn’t very busy, unlike the days when Tomoya and I used to sneak into it, the days before he took over all of his responsibilities on the farm.

With Kazuki now at my side, I cheered one plane as it touched down in the dusty haze of the landing strip. Another biplane teased us by circling the runway, but it never took off. The rest of the morning was uneventful, and Kazuki did not share Tomoya’s enthusiasm for the airfield.

“This is boring,” he said, kicking his heels against the wooden fence on which we sat.

I told him to wait. We spent the rest of the morning perched atop the fence with squinted eyes surveying the horizon, begging for the sky to deliver us some excitement.



We wasted the remainder of the day hurling rocks at gophers and climbing trees. I bet Kazuki he wasn’t fast enough to catch a squirrel.

He told me he was lighting quick, punctuating this declaration with a stomp, a signal he wanted to play tag.

“You’re it,” Kazuki said, and fled in the other direction. He was small but nearly impossible to catch, especially in an open area. When he darted into the pump house, I knew I had a shot at cornering him.

I ran to the entrance, but soon halted when the door to the pump house creaked open, and the tips of Kazuki’s tennis shoes caught the sunlight as he stepped out onto the dirt. Following Kazuki was my father. He held Kazuki by the collar and swept his eyes to me.

“The fields are off-limits,” he said. “Final warning.”

Neither my brother nor I said a word.

“Go, get inside my truck.”

He gave Kazuki a gentle push on the shoulder.

“Get inside and wait.”

We both sprinted to the truck.

Once we were inside the cab with the door closed, my father turned and made his way back to the pump house. It was a hot day. Chasing Kazuki had made me sweat. The two of us sat behind the dashboard breathing hard.

“Do you miss school?” I asked my brother, cracking the passenger-side window for some air.

“I miss Ms. Ellen,” he said, his finger scrawling letters on the dusty dashboard.

“Who is that?” I asked.

“My teacher, silly,” Kazuki said, her name now spelled out in Kazuki’s handwriting on the dashboard.

“No,” I said to him, lifting his chin with my hand. “Who is that?”

Through the truck windshield, about thirty yards away in the field of weeds opposite, a man in denim overalls approached the pump house. He wore a large straw hat.

I told my brother to duck as I rolled the window down all the way.

“Boss,” the man in denim said, taking another step toward the pump house. “Boss Murano.”

The door opened. My father stepped out and faced the man.

“Por favor,” I heard the man say, his arms pleading with my father, “danos agua.”

“Vete a casa.” My father pointed to the horizon beyond the fields.

“No tenemos agua.”

My father did not respond. He faced the door of the pump house and locked it. He stood for a moment, his back to this man.

I felt a tug on my shirt. “What are they saying?” Kazuki asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Is he a new worker?”

“I don’t know. Be quiet.”

Kazuki leaned over me, stuck his head out the passenger-side window.

“Papa!”

My father’s head tilted, and the man in denim jerked his head to us.

“It’s hot in the truck,” Kazuki yelled, hands cupped around his mouth. “Can we go home now?”

“Yes,” my father said. Soon he was seated next to us, the truck rocking with the force of his body sliding into the cab as he slammed the door. He smelled like grease. The keys jangled when he started the engine.

“Is the worker going to ride in the back?” Kazuki asked my father.

“He is not a worker.”

“Who is he?” I asked.

My father put the truck into gear, spun the steering wheel, and said, “His name is Fernando.”

The truck bounced forward and sped away from the pump house. A minute later he parked beside the horse fence. Before we ran into the house, Kazuki asked my father why Fernando was out in the fields if he wasn’t one of our workers.

“He came to make a request of me,” my father said, his fingers still gripping the steering wheel.

“A negotiation?” I asked him.

My father only grunted. His straw hat lay on the dash of the truck next to Kazuki’s handwriting. He reached for it, turned it over, and blew into the crown. “Shikata ga nai. There is little I can do for him. Now go inside and stay there.”

He exited the truck.

Shikata ga nai. It can’t be helped. I couldn’t tell if he was referring to Fernando or himself. Regard-less, his tone of voice was enough to drive us indoors for the remainder of the summer. The thought of being disobedient sons kept us shuddering in our bedrooms until Father left for the fields at sunrise and Mother called us down for breakfast. To stifle our boredom and restlessness in the mornings, we secluded ourselves inside my room, constructing more balsa wood model sets. In the afternoon, bellies bursting from sandwiches and ice cream, we lazed about on the living room floor listening to more radio programs, staying cool by fanning ourselves with the model planes.

As the summer wore on, my father spent longer days out in the fields, often missing dinner, not arriving home until after we’d gone to bed.

Tomoya, too, was absent from home for long stretches of the day. When I asked him why he was so busy, he shared with me that many of the horse workers were out on strike, and he was now running operations with the cultivator.

“What’s a strike?” I asked.

He told me it was when people have a disagreement about wages.

“Is that why Father’s negotiating?”

“Father isn’t the only one,” he said, pulling on his gloves.

“Who else?” I asked.

He did not answer my question. He only flicked me on the forehead and said, “Don’t stay up past your bedtime.”

After that, I’d see him briefly only at lunch and dinnertime, always in a rush to devour his food, cheeks bloated with rice, gulping down his milk, saying nothing and failing to meet eyes with any of us. On several occasions my mother would not let him sit at the table until he’d properly washed his hands and face. Many times, he showed up to the house smelling of horse dung and sweat.

In late June, one of the white workers from Oklahoma reported that while out along the edge of the strawberry field that day, he’d encountered a band of union workers. They had piled into the back of a beat-up work truck and circled the property while the men hung over the wooden gates of the truck bed dangling a banner that read “No more scabs!”

“They threw rocks and were cursing at us,” the man from Oklahoma said.

I asked my father what made the men so angry.

“They’re not happy with their wages.”

“Can’t we pay them more?” I asked.

“That’s not for us to say.”

“Isn’t it our farm?”

My father patted me on the head. “We must remain loyal to the people who helped us along the way.”

I remember the next night, because I was awakened by my father’s voice echoing from downstairs.

I tiptoed to my door, opened it, and crept silently into the upstairs hallway. I could hear my father clearly. He was in the kitchen, speaking to Tomoya.

“I will not tolerate a disobedient son. I understand your deep connection with these men, but I will not allow you to dishonor this family.”

“Are they not considered family?”

My father had no answer for my brother.

“They have nothing,” Tomoya said. “They don’t have water. They can’t buy food. Why won’t you listen to them?”

“What they have to say is not for me to hear. Keeping the farm in operation, that is my job.”

“You disconnected their water supply.”

“The water,” my father said, “was conditioned on their work. They abandoned our family in the most critical season of the year.”

“It’s still not right. They’re people too.”

“Of course they are.”

I heard a chair creak.

“Well, why can’t we turn it back on?”

“That is not our choice,” my father said. He let out a loud gasp. “Their actions offend many outside this farm. When they return to work, I will gladly supply them with water.”

Silence save for footsteps crossing the kitchen. A moment later a hissing faucet, Tomoya letting out a satisfied “Ah.”

The chair creaked once more.

“Of everyone on this farm,” Tomoya said, “you know best what it’s like to live where they do.”

My father’s fist struck the kitchen table. “I do not need my son to tell me about my life. Go outside!”

The sound of a glass being set into the sink. Footsteps on the kitchen floor. A moment later the front door groaned open, then closed suddenly with a clap that reverberated up the stairs.

I ran to my bedroom window. Down below, carrying a lantern and striding toward the work truck guarding the horse gate, was Tomoya.

Looking back on this event (now with a child of my own), it frightens me to think my brother was tasked with protecting the horses every night, at just fourteen. I think of the weight he must have carried each of those nights, alone in the dark while his family slept in the house.

On this night, my brother reached the truck, set the lantern on the tailgate, and climbed into the truck’s bed.

My father’s footsteps echoed on the stairs. He plodded down the hallway outside my door, headed for his bedroom. After, the house was silent.

I stayed at the window watching my brother until I fell asleep.



Somehow, I woke up in bed.

Echoing through the farmhouse walls, the muted sound of heavy boot steps rumbled down the wooden stairs. I went to the window and saw that the work truck, along with both horses, was gone.

More voices sounded in the house. One was my mother’s, and the other two belonged to men I didn’t recognize.

Then I heard voices outside.

Parked near the orange tree, the summer sun reflecting off their dust-smeared windshields, a black sedan and the sheriff’s squad car idled in the morning heat.

I rushed downstairs where I found my mother sitting at the kitchen table. She lifted a pair of weary eyes to me, rose, and stood rigidly, hands pressed at her sides. “Come here,” she said.

I ran to her.

“Your brother,” she said. “He is in the hospital. Your father is with him now.”

I buried my face into my mother’s stomach and cried, my guilt for not having been able to keep myself awake spilling out with my tears.

“Is he okay?” I asked. “Is he hurt?”

My mother did not answer.

The spring on our screen door gave a whine.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Murano—” I lifted my face. The sheriff’s tan uniform blended into the wooden frame of the screen door. I wiped my eyes and pulled myself closer to my mother. “I’m terribly sorry,” he said, shooting her a quick smile. “May we have access to the barn?”

My mother released me, kissed me on the head, and walked slowly out the kitchen with the sheriff trailing her, the clapping of the screen door and the echo of his boots on the deck a booming in my ears.

I lingered in the kitchen, scared and confused. Plates of uneaten eggs and rice lay cold on the breakfast table beside half-drunk glasses of milk. Father’s newspaper was folded like a napkin, with unused forks and knives shining atop the table in the brightness of the morning light.

A moment later, I was jolted by another whine from the screen door.

“Hello,” a breathy voice said. I turned once more to find a man I didn’t recognize. He wore a suit and held a briefcase at his side. “May I come in?”

I nodded. The screen door gave another clap.

“Do I remove my shoes?” the man asked.

I shrugged.

The man bowed and entered the kitchen. He stood before me, silent. A band of pink flesh glowed below his hairline, imprinted by the hat no longer on his head. He wiped the sweat from behind his neck with a bare hand and was motionless except for biting his lower lip. Abruptly, he lifted a briefcase and set it on its side atop the breakfast table. It popped as he unlatched it, and he reached inside to extract an envelope.

“When your father returns home,” he said, “please give him this.” The man extended his hand to me. I grabbed the envelope. “And please, relay to him our best regards. The Corinth Foods canning company is very saddened to hear about your brother.”

He clapped the briefcase shut and smiled, and I followed him to the door. Outside now on the deck, he retrieved his hat from a nail and placed it on his head before bending over to wipe the dust off his shoes. He squinted in the sun and walked to his car. I waved goodbye to him. Inside, I set the envelope on our foyer’s side table, unsure of what it contained and why a man I’d never met had dropped it off for my father. Was it a letter from Tomoya’s doctor at the hospital, and if so, was he okay? Or was it a legal document related to Father’s negotiations, and if so, was Father okay? I wanted badly to tear it open, terrified the life I knew on the farm would crumble by what it contained inside, but knew I should not betray my father.

Worried and confused, I scrambled upstairs to speak with Kazuki, but he was sleeping. Across the hall, I opened Eiko’s bedroom door to find her brushing her hair in front of a mirror.

“Tomoya’s in the hospital,” I said, my hands in my pockets. “Do you think he’s going to die?”

Eiko sniffled, then set the brush on her vanity and pointed to her door. “Get out,” she said.

An hour later, my father arrived home in the work truck. His shirt was untucked, and he did not remove his hat when he entered. He looked tired. My mother asked if he was hungry, to which he replied no.

“Gather in the living room,” he said.

Each of us sat in a different spot. Eiko on a chair next to the radio, Kazuki on the couch, me on the floor. My mother stood next to my father, spinning a dish towel in her nervous hands.

Our father inhaled a weighty breath, as if swallowing a stone. Then he attempted to gather himself and addressed us with a trembling voice I did not recognize as his. “Your brother is going to survive,” he said, exhaling loudly and leaning a hand on a chair. “He was taken to the hospital late last night and underwent surgery, but he will make a full recovery.”

My mother’s eyes closed softly, and her hands, tightly gripping the dish towel, rose to touch her forehead.

“What happened?” Kazuki asked.

“Your brother was shot in the leg.”

Eiko let out a wail and began to cry. Kazuki noticed and walked over to her. “It’s okay,” he said.

“Who shot him?” I asked.

“We will not talk about that now,” my father said. “All you need to know is that he is going to be okay.”

Silence lingered in the room for a long time once Eiko stopped sobbing. Kazuki asked to go upstairs, and my mother went into the kitchen to run water over the dishes.

My father sat in his chair with his legs crossed, gazing out the window at his orange tree.

“A man came today,” I said. “He left this.” I walked into the foyer where I’d left the envelope. “He said the Corinth Foods canning company is sad to hear about Tomoya.” I paused to see if the expression on my father’s face changed. It did not. “Are you negotiating with the Corinth Foods canning company?” I bit my lip and waited for my father’s response.

The only sound from the den came from the wooden chair creaking as my father leaned closer to the window.

“Leave it there,” he said finally, his eyes fixed on the orange tree.

I knew this meant I should go upstairs to my room without speaking another word.



It would be a long day and night awaiting my brother’s release from the hospital. When he returned, he was rolled into the house by wheelchair. I felt the need to hug him, but my father cautioned he was still in pain.

Three sluggish days passed with Tomoya recovering in his room. I know he was often lonely. Mother and Eiko were the only two permitted behind his closed door to tend to him. My father was out in the fields with the workers day and night, and Kazuki and I were warned not to disturb either our father or our older brother.

As such, Kazuki and I played outside as much as we could, keeping to the area near the barn and the horse fence. One day, while we stripped the leaves from fallen branches and used them to fence one another, I noticed the sheriff’s squad car lurching down the dirt road. My father must have noticed as well, for a moment later his work truck pulled alongside the sheriff. The cars halted, accumulating dust for a short moment, before continuing down Mikan Road to the farmhouse.

In the shadow of the front porch, the sheriff removed his hat and placed a hand on my father’s shoulder. The two men nodded at one another before stepping inside.

Kazuki took a fencing stance next to me, whipping his branch in the air. It struck my shoulder. “Stop!” I yelled. “The sheriff is here.” We hurried back to the farmhouse.

“Please,” I heard my mother cry out as we rushed in, “be gentle.”

My brother was slumped in the hallway, leaning on a wooden crutch. The sheriff loomed behind him. My father was nowhere to be found. Tomoya kept his head low, his eyes on the floorboards as he limped past me and Kazuki, our eyes trained on our older brother’s wrist linked to the sheriff’s by a pair of handcuffs.

“Tomoya,” I cried out when he emerged from the hallway. But my brother did not turn his eyes to me.

The sheriff gripped his shoulder, assisting him into the foyer. His voice was light as he greeted us with “Morning, boys.”

We waved at his smiling face.

“I’m going to take your brother with me for a little while,” the sheriff said, speaking as if he were only taking Tomoya to school. “He’ll be back tomorrow. Don’t fret about a thing. He’s safe.”

I’d never seen anyone arrested in person before. Witnessing my brother in custody was like reading one of my comics, where bank robbers and petty thieves scowled at the officers clipping handcuffs over their villainous wrists. I never thought I’d encounter such an occurrence on the farm, let alone happening to my brother.

My mother scurried behind Tomoya, her frantic hands stretched out in case he lost his balance, while he and the sheriff shuffled through the front door and down the porch steps. She stood at the railing, hand shading her eyes, unmoving as her son was escorted away in a squad car diminishing in the dust as it rolled off the property and onto the parkway leading into town.

When she came back into the farmhouse, she ordered us to play outside.

As we passed through the foyer, I spied a newspaper open on the entryway table: “Scab Camp Burned to Ground” was the headline.

Outside, Kazuki and I paused to discover my father seated in his chair at the edge of the koi pond. He heard our footsteps on the wooden deck, but he did not turn to face us.

“Boys,” he said, his hands tearing apart an orange and scattering bits of peel and flesh into the water. “The stake that sticks up gets hammered down.”

“Yes, Father,” we replied in unison, bowing. A moment later we were kicking rocks at each other in the open space beyond the koi pond, sprinting toward the airfields, the silence of our farm overwhelmed now by a monoplane’s propeller coughing to life.

It would take the rest of June and the first five days of July for the strike to settle. By summer’s end, the workers returned to the fields and Tomoya followed behind without a word, without a limp or wince of pain.
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It’s noon. I’m antsy and my legs are stiff. The Tomoya I just read about, the one who took a bullet from the scabs, has burrowed his way into my conscience. I’ve spent my entire life hating him, or at the very least feeling indifferent about him, like he was always dead. Now, I don’t know how to feel about him. I should be proud, and am, but I’m angry too. Confused.

I don’t know how to feel about the frogs, Manuel, or the scabs, other than to wish the teenage boy who guarded the horses alone during the strike had been seated next to me in Dr. Gates’s office the other day, glaring back at Mr. Washington’s cold blue eyes.

I take Sandy into the backyard and turn on the sprinklers. I call Kaiya.

She answers on the first ring.

“I’m frustrated with Ben,” I tell her, even though I’m actually frustrated with Tom, because I never understood him when I was a child, and I’m more confused now than ever. But I don’t know how to say this to her.

“Is that why you haven’t texted me back?” she asks. “You’ve been ignoring me because you’re mad at my dead grandfather?”

The sprinklers sputter to life and Sandy bites at the spraying water.

“Can we talk about your texts later?” I say.

“You could have just responded no. You didn’t have to ignore me.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

Kaiya snorts through the phone. “Are you?”

“I was busy grading papers.”

“Too busy to text me?”

“I really don’t feel like discussing this right now. I called you to talk about Ben’s memoir.”

She lets out an exhausted sigh. “What part did you get to?”

“I’m still in 1933. Ben hardly says anything about Tomoya getting shot. Reading about it feels like some tease.”

“Tease? For who?” she asks. “I should remind you that Ben wasn’t telling your grandfather’s life story. He was telling his own.” There’s a tone in her voice that feels adversarial. Hurt even, which unsettles me.

I slow my words. “You said your grandfather wanted me to read them.”

“And you said you wanted to learn about your family.”

“I do,” I say, wanting to push back, to wiggle my way out of what feels like some trap she’s trying to set for me. “Not explaining how my grandfather was shot seems like a pretty important detail to exclude, especially since all Ben writes about is how much he loved his family.”

“He did love his family,” she says, her tone reverting to the same tone while onstage delivering Ben’s eulogy. “He loved us all. Me, you, your dad, his brother.”

“I get that,” I say, cautious of what to say next. “I’m just… trying to understand what he wanted me to take away from this, that’s all.”

“Well”—she lets out another prolonged sigh—“can you please not criticize him just because you’re suddenly now interested in defending your own grandfather?”

Her words stun me. I don’t respond, instead leaving her with the sound of sprinkler water splattering my backyard fence.

“Are you there?” she asks after a moment.

I wait to respond, gathering my thoughts as I watch Sandy tumble across the lawn with her tongue out, chasing a bird. “You aren’t wrong,” I say. I want to tell her that it’s freeing to have a family member understand me, that my only point of reference is a father who tried his best to seclude me from ever approaching a conversation like this. “I bet it feels pretty good to defend a grandfather who loved you.”

“I defended him,” she says, “because even though he’s dead, I’ll never stop loving him. But I’m also an adult who can see things from a perspective other than my own. I know he wasn’t perfect.”

I toe the grass with my bare feet. “My father always said Ben was the golden child of the family.”

“That,” Kaiya says, “is the story you were told.”

“It seems to match the story I’m reading in his manuscript.” I pinch a loose pebble between my toes. “The way he tells it, he, along with the rest of the family, was pretty focused on his education, his future. Then, when his brother gets shot and arrested, that’s it—end of chapter without an explanation.”

“You’re focusing on my grandpa’s intentions,” Kaiya says, “but it sounds like you’re more upset about having unanswered questions. Don’t ignore that. But don’t blame others for it either.”

“Can I ask you something?” I say. “Are the stories in Ben’s memoir ones you heard growing up?”

“Some,” she says.

“So you’ll excuse me then if I have some questions.”

“I have questions too!”

“But this is all new to me.”

“That’s a good thing, don’t you think?”

“Not when no one’s here to give me the answers.”

“At least you get something to read now,” she says.

I consider telling her she’s right, that I do get to read them, but my father never did, and never will. That he’s gone and I’ve lost the chance to ask him what he knew. Did he ever wonder why his father limped slightly? Was the scar left by the bullet wound visible on my grandfather’s leg? Did my father ever see it, question how it got there?

But I don’t think that’s what she means, so I stay silent. I want to hear more of what she has to say.

“If it makes you feel any better,” she says, “even though I grew up knowing my grandpa, it wasn’t until I moved to San Francisco for college that I seriously got in touch with the rest of the Murano family, mainly Auntie Judy.”

“Who?” I ask.

“Judy, Eiko’s daughter.”

Eiko. Our great-aunt. My great-aunt. It’s a strange feeling to live your life never having heard a person’s name, and then suddenly, one day, you hear their name and know it belongs to someone who shares your history. Eiko. Another person who looked like me. Like my dad. Even still, I don’t know much about her. Ben’s manuscript mentions little other than her physical disability. I wonder what her daughter knows about her that Ben didn’t include.

“Ben’s words are just one perspective,” Kaiya says. “One artifact that tells us who we are.”

“What does Judy know?”

“You should finish reading first. There’s a lot more to come.”

I shut off the sprinklers. Sandy plops down in the muddy grass, panting.

“Will I find out why Tomoya was shot?” I sweep a hand over Sandy’s back. It comes away wet and flecked with bits of dried grass. “Or at least why the shooting gets so glossed over?”

“I personally do not believe that it’s glossed over.”

“What then? He omitted all the details because it didn’t matter to him? That can’t be true.”

“What do you want me to say? That as an adult my grandfather cared more about his reputation and his job than certain people in his family? That’s partly true, but it’s not the whole story.”

I think back to the decision I made yesterday to change Brendan’s grade. I’d told myself the same thing. I was saving my reputation, my job. That maybe I was doing something wrong so that I’d have the chance to do more good in the future. It’s likely my frustration has more to do with my own cowardice than Ben’s omissions. If Tomoya had put his own life on the line for the striking workers, what would that mean about him? About who he’d once been? About who he could have been for my father? For me?

“If Ben didn’t know,” I say, “can you tell me why Tomoya got shot?”

“If I do, will you tell me something?” I don’t answer, and what she says next is something I have very little experience with when it comes to family conversations. “How is my grandpa’s decision to leave out details regarding Tomoya’s injury any different from you not telling me you have cancer?”

I’m shocked that she knows, but as the moment passes, I simply feel betrayed. Defeated. Like she’s been holding on to this only to reveal it when it suits her best. Her question is one more piece of information she hasn’t been forthright about. It’s another example of how this family leverages secrets.

“Is it true?” she asks.

I leave the backyard and walk into my kitchen and close the back door, afraid that staying outside will make our conversation audible to my neighbors. “Are you asking because you genuinely care or because you want to be right?”

She’s silent, and as I await her response, my bare feet absorb the vibrations from my humming refrigerator.

She exhales into the phone. “Do you really think that about me?”

“I believed it when we were kids. Who’s to say this is any different?”

“We aren’t children anymore,” she says.

“That doesn’t change the fact that we barely know each other.”

“I’ve been trying to get to know you!”

“By inviting me out to a bar with your friend?”

“Yes, it’s called being social.”

“So, you were waiting to have this talk with me at a bar in front of a stranger? But since I didn’t meet up with you the other night, now is when you ask me about it?”

“It’s been killing me,” she says. “Honest.”

“How’d you find out?”

“Instagram.”

“Instagram? Someone posted about my cancer?” I walk over to the kitchen sink, shaking my head as I pour myself a glass of water. Other than the medical staff who treated me, there are only two other people who know of my health status. My mother and Dr. Gates.

“No one posted anything about your surgery,” Kaiya says. “I found out back in May, the same day I posted my grandpa’s obituary. Your mother saw it and messaged me her condolences.”

I laugh, nearly dropping the glass of water into the sink. “My mom follows you on Instagram?”

“Apparently she’s followed me for years. I didn’t even realize it.”

“That’s because she’s on her third last name,” I say.

Kaiya snorts. “You seem to be taking this better than expected. A minute ago you sounded ready to cut me out of your life forever.”

“I joke when I’m uncomfortable,” I say, and for the second time this week, it hits me that I am my father’s son.

“Well, despite how you do or don’t feel about it,” Kaiya says, “I’m grateful your mom reached out to me about Ben. I wrote back thanking her and asked how everyone was doing. She responded and that’s how I found out about your dad. I felt so embarrassed. She told me about your cancer too and how you’d told her not to fly out for your surgery. I didn’t know what to say.”

I’m silent for a second, slightly overwhelmed by this conversation that took place without my knowing.

“She didn’t mention any of this to me,” I say.

“Well, maybe you should talk to her more. She might know some things about all this, you know?”

It’s true. I rarely speak to my mom. She’s in Oregon now after separating from her second husband, splitting the mortgage on a two-bedroom condo with three friends she works with at a hair salon. The week of my surgery, she was set to fly down but I told her to cancel her plane ticket. Since my diagnosis, we’ve spoken on the phone once, she curious for an update on my health and my job, before slipping into the latest gossip at the salon. That’s about as far as the conversation went. I didn’t even tell her about Sandy.

I’m hoping she hasn’t called to tell me about Ben because she thinks it might stir up feelings about losing my dad.

“Is my mom how you know I teach Death of a Salesman?” I ask.

Kaiya laughs. “That, I got from your school’s website.”

“Seems like you’re really into conducting family research.”

“With Ben gone, who’s going to preserve our history? It certainly isn’t going to be you.”

“What else do you know about me?”

“Not much. Other than your mom told me you go to your oncologist appointments alone.”

I stare out the kitchen window into the backyard. Sandy’s up on all fours now, ears alert to the voices of children riding bikes down the street.

“If you ever need anyone to go with you,” Kaiya says, “I’m here. I hope you’ll call.”

Sandy trots over to the side gate, paws at it, whining.

“Thank you,” I say, grateful, meaning it. “But I really do want to know how Tomoya got shot.”

I open the kitchen window and whistle for Sandy to come back inside. She bounds up the back porch and tracks mud into the kitchen. I grab a dish towel and crawl on the floor, wiping away her paw prints. “Will you tell me?” I say, cradling the phone and following Sandy over to her bowl.

“I only know a little,” she says. “And I’m not even sure if it’s the truth.”

“I’ll take whatever you’ve got.” I plop down on the kitchen floor, my back at rest against the cabinets, my ears almost twitching in anticipation.

“Your grandfather,” Kaiya says, “was supposed to be watching the horses that night. But at some point, after everyone in the farmhouse fell asleep, he left in the truck. When Eito came out early in the morning to check on him, the truck was still gone. The horses were safe but no truck and no Tomoya.”

“Okay…” I say, nudging Kaiya to continue.

“Allegedly,” she says, “he’d met up with some of the striking workers at the migrant camp. They drove across the farm to a scab camp, pulled out some knives, and began cutting down tents, setting fire to them. One of the scabs had a gun. Tomoya wasn’t the only person shot that night.”

“Wait, in Ben’s version the horses were missing. How’d that happen?”

“Our great-grandfather. The striking workers drove the truck back to the farm at dawn. When they showed up, Great-Grandfather saw his son bleeding and the looks on his former workers’ faces. He told them all to get off his property, and then he rushed his son to the hospital. At some point before morning, he went back to the farm and let the horses out.”

“Why?”

“Because he didn’t want people to think Tomoya was there to attack the scab camp, that he was there searching for the horses and just so happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Back then, Great-Grandfather was high up in the Growers Association, and on top of that, the contract with Corinth Foods was a concern.”

“So it was all a big cover-up? Was Eito trying to save Tomoya or was he trying to save the farm?”

“The stake that sticks up gets hammered down, right?”

I pause, knowing full well what she means. “What else happened?”

“Be warned,” Kaiya says, “I can’t know any of this for certain. Surely, Tomoya’s bullet wound was a concern, but there must have been other forces at play for our great-grandfather. Things that are more difficult for us to understand now.” Over the next few minutes, Kaiya tries her best to educate me on Japanese American history: the heightened anti-Japanese sentiment at the turn of the century due to the influx of immigrants who, like our great-grandfather, knew a lot about agriculture, which led to unrest within the Growers Association. “That’s when the California Alien Land Law comes into play,” she says. “It prohibited any non-American-born person from owning land.”

I hesitate, taking all of this in. “So who owned the farm?”

“For a time, Yukio.”

“Who?”

“Our grandfathers’ eldest brother. But your grandfather was the only child who knew him, and even then he was just a baby.”

“I’m lost,” I say.

“There was also a second sister, Hina. Both she and Yukio died before my grandfather was born.”

“How they’d die so young?” I ask.

“All you need to know right now,” she says, “is that Yukio was killed in an accident on the farm. He was nine. And then Hina from a diphtheria plague at age four.”

“How could Yukio have owned the farm if he was only a child?”

“A loophole,” Kaiya says. “Another sign of our great-grandfather’s ingenuity. Even though the law prohibited farmers like him from owning land, it did not prohibit their children—the Nisei, who were American-born, remember—from having the property legally placed in their name. The first to own the land was Yukio. Upon his death, ownership went to Tomoya, the now-oldest son, and the sole name on the contract with Corinth.”

“Tomoya owned the farm?” I ask.

“Up until the night of the shooting.”

I’m used to hearing stories of Murano men losing property. But this one, it stings. Who would my grandfather have been if he’d been allowed to keep ownership of that farm?

“I’m just so confused,” I tell her. “Why wouldn’t Ben include any of that in his memoir?”

“The only thing I can reason,” Kaiya says, “is that his father forbid him and his siblings from talking about it.”

“Fifty years later?” I ask.

“Like a good Japanese son, Ojiichan respected the wishes of his elders. Maybe he was respecting the wishes of your grandfather too.”

I hadn’t thought about this. Maybe now, my grandfather’s actions would be celebrated, respected. But at the time of the shooting, his actions were a betrayal, both to his family and to his community. I wonder if, years later, he was ever told he’d done something noble in holding the line with Fernando and the many other workers. That he’d been on the right side of history in 1933.

I wish he were alive so I could tell him.

“So it was a cover-up to save face and keep the farm? But how did Corinth even know it was Tomoya?”

“The truck with the Murano name stenciled on its side was spotted at the camp and Tomoya was in the hospital with a gunshot wound. Corinth threatened legal action, told Great-Grandfather they would sue him and have him deported.”

“But that didn’t happen.”

“Our great-grandfather convinced Corinth to negotiate. They settled on an exceedingly reduced price for all produce harvested from the farm. It was also required that another Murano child take the title of ownership. They chose Kazuki.”

“Even though Ben was older?”

“Despite what you heard at his memorial about tilling soil on the farm,” Kaiya says, “my grandpa worked only those few weeks during the strike. His parents knew he was interested in airplanes and academics. Kazuki, though, was a very passionate and hardworking boy. He was their choice, and they sent Ben back to school.”

“Ben didn’t protest being passed up?”

“It didn’t matter. Kazuki didn’t own the farm for very long.”

I walk into my den and glance at the manuscript lying open on my desk.

I say, “I haven’t gotten to that part yet.”

“Hang up and keep reading.”





CHAPTER VII “A Disrupted Education”

At the El Monte Union High School, I was able to finish all of the graduation requirements in just three years. My parents mandated that at least one of their sons should go on to higher education, and that son was to be me. Since boyhood, my mother had urged me to pursue engineering, and often spoke of a man from her home village named Dr. Hirata, who had many close friends in the Japanese aircraft industry. Unbeknownst to me, it was her plan to send me to Japan after graduation.

With my academic studies focused on engineering, I enrolled in upper-level courses at the Pasadena Junior College.

In the springtime at PJC, we students were met with migrating flocks of swallows. These magnificent birds would glide just above the campus’s iconic Mirror Pools and gather clods of dirt in their beaks, flying high onto the back of the auditorium to build their mud nests. We admired them during our lunch break by the pools where many students congregated. It was there I met Jackie Robinson, the future star who would soon break the color barrier in Major League Baseball. He was quite the brilliant athlete, starring in track and field, football, and base-ball. He excelled in the running broad jump and would have been on the Olympic team had it not been for Hitler’s rampage through Europe. Eventually, while living in New York in my late twenties, I would visit Ebbets Field and the Polo Grounds to watch him play for my brother Tomoya’s favorite team, the Brooklyn Dodgers.

On a weekly basis, all engineering students attended an orientation class held at the auditorium. We piled into our seats, notebooks at the ready, waiting to be inspired by various guest speakers. I remember one such talk about methyl methacrylate (now known as Plexiglas and Lucite, developments of Röhm & Haas and Dupont respectively). The presentation on nuclear physics was given by Dr. Robert Oppenheimer.

At the time, I started dating a very attractive Nisei coed named Marielle Sugita from Sawtelle, California. In the winter of 1939, Marielle was nominated by the PJC student body for queen of the annual Tournament of Roses. She was the first and only Nisei contestant but unfortunately was not selected. However, her candidacy permitted us access to the Japanese American Citizens League as decorators for the floral float. I picked her up in my father’s Chrysler Imperial and we began work in the afternoon placing lavender-colored flowers in the shape of “GOD BLESS AMERICA” spelled out against a replica of the Capitol building covered in white flowers.

Little did we know, standing a mere five feet behind us, was the grand marshal of the parade, “Little Miss Broadway” herself: Shirley Temple.

We continued to work all through the night, and as daylight twinkled on the horizon, Marielle and I strolled in excitement from the float warehouse to Colorado Boulevard. We carried cushions in our hands and joined other PJC students on the curb with a close-up view of the parade, pouring hot chocolate into paper cups in anticipation of cheering on the decorated float. Unfortunately, it did not win any awards. But among the many horseback riders we clapped for that day was actor Leo Carrillo, who, although we did not know at the time, would later speak out against all Japanese, American citizens or not.

In the months following the parade, I would take Marielle out every Friday evening after our respective classes. We’d enjoy a bite to eat at the drive-in and then venture up the mountains to a spot overlooking the San Gabriel Valley. We listened to the radio and gazed at the lights below.

Back home, Tomoya collected junker cars and stored them around the farm. He had a fair amount of disposable income ever since he took over the many new operations on Father’s farm. He would buy an older beat-up model for a low price, restore it with his talented hands, and then trade in two refurbished old cars for one brand-new car, usually something very stylish and powerful. In 1941, he drove a ’39 Cadillac, equipped with twin Burgess tailpipes and a reduced muffler. He and some of his friends had gotten into the habit of driving noisily around town, and took longer trips into Pasadena, where they’d line up in the parking lots of PJC during class hours, revving their engines, a futile attempt to distract us students from taking notes or concentrating in the library.

One evening, I drove Marielle up to our usual spot. It was dark up on the mountain, and for a while we regarded the starlight in silence—that is, until I heard the roar of my brother’s car come to rest beside mine. I peeped across the seat, past Marielle, to see my brother necking with a girl. Marielle watched them too.

“I’m not like my brother,” I told her. “I won’t try anything nefarious.”

Marielle smiled, her eyes a rich caramel even in the soft glow of the moonlight, as her hair flowed gently across her forehead and down her soft neck.

Later that night, when approaching the farmhouse, both Tomoya and I switched off the ignition to our cars and coasted without lights into the garage. As we headed to our rooms, Tomoya wasn’t afraid of making noise, and his boots trampled dried grass, kicking up loose gravel.

We soon heard our mother’s voice speaking Japanese.

“Do you know what time it is?”

The next morning, I sat at the breakfast table, my mother at the stove stating over the sizzle of frying eggs that I should never get serious with a girl until I was out of college and able to support her.

“You can’t control him,” Tomoya said. He came down the stairs with the morning paper in his hands. He wore the same clothes he’d had on the night before and hadn’t yet combed his hair.

She spooned eggs onto a plate for him. “He’s too young to be so serious.”

My brother grabbed the plate and settled at the table across from me. “You and Father gave me unlimited freedom at fourteen.”

“He’s not you. Too many years left before he finds success.”

Neither of us offered a response. It was nearly impossible to combat my mother’s logic when she spoke her mind.

At the end of the semester, I ended things with Marielle. My mother delighted at the thought that I was hers for the summer before I became a transfer student at the University of Southern California in the fall.



My time as a Trojan would end soon after the morning of December 7, 1941.

My routine at the time was to skip church one week out of the month to attend a late-morning showing of a movie as a treat to myself, knowing I would spend the remainder of the day tucked behind a desk in the library, studying for the week’s classes.

I do not recall the name of the film I was there to see. However, before the first scene concluded on-screen, the film was interrupted when the lights came up and the reel stopped, and a military officer in full dress announced to the crowded theater that any enlisted man must immediately report for duty. Heads turned frantically, but the theater remained silent.

Ushers instructed us all to exit the theater at once, and as I stepped onto the street, men and women in their Sunday best crowded around open car doors, leaning their heads toward a squawking radio.

“An attack on Pearl Harbor… undoubtedly Japanese…”

I shuffled down the street, avoiding eye contact and picking up my pace. I had to remind myself where Pearl Harbor was located. It confounded me that Japan, a peanut-sized country no larger than California, was foolhardy enough to ambush the United States of America.

It was a declaration of war.

I rushed to campus, unsure if an attack stateside was imminent, if Los Angeles was the next target.

In recalling now my one semester at USC, I have fond memories of campus life and my days living away from home for the first time. But I also remember the expressions on my fellow students’ faces, their eyes measuring me up and down that Sunday as I scurried across the quad from the library to the Mechanical Engineering Department.

On my way, I ran into a Nisei friend, Joey Nishimoto. He asked me with concern where I was going. I told him I was on my way home, back to the farm once I’d notified my professors. He shook his head and warned me not to drive anywhere, as police officers had pulled him over an hour ago and demanded he open his trunk.

I refused to leave my dorm room. I kept the door locked, the radio chirping quietly as I knelt on the floor and held my ear beside it.

“We cannot estimate yet how much damage has been done. But it has been a very severe attack on the US military at home.”

There were no private phones in the students’ rooms back then, so I was unable to get in contact with my family for the entire night. Some of my classmates knocked on my door. I stayed quiet. Silent. Unsure if the feet I spied under the door would now view me as a threat. If, after the attack, I would now be a different person to them. Regardless, throughout the night I would hear the “ack-ack” sound of the rapid-fire guns from Fort McArthur. Below in the courtyard, voices echoed and slurs rang out. Only until the sun had risen early the next morning did I slink downstairs to the common area of the dormitory to phone my family.



As a result of this unforeseen attack on American soil, President Roosevelt issued Executive Order 9066, directing the Japanese nationals and American-born Niseis living west of the military zone to surrender all firearms, Japanese swords/spears, shortwave radios, and cameras to the closest police stations. Our people were viewed as armed and dangerous. The chief security officer on campus instructed us Japanese students to not congregate, either with each other or with any other “Orientals” on campus, to never bow to one another, and to speak only in English. Curfew after sundown was also established for Japanese, aliens and Niseis. They feared us slinking around in the darkness, paranoid we’d put our judo skills to use and cause further damage to the United States.

I had to cut my late-afternoon laboratory classes to avoid arrest if discovered outdoors after dark. My grades suffered, and when I explained myself to the professor, he did not look up from marking papers at his desk as he said, “It’s best if you don’t come back, for the safety of yourself and your lab mates.”

In what ways was I dangerous? The chemicals spilled by inexperienced freshmen were more of a threat to the class than my ancestry. Yet I did not speak these words aloud, as I worried he would use them as justification to fail me.

“I will complete the reports in my dorm room,” I told him. “And place the work in your mailbox.” I felt the sting of loneliness from so many years ago, isolated in class because of my choice to deceive Ricardo. This time, though, my isolation was not my fault. Yet I and so many other students like me were paying a grave price.

The work I labored over by lamplight in my dorm would be the last I completed at the University of Southern California.


INSTRUCTIONS

TO ALL PERSONS OF

JAPANESE ANCESTRY

Pursuant to the provisions of Civilian Exclusion Order No. 33, this Headquarters, dated May 3, 1942, all persons of Japanese ancestry, both alien and non-alien, will be evacuated from [El Monte] by 12 o’clock noon, P. W. T., Saturday, May 9, 1942.





In March 1942, the federal government established the War Relocation Authority, and Milton Eisenhower was given the responsibility of building relocation camps far from the Western Defense Command. The camps were built in desolate, arid expanses to house the 120,000 Isseis and Niseis, as well as anyone else who possessed but a drop of Japanese blood.

El Monte and its surrounding neighborhoods were among the first in the Los Angeles area to be evacuated. We did not yet know the length of time we were to be away. My mother told us, “No matter what, we are family. We watch out for each other. We stay together.”

In the late morning of April 30, we skulked around the farmhouse with heavy hearts, gathering only the most essential items, knowing that what we left behind would be vulnerable to burglars and thieves.

“I do not want to leave,” my mother said, tracing a finger along the wooden frame encasing the family photo in the upstairs hall. “This is our home. How can they force us to go?”

Eiko leaned her head against hers, rubbing our mother’s back, the two of them admiring the photo until my father removed it from the wall.

In collecting my possessions, stuffing what I could into a small canvas bag, it struck me that the items left behind were but material. I could stand losing material items, but I could not stand to lose my education. To me, that was both my past and my future. Years of studying, years of preparation. I did not wish for this, too, to be taken from me. The rumor was that any Japanese person, student or not, would be removed from their homes and their schools, and I trembled at the thought of never returning to school with a chance to finish my degree.

Days before my family reported to a detention center, I learned from a classmate there was a possibility I could somehow evade internment. I announced this to the family, breaking the silence at the dinner table when I spoke the words: “If I choose to go to Manzanar, there’s a good chance they’ll let me continue my education away from the West Coast.”

My father did not look up from his food, but my mother’s hands dropped immediately to the table, like two stones sinking to the bottom of Father’s koi pond, scattering the fish. “That is not an option,” she said in Japanese. Her eyes darted across the table, pleading with my father.

He did not say a word. He simply finished chewing his bite of food.

My mother swung her eyes to me, pleading with me in English. “Your brothers and sister do not ask this.”

I calmly explained to her in Japanese that Kazuki and Eiko were teenagers, still in high school, and of course they preferred to stay with our family, as many of their schoolmates and friends from the neighboring farms would be traveling to the same location. But I was different, traveling on a different path, a path they themselves had insisted I take. To veer from it, in my mind, wasn’t an option.

My mother’s words in her broken English spilled over the table: “The stake that sticks up gets hammered down.”

Tomoya huffed, “This is different.”

“No,” she said, and her lower lip quivered. Eiko sat motionless, staring at the tears welling in my mother’s eyes.

At that, my father intervened. He wiped his mouth with his napkin and cleared his throat. “You will be on your own,” he said to me. “As I was when I left my home. But your education is what matters most to me, and obviously to you.”

My father reached for my mother’s hand. “Our futures are unknown,” he told her. “But our son’s future does not have to be.”

Eiko wiped the tears from our mother’s cheek.

“As he wishes,” my mother said.



Manzanar was the first relocation camp to open. Located on the northwestern edge of the Mojave Desert in Owens Valley, California, I was sure that any student sent there “voluntarily” would be allowed to further their education at an inland university. But I would have to wait.

On the morning of Friday, May 8, 1942, I stood on the dirt path outside the farmhouse beneath a cloudy, gray sky, my shaking hands clutching the one bag I’d packed for my journey. My mother shuddered and sobbed, her arms crossed while perched on the front porch, staring blankly at Kazuki and Eiko as they sifted through a pile of household belongings. My father and Tomoya propped ladders against the barn, then set to nailing down its doors and shutters, sealing in our family’s most cherished possessions with every strike from their hammers.

A man from Corinth Foods would be paid a generous sum to watch over the property, including the equipment (and Tomoya’s junker cars) by visiting once a week until my father’s return. Across the Japanese community, we’d heard stories of government men in dark suits driving unmarked cars, pounding on doors, and demanding families pile their belongings onto the living room rug, as they pored through documents in search of treasonous materials. Out of extreme caution, people had been burning family photos and letters that included any reference to the Emperor. They’d resorted to burying their jewelry and other valuables in their backyards, in the hopes of one day returning to them safely, but unsure if they’d ever see them again. We felt lucky to have the barn and the vigilant eyes of Corinth Foods.

I dropped my bag onto the hard-packed soil of the walking path that connected the house to the barn.

“I’m leaving now,” I told my mother.

Kazuki stepped away from the pile and whistled toward Tomoya and my father. They turned, climbing down the ladders. As Tomoya met me on the foot path, he tossed the hammer onto the dirt to wipe his hands. He was the first to say goodbye. I remember the texture of his coarse fingers as they clasped mine and he bowed gently, while my father paced behind him breathing heavily through his nostrils.

I hugged Kazuki and Eiko, and even though my mother seemed devastated, she rose from the porch steps and embraced me tightly. I whispered that I loved her.

When she released me, I faced my father and bowed.

Tomoya bent toward the dirt and lifted my bag, dusting it before laying it on the trunk.

My father shifted his undaunted eyes to my sobbing mother and placed a steady hand on her shoulder.

In leaving the farm, steering with teary eyes down Mikan Road, I remember taking one last glimpse at the long rows of produce. How often had I watched a worker bend to pull plants from the ground? How many times had roots been torn from soil on this very land, under this very sun?

I’d arranged for a former high school classmate, Jay Wilson, to accompany me, in the Dodge sedan my parents had purchased for me to use while studying at USC, twenty-two miles west to the town of Burbank. Once there, I promised the car would be his until I returned. Before picking up Jay from his house across town, I drove to the filling station with the intention of handing the Dodge over with a full tank of gas as a courtesy.

With my hands on the steering wheel, the Dodge idling loudly at the pump, I stared through the windshield at the filling station office. It seemed empty until, from behind the front window, a grease-stained hand ran its fingers through a thick mat of blond hair. Charlie Denton’s lips parted, and suddenly the young man I’d known since freshman year of high school emerged from the office, hurrying across the pavement in my direction.

“I just need a few gallons,” I said to Charlie, my head leaning out the window. He scurried toward the pump, hands thrust in the pockets of his coveralls.

About five feet away from the Dodge’s front bumper, Charlie paused. “Well, we don’t think you need any,” he said, speaking more to the car than to me. “Not George, not any of us.”

“Have you run out?” I laughed.

“Best not to be making any jokes right now,” he said. He made his way over to the pump, blocking it while breathing heavily, hands still in his pockets, elbows cocked. His blond hair shone in the late-morning sunlight as he dipped his head toward the front windshield to peer into the car.

“What’s the bag for?” he asked. “Where are you going?”

“Burbank,” I said.

He looked back toward the office. Posted in the same window as an advertisement for Lucky Strikes was the notice.

“From what I hear you aren’t supposed to be headed anywhere right now. Signs say you all are getting evacuated downtown tomorrow. So why is it you need to fill up your tank?”

“Jay’s driving me,” I said. “To Burbank. I’m giving him my car.”

“You tell Jay he can fill up later if he wants to. I can’t let you leave here with any of our gas.”

I rolled up the driver’s-side window. Charlie strolled back toward the office, spitting tobacco on his way. From behind the glass, I said words I’m not proud to have spoken aloud. Three years ago, I’d tutored Charlie in math. I showed up at Mr. Murray’s classroom every Thursday at 4 p.m., and I was never late. Now, suddenly, I was no longer a reliable or trustworthy person?

My hands trembled and my chest heaved, and if the engine weren’t already running, I do not think I would have been able to control my shaking enough to shift the car without stalling. I drove away from the filling station feeling the presence of Charlie Denton in the rearview mirror.

An hour later, in Burbank, Jay shook my hand and thanked me for the Dodge. He hopped into the driver’s seat, joked about the low fuel tank, and honked as he sped away, as if I were only leaving town for a short vacation. I spent the remainder of the day sitting uncomfortably on the bare gymnasium floor of the abandoned Burbank Japanese school, surrounded by other deportees. It was mostly young men close to my age, though there was one old man in the group and several middle-aged women holding hands with small children. All of us spent the night sleeping next to each other, spread out on the bare hardwood floor. It was a long day but I’d spent it looking back, reflecting on my life. But I also tried to look forward, envisioning a time when I was no longer in California. I did not know where I would be a week or month or year from now, but I hoped it was beyond the western military zone and among classmates in another part of the country. I knew my departure had deeply saddened my mother, and it was painful to clutch at nothing other than the one bag I carried with me. The canvas still smelled like the farmhouse barn, the horses, and the summer air from my childhood that was always thick with the scent of berries. But I also remembered my brother’s words to my mother while we sat enjoying our last breakfast together on the farm: “You can’t control him.”

My family and I, as well as every other Japanese in-dividual living in the country, were at the mercy of an angry, unforgiving government, and there were people, men like Charlie Denton, who would not forgive, whose anger was inconsolable, who wanted any Japanese they could find to pay for the blood flowing beneath our skin. And there were men like Jay, who saw an opportunity and took it. As frightening and upsetting as leaving my family had been, I wasn’t going to allow my future to be held in anyone’s hands but my own.

I prayed my mother understood I had not made my decision on a whim.



We awakened the next day to the sound of whistles echoing off the gymnasium walls. We scrambled and crawled, reaching for our possessions, and were swiftly herded onto buses under the watchful eye of military police with batons at the ready. The buses had been equipped with sunshades on each window. We were instructed to pull them down, and were not to lift them for any reason, period.

We rode in darkness.

Hours later the MPs instructed us to raise the shades. Our eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness inside the bus. Appearing like a slow-developing picture was an endless blank landscape. A long stretch of freshly paved highway rolled beneath the wheels of the bus, and sheets of dusty air surged across the dotted yellow lines and into the limitless desert.

We soon reached the camp, which, from what I could tell, was only partially built.

We spilled out of the bus, our clothes and hair lashed by the wind and streaked with dust. The smell from the unfinished sewer lines did not dissipate, even in the turbulent gusts, as we stood in the space between the barbed-wire fencing with our bags clutched to our chests, awaiting instruction from the MPs.

Encircling the wire fencing were four sentry towers. Armed men in uniform stalked the perimeter. I was shown my living quarters, an end room in shoddy barracks I was to share with several older gentlemen who did not speak English.

During the day, we were put to work to contribute to the war effort. Like many other detainees in Manzanar, I was forced to weave camouflaged war netting. For the work, we were directed to sit shoulder to shoulder at long wooden tables inside a roofless wooden structure open to the desert sky, so the armed guards could monitor us like lab rats, ensuring our work met the standards of the US Army.

Shortly after I arrived, my background in engineering thankfully permitted me the opportunity to work in camp as a surveyor. Rumor was the fences and barbed wire would be removed once the boundary line between government land and private property was identified. Little did I know this was but a lie. Either way, I, along with two other college students, ventured out behind the wheel of a dented truck into a blistering open space with the imposing task of surveying twenty-seven miles of unmarked desert.

I felt lucky to be given access to freedom beyond the fencing.

Our daily tasks would often take us to higher elevation, toward the sharp peaks of the high Sierras. Parked in the truck along a well-worn trail lined with western junipers, we’d lose sight of the camp in the swirling dust storms below as we ate our lunches of cold sandwiches prepared by men and women who had just weeks ago been teachers, accountants, store owners, or architects. It was both a joy and a discomfort to be so visibly separated from our barracks, from the guard towers and the fences.

I enjoyed our lunch breaks and would take the op-portunity to escape on short walks. I always kept my eyes alert for keepsakes: dried rattlesnake skins, flint arrowheads, the brittle and hollow corpses of scorpions. Anything Kazuki might enjoy hearing about. During such escapes, my boots kicked brush along the trails. I would lift my face to the gentle breeze and listen to the tender whisper of pine needles saying hello. On that mountain, I could sit silently upon a rock like a lizard lazing in the sun, and pretend I was like any other American-born citizen savoring a midday nap.

One afternoon in the middle of the summer, we had the idea to tramp down the loose soil of a low slope toward a valley where we’d often heard water trickling down from the Sierras. The clear, cold water was an indulgence, the biggest of all the small pleasures I encountered as a surveyor. I drank from the stream by dipping my cupped hands into the shallow flow.

Another day early in that summer, on our way back to camp, we reached the bottom of the trailhead and gazed in disbelief as the truck rolled toward a man striding barefoot over the blazing desert with his trousers cuffed at the ankles. He had a makeshift fishing pole fashioned from a flimsy scrub pine branch propped on his shoulder. He strutted along the sandy surface, casual, comfortable, the crooked bill of his hat flipped toward the sun. The driver shifted into neutral, and as we coasted by this man, he lifted a pair of rainbow trout, a mile-wide smile carved into his sweating face. The scales of the lifeless fish shone brighter than the chrome bumper of the truck. The driver braked, and without a word, the man hopped into the truck’s bed. With an open palm he beat the roof, a hollow command to head back to camp. We later learned that some of the camp’s detainees had slipped covertly under the barbed-wire fencing before dawn and crawled through the vast desert in search of the cooler mountain air, to bask in the same creeks and rivers we had while surveying, spending their afternoons gazing down upon the Owens Valley while fishing, escaping the camp for as long as possible before succumbing to the reality that a return to the barracks was inevitable. This gentleman just so happened to come across us. He was the first and only hitchhiker I’ve ridden with in my life. Regardless, he is certainly my favorite.

In June, I received a letter from Eiko (now twenty years old) postmarked Santa Anita, California.


Brother,

Your parents and siblings miss you. We, along with many of our Terminal Island neighbors, are shut in at the Santa Anita Racetrack. Upon arrival, we stood in line for hours, inching our way toward the mess hall with the hopes of being fed and hydrated, only to have our sleeves pulled up and our skin pierced with needles. We’ve been inoculated against typhoid, smallpox, and DPT. Woozy with our swollen arms, we stumbled from the mess hall to the horse stalls, where we were handed sacks and instructed to approach a giant heap of straw to fill our own mattresses. Now we wait. They say we will soon be transferred to our permanent relocation camp in Wyoming, a place they call Heart Mountain. To the ear, it sounds beautiful. I can only imagine what we’ll encounter when we arrive, though. How lovely (and I do state this with irony) that you live at the “Apple Orchard.” Maybe they have chosen these names as a big joke on us.

In the meantime, our temporary home is in the horse stalls. Tomoya says he is used to this kind of smell. Kazuki is still young enough to make friends and find escape. He and Tomoya assure me that the gunfire I hear almost daily is merely the sound of target practice.



A month later, the War Relocation Authority issued a ruling that any student forced to leave a western college due to the evacuation was now eligible to continue with education at an inland university if (1) he or she renounced allegiance to the Emperor of Japan and (2) he or she supported the Constitution of the United States.

I did not waver in renouncing the Emperor and swearing allegiance to the Constitution.

In August, I received approval for a travel permit. I said goodbye to my roommates, and after traveling to Reno, Nevada, I boarded an eastbound Union Pacific train and spent three days riding through flat Midwestern plains with sleeping GIs taking up most of the seats.

Already a week behind my other classmates, I enrolled in the University of Nebraska–Lincoln on August 18, 1942.

At that point in the summer, I had received only the one letter from my family, but when I finally settled into my apartment, I wrote to them, praying to God their fortunes had turned in the same way mine had.



On September 2, 1942, I received a letter from Eiko postmarked Cody, Wyoming.


Brother,

We arrived as a family at Heart Mountain on August 12, 1942. Every day has been a windy one with severe dust storms, since the sage and mesquite bushes were all cleared to build this dreadful compound (which Father says was rushed and poorly constructed). The wind continues to howl through the night. Despite the tar paper used to seal the holes in the wooden boards, it blows into the building and straight across our room with such force that it carries with it sand and dust, spoiling the clothing Mother hangs out to dry inside.

We share a tiny apartment—two open rooms with army cots and a stove. It is certainly not the open space we are accustomed to at home on the farm. Among the many different families who live in our block are the dentist from Seattle and his daughters, the shopkeeper from San Pedro and his wife, and the tenant farmers at whom Father grits his teeth, as he must serve them in the mess hall and stand behind them in the latrine when he waits to brush his teeth every morning.

In times of prayer, Mother and Father exit our block and visit the Ishidas across the camp—many of the people in our block do not have the same traditions as our church, and this makes Father uncomfortable, distrustful. We have little items of value stored in our apartment, but nonetheless we keep what we can in our pockets or hidden in places only we know.

As August closes I think of the farm and the shooting stars. Do you remember how we used to sit as children, listening to classical music outside—Father and Mother holding hands—as we delighted at a sky painted with streaks of burning light?

The night sky here is nice, but the sounds in its darkness are much different from the ones we have at home. I miss the ocean.

Tomoya, along with dozens of other inmates here, works on the irrigation project. It is an unfinished channel and he says he’s learning how to waterproof the canal.

Kazuki will soon attend school and wants to play a sport. He’s thinking football, although the high school is yet to be completed.

I have a job producing garments, mainly uniforms.

Father and Mother work in the mess hall—with Father unloading food deliveries. The milk he unpacks is on the verge of spoilage. Women with infants worry over what they will feed their babies. Father says the ice delivery for the cold box is often delayed, and he’s convinced the food will induce a flurry of stomachaches and nighttime trips to the communal latrine.

Kazuki, however, complains little, as he enjoys the sweetened white paste of a dessert we are served after dinner.

When not working, we are idle, save for Mother, who cannot for the life of her stop sweeping the sand from the floorboards.

Many of the Nisei men have been in conflict with the Caucasian guards. Last week a cook who works with Father retaliated and attempted to stab a guard with a kitchen knife. He was then severely beaten and sent to the hospital. Thankfully Father was not in the kitchen that day.

If you do have a free moment, Benjiro, please send a letter.

Your loving sister and family



When I finished reading, I placed the letter on my desk, intending to reply immediately that I prayed for my family’s safety, and I was worried about my father’s state of mind. However, as the semester had only just begun, and I was adjusting to a new curriculum, a new campus, and a new way of life, the letter eventually was buried by class assignments and textbooks, and I failed to reply.

On November 4, 1942, I received another letter from Eiko:


Brother,

Your studies must keep you busy. Your family thinks of you daily and we chat about what your life must be like. Kazuki thinks because you’re in Nebraska that you’ve gone to live on another farm.

Mother misses you and wishes for me to send you her love.

Due to the low temperatures at night, Father and Mother were each issued heavier clothing from the government warehouse in the camp. Tomoya sneered at these items, lifting Father’s newly received jacket only to say, “Decades old.” The winter will arrive soon and our only source of heat is a small potbelly stove. They have begun to deliver us coal, but with each shipment, the camp becomes mean and competitive, with many people taking the biggest and best pieces for themselves. Father holds us back. “Do not act like animals,” he says to us, “even though they treat us as if that is what we are.” What is left for us are broken and small, not very good for heating our apartment. In moments like these, though, I am tempted to cry out as if in fact I am an animal.

“It makes us closer,” Tomoya says. “And we’ll show them how resourceful we can be.” He’d spent the first week in camp surveying our block, gathering the discarded, empty crates stacked behind the mess hall to use as end tables in our tiny room. The rest we broke apart when we’d burned through our insufficient allotment of coal. All that autumn, Tomoya trudged through the mud after nightfall lugging crates, which he distributed to every family in our block.

Father overheard some men discussing life in other camps—rumors that penetrate the barracks on a daily basis. As families, we each share an area of our own, but you can still hear everything since the wood boards are thin and many of the partitions are merely extra army blankets strung along a wire. The men were discussing attempts by the officials at Manzanar to grow the guayule plants for rubber. Father proudly turned to us and said, “My son would know better than to plant in such sandy soil with such poor water retention. I hope when he was there, he snickered at those fools.”

There is little talk of the farm. When it’s mentioned, Father grows impatient and instructs us to change the subject. Kazuki likes to talk about his school. He enjoys the sciences, much like you. While there is no organized football team yet, he’s still excited for a day when he can play on the field. He is growing quickly, and reminds me so much of Tomoya in stature, Father in spirit, and you in intellect.

Mother is far less resistant to acclimation than Father and has recently enrolled in an adult education class for reading and writing. There are other offerings too, such as bookkeeping and typing. I myself am drawn to the prospect of learning shorthand. Several of the girls say it will prepare me for life outside the camps, as we must anticipate a new world when the war ends. We have read stories in the newspaper of American women working in production plants and at shipyards.

Tomoya works outside, digging all day. He came into the barracks late last night, much later than any of the other men on his job. We asked him where he had been. “Was he with a young woman?” our mother asked. Tomoya simply laughed and left to wash his hands and face before bed. When he returned, he informed us he had been paying for singing lessons from Mrs. Yuri Mikomoto, an elderly woman who spends her days in camp working for twelve dollars a month. For weeks, we heard Tomoya snorting and condescending about the paltry pay the older women in the camp earn. He likened it to the meager wages Father and the Oxnard beet workers suffered through and then fought to increase. “Outside of these wire fences,” he said, “that woman was a professional singer. We may not be able to work for ourselves here, but we can at least work for each other.”

I have become very dear and close friends with many young Nisei ladies. One girl, who calls herself Sally, invited me to a social club get-together back in September. There, I met a charming, striking young man named Samuel. We gathered in the large home economics room at the school and talked about our favorite records. Oh, Benji, I thought of you and the music we played on the old 78 rpm record player! I told him Glenn Miller was my favorite, and he asked me to dance. Can you imagine me dancing? If it weren’t for you, I’d never have learned—who else would have paid attention to the girl with the withered legs other than her sweet brother Benji!

I wish you were here to dance with me now.

Your affectionate sister and family



Upon receiving the letter, I immediately composed a response, updating them that it had been nearly three months since I arrived in Lincoln, Nebraska. In the letter, I apologized for my thoughtlessness, expressing my deep regret for not writing to them sooner. With the holiday season nearing, I mentioned how often I thought of our separation. I hoped dearly to make a visit soon, and signed the letter, “All my best—Benjiro.”

I did not correspond with my family for the remainder of 1942. On January 1, 1943, I sat alone in my small apartment, crying and missing them dearly after I’d realized the Rose Parade had been canceled for the second consecutive year.



Three weeks later, a delayed letter from Kazuki arrived. It hurt me that I had not heard from my younger brother in nearly a year.


December 17, 1942

Brother Ben,

I am now the second Murano child to be officially arrested and sent away to jail! What a day I experienced. You would have either chuckled or chastised me when I arrived home from the official police headquarters here at Heart Mountain.

Father scolded me in his stern voice, as you’d expect. I told him I was dearly sorry and regretted my wicked behavior. He responded by telling me to say that instead to Mother’s face, not to the dusty floorboards of the barracks.

The adults in camp are morose, stuck with menial jobs like Father’s daily task of unloading beef hearts in the kitchen. They’re tired, and quick to lash us with their tongues if our behavior gives the guards even the slightest reason to raise an eyebrow, and rightly so, but we “kids” have been left to deal with the boredom of this newfound desert home, a vast new playground unfettered by school and other responsibilities. I admit this freedom has been a delight, but boredom has also gotten me into some trouble.

Here is the story: I and some other boys here (roughly ten of us, the “LA Bunch” as we’re called) have formed what we consider to be a “gang.” And you know what adults say about school, right? “Stay in school!” Well, here, there is no school. There might be a building, there might be classes, but there is no “school” school like we knew back home. So we formed a gang. We roam the camp during the day. We collect scorpions and keep them in jars, just in case we need to scare the guards away from our mothers who do nothing but sweep the floor and fold laundry. We do little thieveries, like snatching a jump rope from the hands of an elementary kid, or standing (all ten of us) in line at the latrine to delay access to the john, so people squirm and yell out at the tops of their lungs. Innocent, bored stuff, for the most part.

Well, this morning, a policeman caught the ten of us sharing a cigarette. He said he wasn’t going to report our misdeed, but that he’d been watching us closely. “Why not do some good around here?” he said. “Go and help an old lady or play with the little ones.”

“That’s a fine idea,” we all said. “A very fine idea.”

Being December, and with the month of snowfall collecting in blankets of fine powder atop the freezing earth, the ten of us came up with the idea to take the “little ones” for a sledding adventure! Understand, big brother, Heart Mountain is in Wyoming and there’s mighty hills here, and Heart Mountain also happens to be oversupplied with discarded wooden boards and surplus building materials. So we went and wrangled up the little ones and some big ones too, and each took a board and trudged on out to a beauty of a hillside outside of the boundary of the camp. From the top, we pushed each other down that hill and raised our arms, and some even crashed and tumbled and collected snow around their bodies as they rolled like logs! We hooted and hollered and cheered everyone on. It was a real community event.

Not but an hour into our adventure did we all, each and every boy on that hill, get tossed into a truck and taken to the jail. The jail (similar to the old “Pioneer Days” cell back home) is shoddy and like a playhouse. To me, this just made our adventure seem all the more real. We were locked inside all day. Many parents stood outside, protesting loudly, some voices chanting “Freedom” in English, other voices barking orders in Japanese. The walls of the jail are thin, but I’m sure I didn’t hear Father’s voice.

You can bet, though, sure enough one of the internees from outside tried knocking on the jail door. I recognized that knock, plain as day. Knockety-knock-knock: the pounding so familiar to me from life on the farm. Boy, was Tomoya angry when he knocked his knock.

“What right do you have to detain these boys? They are citizens with protections from the U.S. Constitution. What crime have they committed?”

Oh, Ben, I do not really mean to be so playful with my words. I know none of this is a laughing matter. However, what is sillier than arresting a gang of sledding ten-year-olds?

Tomoya thought so as well, and when the guard opened the door to the jail, he pointed his baton at Tomoya’s chest and warned him to step back. Of course, Tomoya didn’t listen. He stepped forward.

A second later the guard slapped him, threatening him once again with the butt of the baton if he didn’t step away. It took all of my courage not to rip those bars from the floor and ceiling, and it broke my heart to see the red mark on Tomoya’s cheek disappear, but only because the rest of his face had reddened too.

“Get on outta here, Jap!” the guard said, brandishing his baton.

Tomoya spat blood in the dirt and turned to go.

The protestors outside the jail quieted, kept their eyes low to the desert soil, toeing it, hands in pockets before eventually dispersing back to the barracks. While we kids spent the remainder of the day behind bars, eavesdropping on the guards’ conversations about us “disloyal” Japs.

This, you see, is what happens when kids don’t go to school. In this regard, I agree with the United States government. Not receiving an education is a great criminal offense.

I’m glad you are away from here and instead sheltered in a classroom. Learn everything you can, brother, while you can.

Your brother (and gang member),

Kazuki Murano



I found Kazuki’s letter disheartening. It worried me that I hadn’t received any other correspondence from Eiko to corroborate his story, and wondered if Tomoya had asked her to not report the incident to me. I recalled his defiant behavior on the farm, and what transpired because of it during the strike in 1933.

While the letter was certainly cause for alarm, there wasn’t much I could do. I was helpless, being so very separated from my family. To quell my loneliness, I concentrated on my studies, determined to, at the very least, make my family proud.



In May 1944, I graduated from the University of Nebraska at Lincoln with a degree in engineering. Like many other Niseis with college degrees, I moved to the Windy City of Chicago.

I accepted a job as a detail draftsman at a diesel engine company and was lucky enough to rent a private room in the city. However, I often worked alone in the office. Many of my colleagues were wary of my Japanese blood, and on a nightly basis I spied the younger ones, fresh out of college like myself, entering the pub across the street from my room, perhaps oblivious to the fact that I lived so close (I was not a drinker, anyway. Even as a student in Lincoln, bars were never my style). Mostly, I stayed in because I feared racial confrontation. As the summer lurched on, the Chicago weather became oppressively hot and humid. I made one friend at my job: a Chinese American man named Joseph Lim. In early August, while conversing during the lunch hour, he told me a chilling story. The night prior, while walking home from work, a man spit on him, called him “Jap,” and pushed him into a wall. He made it home safely, of course, but was considering moving back home to New York with his family, and had even begun to wear a button on his coat that read: “I am not Japanese.”

His story stirred in me all the fears I had sheltered myself from by isolating in my room. However, it soon became too much to bear. A week after hearing Joseph’s story, I quit the job. I’d read in a magazine article that Secretary of War Henry Stimson issued a policy change wherein loyal Niseis would be permitted to seek employment in the war effort industry. A man I’d studied with at Lincoln had taken a job months ago with the Curtiss-Wright Corporation in Buffalo, New York, and I wrote to him pleading my case for work.

While waiting for a reply, I received a letter from Kazuki. I opened the letter with a sense of dread.


June 13, 1944

Brother Ben,

Thank you for the graduation card you have yet to mail me. But I ask you to please hold your applause and postpone the bestowing of praise, as I must painfully confess my senior schedule consisted of repeating several classes I completed with honors as a 10B attending El Monte Union, like algebra and introductory biology. Ironically, for classes held on a desert campus, the curriculum was very watered-down.

There truly is nothing like finally settling into a real classroom at the end of summer, only to have your teacher’s lecture on linear equations interrupted by sudden sandstorms that force you from your bench, scrambling to hastily shutter the windows. Or, during the wintertime, slipping in the cold with ice pummeling your cheeks as you scramble across the frozen earth amid the whirling snow. Or, weeks later, trudging through the melting snow, ankle-deep in a sea of mud, only to sit inside a classroom with a stove empty of coal. But every day, no matter the weather or time of year, you sit on a wobbly bench while forced into using your lap as a writing desk.

I will admit, the one course where I and some other boys outdid our “used-to-be selves at home” was the independent course we formed as a partnership with the agricultural department. With the help of many determined internees, we contributed to the planting of eleven acres of potatoes, thirty acres of beans, and forty-five acres of oats, barley, and wheat. Tomoya’s irrigation channels were put to very good use, and I’m proud to write we helped feed upward of ten thousand residents by our own efforts. We also helped raise pigs, cattle, and chickens.

But these accomplishments are largely considered outside of the academic scope.

Reflecting on my graduation ceremony, I consider the resounding applause from the rickety bleachers inside our rickety gymnasium to be but an inferior substitute for what the other “real” American students received back home at El Monte Union. To be honest, it reminded me of the applause we used to get from all the parents at the end-of-year Japanese-school presentations. It was certainly not an American graduation, with that pomp and circumstance. However, I am awaiting receipt of my diploma postmarked with our El Monte zip code. I wonder if I am one of the very first to graduate “by mail.”

So what is next for me? Golly, what a question to ask in our current situation. I’m hearing the war might end soon (if you know differently, please write and straighten me out), and if so, I’m hoping to enroll in a good college. Perhaps Lincoln, Nebraska?

I am concerned about how a college might view my record from Heart Mountain. You know already of my arrest due to the sledding adventure. Since then, I have been arrested three more times. Twice because I went outside the camp boundaries (into town with friends) without a WRA permit. The other arrest was due to my “gang” activity.

My “accomplishments” are quite diverse, I must say. So what my future looks like, I am unsure.

However, upon graduating, we were given the message “Selective service has been reopened to Nisei.” The boys around camp talk of the impressive record of accomplishments by the 100th Infantry Battalion fighting over in Italy. They even talk excitedly, as if this is their big chance to prove how loyal they really are to our country. Me, I’m not afraid to say I’m afraid. If you were to walk through our camp, you’d see service stars in the windows of the barracks, honoring the brave Japanese boys who fight as infantrymen and translators in Europe.

Mother tells me she cannot bear if I am to be a blue star in a window. Tomoya secretly spits on the idea of trading in one sort of captivity for the trappings of another. He says: “They have taken our land, our freedoms, and now they want to take our lives. They will not take either of us from our family. I will not let them.”

He and his older friends whisper of resistance. Tensions grow about who will submit to induction or who will resist like the others.

Mother speaks of going back to Japan. If this is the family’s choice, I hope you will reunite with us in our father’s homeland. In the meantime, hold back your applause and instead send prayers.

PS. I’ve clipped a beautiful poem from the camp newspaper. What do you think? Our sister is a published writer!




For this group of patriotic young servicemen, the call of duty and loyalty to the United States is held deeply.

Scooter Naka-yama, a nineteen-year-old from San Francisco, commented: “I grew up attending Boy Scout jamborees. I know the Scout’s oath well. Enlisting in the US Army is the next step for me. I believe in democracy and will dedicate myself to upholding its principles. I will defend my country and its citizens from tyranny.”

A group of three hundred passed physicals and were immediately called for induction into the army.

Jimmy Oyama, a recent graduate of Theodore Roosevelt High School in Boyle Heights, will miss his family. “But I want to do what is right for my country as well as the entire globe.” Oyama is set to report to Fort Logan in Colorado. “I haven’t ever visited the state before,” he said. “I’m excited to breathe its crisp air and experience its vast mountains.”

For new inductees, their service means traveling new landscapes, to states they




“A GIFT COLLECTED”

Each passing day,

We lose part of ourselves

Like the leaf of the artichoke

Or the seeds of the

pomegranate

Nibbled, chewed, spit out, and

Cast aside. Each passing day

Collecting on our plates.

Collecting the remains

Of each passing day.

–EIKO MURANO


While I appreciated Kazuki’s update, and nearly wept from the pride I felt seeing my sister’s touching words in print, it worried me Tomoya was part of a group who considered resisting the draft. A public defiance such as that would surely land him in federal prison.

I immediately drafted a letter, requesting Kazuki reply to assure me Tomoya was not in any peril, and that he would do his best to convince Tomoya not to cause any disturbance to endanger him or our family.

In awaiting an update, I occupied my time frantically sending out dozens of applications for suitable employment. By the end of August, I received a letter postmarked Buffalo, New York. It was an offer for a position as an engineer draftsman. I accepted without negotiating pay. Worried I still hadn’t received an update from Kazuki, I immediately wrote to Ray Iwaya, a former classmate in Lincoln, informing him to please continue to forward any mail from my university PO box to my new employer’s address in Buffalo.

By evening that same day, I leaned my head against the window of a bus with my luggage clutched to my chest, and slept, anxiously dreaming of a new life in New York.





8

Sandy’s annoyed with me because I’ve kept her inside all day.

As an apology, I clip her leash to her collar and we venture into downtown South Pasadena to catch the last light of the evening sun. The weather has cooled since the morning and the sidewalks are busy with joggers, strollers, and other dogs on leashes. We meander through the neighborhood and arrive at the Thursday night farmers market. Temporary canopies with printed banners form a line of booths along a cordoned-off street. Children scamper excitedly between the stands with hand-painted signs offering free candy. Western-inspired textiles drape beside an exhibition of homemade candles. Handcrafted jewelry sparkles on wooden display trees. The air smells of kettle corn. We stroll and browse amid the gentle gusts of an early summer breeze.

Sandy pulls on the leash, recognizing a dog biscuit stand, the red fire hydrant converted into a food dispenser stationed at its front already drawing a multitude of other pups to chomp on treats made from the spent grains of a local microbrewery.

“You aren’t old enough to drink,” I say to her. She whines and I lead her down an aisle of pop-up tents selling fruit. The air is cooler now, tinged with a woody sweetness. Tiers of crates stamped with the names of the growers crowd the displays and present pyramids of waxy apples. Banded half-barrel buckets huddle side by side, abundant with fuzzy peaches. Hand-drawn cardboard signs indicating the price per pound protrude from these colorful displays. I imagine this is what it may have been like for a customer to encounter my teenaged grandfather eighty-five years ago, seated on a wooden stool in the Ninth Street Wholesale Market, straw hat pushed back, hawking the blackberries he and his brothers had picked that morning when picket signs rimmed my great-grandfather’s produce fields.

I search among the rows of pungent fruit for trays of blackberries, and when I find them on display beside the blueberries and strawberries, I buy a punnet (a word I learned from reading Ben’s manuscript) from a woman who tells me blackberries fight cancer and heart disease. My stomach turns, and I focus my eyes on the green slatted container, inhaling the fruit’s sweetness, knowing this is the berry my grandfather picked alongside his brothers in 1933. It is the livelihood his family lost completely once their government stole it, uprooting and sequestering them in the desert. Yesterday, a blackberry was simply a thing I spooned out of a store-bought parfait because I hate seeds getting stuck between my teeth. Now, a blackberry is a reminder of my own roots, a reminder of the soil from which my family’s life in America sprang. It is a symbol of a period in history that defined my family’s future, that defines my own today, something I can now taste, ingest, remember.

Like what had happened to Kazuki so many decades ago among the rows of thicket, my palm becomes smeared with blackberry juice, and the smear looks just like blood. My blood.

I lick my palm, tasting a salty tartness, and offer a berry to Sandy with the hope she can share in my family’s history with me, but she only sniffs, dissatisfied with its acidic aroma. She swings her snout away from the berry display and pulls the leash toward the red fire hydrant dispensing dog biscuits.

“Okay,” I tell her. “You’ve been a good girl today. You deserve a treat.”

On the walk home, I pop a handful of blackberries into my mouth. They’re ripe and sour, sweet and juicy. I wipe a rivulet of purple liquid from my chin.

Growing up, I never felt a part of my father’s family, so I never bothered to ask about the pain and sorrow my grandfather encountered living in a segregated country before and after the war.

As a kid, I had a sense our family was separated, and possibly fractured, but like any young child who scans the bleachers at his Little League game only to find them empty of relatives save for his mother, I assumed that cities and states, mountains and deserts, were the reasons behind the distance that kept me estranged from the rest of my family. I never questioned why Ben lived so far away, why I never saw a picture of him and my grandfather, or why he never sent a Christmas card or made an effort to visit my father. I hadn’t known my grandfather was struck by a guard at Heart Mountain in front of a protesting crowd.

Why, knowing the kind of man my grandfather had been on the farm and in the camps, had he never once sat in the bleachers cheering my name? What transpired between him and Ben, that kept Ben from being there for my father? For me? I’d always just assumed Ben didn’t know who I was, that even after he tousled my hair at the reunion, he’d forgotten about me, and that was why he stayed away, but now I feel there must have been some other reason.

Through reading Ben’s life story, I know now why he left our family behind. What I have yet to discover in these pages is what ultimately couldn’t bring him back.

Still chewing on the berries, I’m anxious to return home to Ben’s memoir.





CHAPTER VIII “A New Beginning”

Upon arriving in Buffalo, New York, I was tasked with memorizing three very thick engineering manuals. They covered the standards for the P-40B fighter plane, as well as the C-46 Commando, which was the largest US two-engine cargo plane used to drop military supplies by parachute to ground troops.

The process was slow going. Studying the intricacies of the Curtiss aircrafts often triggered frequent and vivid daydreams of my boyhood self perched at the farmhouse window enraptured by the idea of flight. It was the first time in a long while I’d thought of the family farm.

These recollections coincided with an urgent request from Eiko. One month into my time at Curtiss-Wright, I received an envelope in my company mailbox postmarked Newell, California. I knew this town to be the location of Tule Lake, the isolation center housing disloyal inmates from the other nine internment camps spread throughout the county.

I hastily opened it.


Brother,

Our family is now confined at Tule Lake Segregation Center. We are living with the rioters from Manzanar, the dissenters from Heart Mountain, and many other Terminal Islanders deemed enemies of America. Mother wishes to repatriate and return to her home in Japan. But we cannot leave this country without you. Please return to your family.



What had they done to be transferred to Tule Lake? I was concerned Tomoya had publicly resisted the draft, or worse yet, had convinced Kazuki, who was only eighteen and would surely have his record tarnished for college applications, to do the same.

Since the letter had been forwarded to me by Ray Iwaya, I knew my family had little knowledge of where I was and what I was doing.

On my lunch break that day, I phoned Ray.

“Have there been any other letters?”

“Just the one. When it arrived last week, I saw the postmark and mailed it right away.”

“And your family?” I asked. “They have not been transferred?”

“Still in Arizona,” he said. “I should warn you. Anything coming out of Tule Lake is monitored. I’m not comfortable forwarding your mail anymore. I’m sorry.”

“I understand. You’ve already done more than expected.”

“Take care,” he said, and hung up.

I worked the rest of my shift, clocked out by 5:15 p.m., and walked the three blocks to my small apartment, where I ate dinner by myself, reading and rereading my sister’s letter, thinking I’d missed an explanation to justify their transfer. I also considered the words “Please return to us” and understood how much it would break my mother’s heart for me to deny this request.

It was also my duty as a friend to Ray to inform my family of my whereabouts and provide them with my mailing address.

I returned to my desk and wrote to my family that upon receipt of this letter, they would surely know I was living in upstate New York. I informed them I was currently employed as an engineer with the Curtiss-Wright Corporation. The return address on the envelope was the address of the company where I worked. If they needed to reach me, they should send all future correspondence to the company, and that “at the moment,” I was incapable of coming to a decision about my future. I was saddened, though, to hear of their transfer to Tule Lake. What I could not ask, what I wanted to know most, was what had they done to warrant a transfer? And were Tomoya and Kazuki safe? Had they done something reckless, or possibly dangerous? But I feared being monitored by the government, feared saying something that might worsen their situation. I knew what writing this letter meant, to them, to me, to my job. I could not request specifics. I dared not mention draft resistance. All I could do was pray for their safety, and hope for an urgent reply, signing the letter with a shaking hand, “Your son and brother always—Ben.”



I received another letter late the next week.


Brother,

We are grateful for your information, and so happy to hear a word from you. Mother is proud that you have found work in the aviation industry. She asks you to recall her dear friend Dr. Hirata and the reasons you chose engineering as your academic concentration. She has written to Dr. Hirata in Japan, pleading he find you work in the aircraft industry.

There is a future for all of us in her homeland.

Join us, please.

Your affectionate sister and family



Seeing the words “a future for all of us” put me at ease. It seemed they were all together, that neither Tomoya nor Kazuki had been taken into custody. With their safety now clear to me, I responded by asking they please forgive me. I was happy in New York. I had a job I loved. I was making friends, building a life, a precious life, a life I had worked for since childhood, and I needed more time.

It was a cold response, something I knew would break my mother’s heart. But despite all that had happened to us, I felt proud to be with Curtiss-Wright, contributing to the war effort, to my country. My driving determination, which a few short months ago had been to make my family proud in the face of the injustice thrust upon us, had morphed into something else entirely. Before leaving the farm, my father had sat at the kitchen table, warning me I would be on my own, that I would need to make my own decisions. But I also knew that what he was telling me was that he trusted me.

I took comfort in his words.

What I hoped my family would come to understand was that my colleagues, graduates of MIT and Harvard, relied on me to keep my focus. These men trusted me in the same way my father had. I could not bear the idea of letting them down.

Japan was my mother’s home, and I did not expect her to understand how one’s job could supplant one’s loyalty to family. The mention of Dr. Hirata, her so-called aeronautical engineer contact in her homeland, could only mean that my mother was very serious about a return to Japan. My family would soon be expatriates, and I in the employ of the US government with access to classified information regarding military aircraft production.

My sister wrote back:


Brother,

Our love for you is endless, but there is little time left for you to decide. Mother grows weary.



This was to be the final letter sent to my company mailbox, as days later, on a warm September morning, an army second lieutenant and a sergeant, both with MP armbands and pistols, approached my workstation at Curtiss-Wright.

“Benjiro Murano,” the lieutenant said.

I stood, unsure of what to do with my hands. I was afraid he would draw his pistol on me.

“Stand back, please.”

I moved, instinctively lifting my arms and spreading my legs. My mind raced with the memory of Kazuki’s letter about the guard slapping Tomoya for his defiance.

The sergeant pushed me into a wall and patted me down, while the lieutenant opened drawers, lifted papers, moved items, and made a mess of my desktop.

When finished, the lieutenant said, “You have two minutes to collect your belongings.”

I gathered my personal items, my hands shaking and my face turning red. I felt the eyes of all my stunned coworkers.

The sergeant grabbed me by the arm, and I was taken to a separate room. They forced me into a chair and informed me that I worked for a war plant facility for the United States government, information I already knew.

“And you understand, as well,” the lieutenant said, his tone as sharp as a bayonet, “that as an employee of this company, you have received postmarked items from the Tule Lake Segregation Center.”

“My sister,” I said, just above a whisper.

“Tule Lake is home to the disloyal.” He tossed my mess of papers onto a metal table, and continued berating me in a patronizing voice, posing a ridiculous theory that I had intentionally directed the letters be sent to Curtiss-Wright as a means to draw attention to the correspondence with my family. His words snaked around the room, entwining one theory with another until my brain became twisted into a knot. Didn’t I know that via my letters, I was presenting a dialogue between myself and my sister that created a narrative painting me as the family’s black sheep, all in order to highlight my American sympathies as a means to infiltrate a government military manufacturing facility?

I wanted to scream to him that I was innocent. That I was a loyal, American-born citizen working for the betterment of my country.

But it was obvious from his questions and his tone of voice that he, and the government, and possibly my employer, viewed me as a traitor, like all those villains I’d read about in my comics so many years ago, and that I was to be released from my position at the war plant posthaste.

The lieutenant wrapped up his story with a wry grin, handing me a summons to appear before the Fourth District Command Armory for a hearing in three days.

I accepted the notice and bid them farewell, slinking from the room and out of the office without any of my work materials, without any protest from my colleagues.

I arrived at home that evening defeated. As my apartment was situated in a district developed for war plant workers, I was given notice to vacate the premises within ten days. While I had been able to sock away a small savings during my time at Curtiss-Wright, it was certainly not enough for me to start all over again in a new city while I searched for a new job.

The three days leading up to the hearing were spent packing up my small apartment. If I were a drinking man, I imagine I would have spent those days with a bottle in my hand. Instead, I preserved what little funds I had and bellied up to the counter at the diner down the road, living solely off thin slices of fruit pie while drinking endless cups of black coffee.

On the day of the hearing, I took a bus to the armory and climbed a series of stone steps to the fourth floor where an army sergeant stood guard outside a door. I showed him the War Department summons and he escorted me into a large open room. At the far end of the wall, seated behind a long and shiny table, were a lieutenant colonel, a major, and a captain, each dressed impeccably in uniform. In the middle of the room was a solitary chair, to which the major pointed and instructed me to occupy while facing them.

The captain said, “Your father is Eito Murano, correct?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, as if I were speaking to my father.

“He is currently in Tule Lake?”

“Along with my mother, my two brothers, and my sister,” I said, my knees shaking, the heel of my dress shoes echoing off the stone floor.

“You can relax, son, we just want to know the truth,” he said. I stayed stiff in my chair. The major shuffled papers in his hands. “Your father,” he repeated, and he shook his head, “is a documented agitator. He was jailed for participating in an organized strike in Oxnard, California, participating even though he was yet to become a naturalized citizen. There is no disputing this. These are facts. He then joined forces with other minority strikers in Southern California, where he brokered a deal to transfer ownership of his property to his American-born children.”

I must have had confusion smeared across my face. Why were these uniformed men concerned with such ancient history?

The major continued.

“In 1926, he came under contract with the Corinth Foods canning company.” The major paused. “Your father has done well for himself, it seems.”

I attempted a smile, but thought better of it, replacing in its stead a slight bow.

The major cleared his throat.

“In 1933, your brother, Tuh-moy-uh. Did I say that right?”

I corrected him. “Tomo-ya.”

“In 1933”—he cleared his throat—“Tom-oyah Murano was arrested for destroying property and endangering the lives of migrant workers, many of them former residents of Oklahoma and Arkansas—is this correct?”

I was startled by this misrepresentation of facts and I did not know how to answer. I feared accusations of perjury and therefore remained silent.

The three men scrutinized my hesitation. My silence.

“Very well,” the major said. He motioned for the lieutenant colonel to begin.

“Son,” this man said, “your family traveled to Japan three times in the last nine years. The most recent trip occurred in 1939, where they departed from the port of San Pedro on a Japanese freighter traveling with many other Japanese nationals of suspect character. During that visit, your father made a rather substantial donation to a community center.”

“A church,” I said, remembering it well.

The lieutenant colonel stared at me.

“What kind of church?” he asked.

“For Christian missionaries. My father knew Hidemi Ishimura and supported his teachings. Ishimura was very impactful on my father. He was—”

I stopped. I did not know if my words were beneficial or detrimental to the picture they were painting of my father.

“Ishimura, huh.”

I learned later some critics of Ishimura’s had accused him of communist leanings.

“Your father also contributed large sums of money to local organizations in his community here in America.”

“He helped pay to build the Japanese-language school.” I said this proudly, without hesitation. I knew what they’d assume, but I wasn’t going to let them strip my father of his good deeds for the people he cared most about.

“This school taught judo?” the major asked, his brow furrowed.

“Yes, sir.”

“You and all your friends learned judo, correct?”

“Yes,” I said, my voice clear.

“And this school, the Japanese-language school, it held a yearly ceremony, correct?”

“It did,” I said, nodding.

“And do you remember who organized the ceremony?”

I inhaled a long breath. “I suppose it was the parents, or various Japanese community members.”

“What was the ceremony?”

I cleared my throat. “An end-of-the-year presentation by students. We performed skits, sang songs; every couple of years a bold student gave a speech.”

“Very well,” the major said. “How did these ceremonies typically conclude?”

I knew what they were after, so I offered it to them without hesitation.

“Everyone bowed to acknowledge a large photograph of Emperor Hirohito. Afterward, we all gathered for a group photo. We had a picnic to celebrate.”

“Mr. Murano,” the captain said. “You appear to have a strong connection to your family and your community.”

This time I did not hide my smile.

“Why, then,” he said, “did you abandon them? Why Nebraska?”

The word “abandon” struck me to my core. The smile on my face faded as I gathered my thoughts.

“My parents believe in higher education,” I said, stumbling before I clarified. “American higher education,” I emphasized. “Since I was a young boy, my parents prayed that at least one of their sons would attend an American university. I was chosen, or rather, I was the one who fit best in the education system. I liked learning. I liked my teachers. I like being in school. When it came time to continue my education, I knew it was difficult for my parents to see me go, but I also knew they had been anticipating the day when their son would accomplish their dream.”

“They wanted you to leave? They told you to go?”

“No, sir.” I felt these men steering me in an uncomfortable direction. I said, “It was my choice. I picked Nebraska. I chose engineering.”

“Are you familiar,” the major said, “with the name Dr. Hirata? He’s mentioned frequently in the letters from your family. Do you know what his occupation is?”

“Aeronautical engineer,” I said, recalling my mother’s proud words.

The major shook his head. “No,” he told me. But he did not say anything else.

After the war, my mother revealed that Dr. Hirata was a childhood friend of my father’s. Prior to the war, he was vice president of special projects for the Nakajima Aircraft Company, the manufacturer of the only Japanese fighter plane capable of matching Allied aircrafts in combat. His team engineered the B5N2, the “Kate” as it was called, designing it to withstand the long flight across the Pacific, destined for Pearl Harbor.

“Why,” the major asked me, “did you seek out your job at Curtiss-Wright?” His thick hands held up a stiff sheet of paper. “We have a copy of a letter you sent to a Mr. Mitchell, a former engineering classmate of yours, requesting with much insistence he put in a word for you with the war plant. You were employed in Chicago—why the sudden move?”

“Sir,” I said, nearly stuttering the word. “Chicago was…It was unbearable.”

“My wife grew up in Illinois,” the major said, narrowing his eyes on me. “We spend our summers on Lake Michigan with our children. What could be so unbearable about Chicago?”

I could do little else but bite my tongue. I had figured out their game but did not comprehend if I was playing it, or if I was simply a piece on the board they felt like slapping around for fun.

“Chicago disagrees with me,” I said, my voice even. “My kind weren’t always welcome there.”

“Very well.”

The captain continued: “What was so attractive about Curtiss-Wright? What could explain your sudden interest in working for a company under government contract?”

I did not speak; instead I lowered my eyes and mouthed some words.

“Do you have an answer for us, Mr. Murano?”

I lifted my eyes. “I’m helping the war.”

“Excuse me,” the major said. “Please repeat your statement.”

“I’m helping,” I said. “When I worked at Curtiss-Wright, I was helping the war effort. I was helping your”—I corrected myself—“our country.”

“Explain, please.”

“Sirs,” I said, eager to defend myself. “I am a young, inexperienced engineer. I’m only months removed from college. Since I was a boy all I’ve wanted was to build planes.” The words spilled from me before I could catch my breath. “My family is locked away across the country. All I had was my job. All I had were the days I went into work with the intent of helping America win the war. That is not a lie.”

“Noted,” the captain said. “Permit me a final question. While at Manzanar you helped produce camouflaged netting. During that time, did you encounter fellow inmates altering the pattern of the netting?”

“No, sir.”

It was not, as promised, to be the final question of the hearing.

“You’re testifying under oath that no individual at Manzanar coded netting with messages for Japanese planes?”

“Not to my knowledge, sir.”

“Very well.”

The three officers stood up from the table. They turned sharply and vanished through a door in the paneled back wall.

Ten minutes later they filed into the room and took their places seated behind the long, shiny table.

“This committee,” the major said without hesitation, “finds your termination from the war plant justified. Mr. Murano, there will be no compensation for your final two weeks of employment. Good day.”

The major’s words tore into me.

I rode the bus home, quietly staring out the window at the people scurrying along the street. I had rejected my family only to have my country reject me. I thought back to the moment when I made the decision to leave, my family seated at the table in the farmhouse with their eyes fixed on me, my mother pleading her best case to keep me with our family. For so long, I’d dreamed of building airplanes, and I worked hard to gather all the necessary knowledge and skills to do so. Yet, my allegiance to the dream was disregarded with the simple click of a pen, as the major, who knew nothing of me or my family, crossed out my name and casually lifted his hand to summon another man who looked like me into the room.

With no alternatives but to acquiesce to my mother’s wishes, I wrote her that I would soon be coming to Tule Lake, but would first need to await my travel permit. Any thought of staying in the US, let alone returning to El Monte to reunite on my family’s farm, quickly vanished.

Forced to vacate my small apartment, with little to nothing keeping me afloat in Buffalo, and no approved travel permit to enter Tule Lake and leave for Japan, I contacted a member of the family who owned a neighboring farm to ours in El Monte. The Yamaguchis raised persimmons and Mr. Yamaguchi often visited our farm bearing crates of bright orange fruit and a smile. A week before the travel curfew was instituted in 1942, the Yamaguchis relocated to Rocky Ford, Colorado, journeying with one car and one truck hauling all their worldly possessions.

Their son, Akira, had been a friend of mine at El Monte Union High. I wrote him after the hearing, and he offered me a place to stay before I was to reunite with my family at Tule Lake.

Colorado, under Governor Ralph Lawrence Carr, accepted evacuees, treating them with respect. The Yamaguchis cultivated a piece of land in nearby Ordway. “Harvesting onions is hard work,” Akira answered in his letter. “Lucky for you, the job is only for two weeks.”

Little did I know that when I arrived at the Yamaguchis’ home to await my travel permit, I would meet a captivating young woman named Betty Ishikawa.



Akira greeted me as I stepped off the train in La Junta, Colorado. He was grinning, sitting atop the hood of his farm’s truck, his booted feet crossed and dangling over the front fender.

I waved and he leapt off the hood.

We hugged. It was the first real human touch I’d had in a long time.

On the drive to his family home in Rocky Ford, we spoke of old times.

“I miss California,” he said. “Especially the beach. But Colorado has been good to us.”

“It’s beautiful.” I gazed out the window at a pure blue sky. “Your father did right to bring your family here.”

“He has spared us from much of what the others endure.” Akira shifted the truck into a lower gear. “You know,” he said, and he steered the car toward an exit off the highway, “Haruto was killed in France.”

“No,” I said, picturing the boy both Akira and I had played marbles with in elementary school, flashing his toothy smile on the playground before flicking his marble, his untied shoelaces the string we’d used to draw the ring in the playground dirt.

“I wasn’t sure if you knew,” he said.

I shook my head and inhaled a deep breath. I’d heard his poor mother had been sent to a camp constructed at the edges of the swamps of Arkansas.

“When was the last time you saw him?” I asked.

Akira slowed the truck, navigated a right turn.

“Senior year,” he said. “You?”

“PJC. We were in an engineering course together.”

We both became silent.

The truck continued along the road, and when we passed a block of roadside stands displaying stacks of watermelon and cantaloupe, Akira said we had reached Rocky Ford, home of the melon. The town itself wasn’t very large, consisting mostly of one-story brick buildings scattered among the open fields and flat plains. But the downtown did have a movie theater, which Akira pointed out was a gathering spot for many young Niseis.

The next morning, Akira showed me around their plot of land on which they cultivated Spanish onions. We then commenced with the harvesting process of extracting the onions from the soil, placing them gently in mesh bags, and lugging each of the bulging sacks over to an empty boxcar atop a rail siding that connected to the Yamaguchis’ lot. Akira informed me that each boxcar could hold up to six hundred bags if stacked properly.

It was indeed tiring work. Unlike my father and Tomoya, I hadn’t worked the fields all these years, straining my back, developing blood blisters on my thumbs while churning up the soil with a spade or hauling endless sacks bulging with produce beneath a relentless sun. So when Akira asked me that Friday evening if I wished to attend a movie with him, I nearly refused. All I wanted to do was rest my body and sleep. However, I knew, too, that I would soon be joining my family at Tule Lake (where there would not be such indulgences) and I accepted the invitation.

The movie was Strangers in the Night, a mystery film starring William Terry and Virginia Grey. It was not a very long picture, and when it ended, Akira and I stood outside the theater, bored. Akira offered me a cigarette from his box of Chesterfields, but I kindly declined, as I never smoked (and still to this day do not).

Before he lit the cigarette, the headlights of a Packard Clipper swung into view. The car idled at the curb in front of the theater as a shining, elegant face emerged from the passenger’s-side window.

“Akira!”

“Betty.” Akira stuffed the box of Chesterfields into his pocket. “What’s buzzin’, cousin?”

“Jane and I want to go see the stars at the lake, but Jane’s too scared to go just us.”

“Would you care for some company?”

“Take your car. We’ll follow behind you.”

Akira grinned at me and gave me a light sock to the arm.

We drove about three miles up a winding road. Akira admitted to me he’d developed a real crush on Jane, after all the afternoons she spent at Betty’s house next door. On the drive to the lake, Akira frequently glanced into the rearview mirror, afraid he’d left the girls behind. Eventually, and lucky for both of us, they stayed in sight until we came to a stop near a set of picnic tables situated twenty feet from a body of sparkling moonlit water.

I wish I could write that Betty fell madly in love with me that night, the two of us becoming acquainted beneath a romantic blanket of Colorado starshine. But the truth is after we all four gathered at a picnic table, Akira lit one of his cigarettes and offered it up to the girls. Jane was interested, stating she’d never smoked a Chesterfield. The instant she inhaled, I witnessed a coughing fit like nothing I’d ever seen before. When she recovered, she thrust the cigarette into Akira’s hand and kindly asked if we could go, claiming her brother had let her drive the car without her parents’ permission. He was expecting her to pick him up across town at the pool hall.

Jane grabbed Betty by the arm and yanked her toward the car.

Before Jane opened the door, I was shocked to hear myself say, “We can take her back. She lives right next door.”

It was the first time I’d spoken up for myself since before I’d left the farm.

I toed the gravel with my sneaker, Akira smoking next to me, as we awaited an answer.

Jane eyed Betty. “Is that what you want to do?”

Betty gave Jane a hug, then walked over to Akira’s car. I opened the door for her and we drove her home with the scent of her perfume wafting toward me in the back seat as I did my best to muster some witty or smart statement to impress Betty.

But it was a silent ride home.

A week later, I received my travel permit. I hadn’t gotten to know Betty very well in those interim days, but I’d watched her daily life unfold through the Yamaguchis’ living room window. From her clutching her grandfather’s elbow while assisting him up the steep driveway, whispering in his ear when he stopped to catch his breath, to her playing hopscotch with the kids across the street, hair curls spilling loose with a smile still on her face, I knew deep inside me that there was something special about her. Something I’d never yet encountered and might never encounter again.

I’d bumped into her a couple of times prior to the lake, and we’d talked across a low wooden fence to each other, me standing in the Yamaguchis’ yard and Betty on her parents’ square patch of front lawn. I learned that she’d lived her entire life in Colorado and had graduated high school two years prior. Since then, she’d been helping at her family’s flower shop, a tiny wooden box of a store with a walk-in refrigerator where Betty created arrangements and organized the inventory.

From across the fence, she’d also asked me about my stints in various cities across the country, confessing that she always dreamed of traveling. I couldn’t resist trying to make her smile. Her eyes shone, deep and brown, and the movement of her shoulders when she laughed was the only thing about her that could divert my attention from those eyes.

The Ishikawas had a small plot of land in their backyard, an uncultivated dirt corner on which her father had built a chicken coop. When the Yamaguchis were low on eggs, I volunteered to knock on Betty’s parents’ front door, standing outside with an empty basket and a hopeful smile.

But when Akira and I arrived home on the night we’d driven Betty home from the lake, her parents caught on to my intentions. They ordered Betty to invite me to dinner. I wore a suit, even though Betty informed me that we would be eating at the breakfast table and not in the dining room. I arrived to greet her mother as she stood at the sink peeling carrots. Her father was in the den reading. Betty motioned for me to follow her into the backyard, where she pointed to the chicken coop about fifty feet away. The little specks of white moved inside their cage. They bobbed their heads and a low buck-buck-buck grew louder as we approached.

Before I knew what to think, Betty opened the coop and retrieved a chicken. It beat its wings frantically in hopes of escaping her hands. Feathers drifted through the air. Betty walked over to the wood pile closer to the house, pinned the little chicken on a stump, and cut its head off without blinking an eye. We watched its fluttering body dance until it stilled. After, Betty showed me how to strip the feathers. So much for wearing a suit that night, I thought.

Eventually, I’d be escorting Betty to the movies on a regular basis, and afterward we always went for a malted milk out at the diner.

Maybe I was overtly giddy, recalling the facial expressions she made as she pronounced certain words in Japanese to her parents, or how she smiled shyly at me before wiping away a malted-milk mustache at the diner, daydreaming myself to dizziness recollecting the shape of her eyes and mouth while I worked crouched under the sun in the Yamaguchis’ onion fields.

Or maybe it was the idea that the fence separating me from her in Colorado was the only fence during the war I’d happily and voluntarily stood behind.

Now I was ready to scale it.

The fences in the desert my mother preferred I stand behind, crowned with barbed wire and monitored by watch-towers, those were impossible, deadly even, to scale. I’d learned those fences couldn’t be broken, no matter your wealth, your intellect, or your education.

If now was the time to complete my escape, I’d take my chances face-to-face with an enchanting young woman over my chances with a uniformed guard aiming a gun at my back.



In December 1944, Betty and I celebrated Christmas together. The next week I wrote to my mother that I would not be joining my family at Tule Lake. I encouraged them to return to her homeland, so that I may be able to settle for good in mine. I expressed regret once more for the neglect and the confusion I was responsible for during our time away. But (and this was the only lie I ever told my family) I had no control over the denial of my travel permit, and even if I were to join them, the government would not allow me to exit the country, and my new residence would surely become the camp they so desperately yearned to flee. I told them how much I loved them. That I was hopeful one day soon to be reunited as a happy family. Until that day, to remain separated was safest for us all.

A month later, Betty and I faced our first obstacle. The Yamaguchis had tolerated my invasion in their home for long enough, and Akira asked me to begin considering my options.

Rocky Ford had treated me well, but I did not care to be a farmer all my life.

Betty agreed I should not follow my family to live in Japan, and that the blisters on my fingers were a sign farming was not my destiny. I was a college graduate with an engineering degree.

Out of sheer desperation I sent a cable to Ray Iwaya, pleading for him to speak with every professor in the engineering department at Lincoln. If he could uncover any leads for open positions in the industry, I begged him to please communicate with me immediately.

Ray promised to do so and kept his word.

A cosmetics and toiletries company by the name of Shultz Inc. in Hoboken, New Jersey, had lost many of their young engineers to the selective service draft and was desperate to fill vacancies in their manufacturing division.

I was told to contact Fred Milner.

Upon receiving Ray’s message, I made a phone call from the living room of the Yamaguchi house. Fred was anticipating the phone call and asked me to pronounce my last name.

“Murano,” I said.

“Is that Italian?” he asked in his New Jersey accent.

“Japanese.”

He hesitated.

“What’s your draft status?”

“Four-C.”

“We pay fifty dollars for a forty-four-hour week.”

With this prospect secured, I met with Mr. Ishikawa the Friday morning before I was to leave. I made the traditional dogeza gesture, an act of etiquette where one kneels respectfully before an elder and lays his head to the ground, bowing sincerely. After an hour-long inquisition, he consented to giving me his daughter’s hand in marriage.

Given the rushed circumstances, Betty fully accepted my proposal without receiving an engagement ring. To celebrate, we shared a malted milk and a hamburger at our favorite drive-in. Afterward, we made our way to the lake, sat at the picnic table where we’d first been acquainted, and tilted our heads star-ward, whispering into each other’s ears of our soon-to-be future together.

The next afternoon, I bid goodbye to Colorado. Akira helped me pack and load his car. Betty stood behind the fence eyeing us.

I kissed her goodbye and told her I would call as soon as I arrived.

Akira drove me to the train station in La Junta. Before we shook hands to bid farewell, he opened his wallet and handed me a check. “For all your hard labor in the fields.”

“Thank you.”

“One more thing,” he said. He grinned and tossed me an onion. “For good luck.”

On the train ride, I wrote a letter to my family, providing them with an update and my anticipated address. Even though Shultz Inc. was located in New Jersey, I would live north of Manhattan, as Betty’s father knew a man whose son, a Hawaiian Nisei from Kauai, was looking to a share a room for rent in the Bronx.

On February 2, 1945, I was greeted on my first day at work by Fred Milner, who escorted me to my desk and explained I was to begin immediately on my first project: to automate the filling of bottles of shaving cream for a company known as Old Spice.

After six months, I had stocked away enough money to build a life with Betty in New York.

With the money I’d accumulated from the Curtiss-Wright company, storing it beneath my mattress rather than in a bank, along with the leftover money Akira paid me for my work on his family’s farm, I visited a jewelry shop and purchased a half-carat perfect round solitaire in Betty’s ring size.

I wished my mother and Eiko could have seen the ring. I would have wanted Tomoya to be my best man, and I would have loved to hear Kazuki’s speech.

But that was not to be.

On July 9, 1945, one month before the US dropped their atomic weapons on my parents’ homeland, my and Betty’s life was henceforth to begin. The only saving grace for my family was that they’d been held up at Tule Lake due to an issue with Tomoya’s military status, and thus unable to return for Japan, and thankfully spared from that nuclear devastation.

Betty arrived at Grand Central Station by way of Chicago. She’d worn her hair in curls. Her lips shone crimson and her eyes appeared before me wide and brown. The long, ruffled skirt of her dress bounced off her kneecaps as she stepped from the train and extended a gloved hand to me.

There was but one thing needed to complete her beautiful outfit. I reached into my back pocket and kneeled before her, and spoke the four words that would change our lives forever.





POSTSCRIPT

As indicated in chapter I, my intention for writing this memoir is twofold: (1) preserve on the page important experiences from my early life, and (2) force myself to look back upon the moments that made me into the man, husband, and father I am so proud to have become. I am grateful for my time on this earth. I have the most wonderful and beautiful daughter. I married the love of my life. I was born unto parents who loved me unconditionally.

My life with Betty, my second shot at experiencing the American dream, is a story I much prefer to keep to myself. As for the good times and loving moments I shared with my family upon their return to America, grateful to have them united with me after they’d spent two years living desperately in a much-changed Japan, I believe the episodes present early in this manuscript serve as proof enough of the bond we forged while living our life on the farm.

To my daughter, Lisa, I hope the photographs, audio recordings, and birthday cards your mother and I keep in the attic will suffice in reminding you how special your childhood was to me. If you ever need a reminder, they are waiting for you to find.

To my granddaughter, I hope you read these pages with curiosity—not because you are in search of my recollections of holding you in my arms for the first time, but you do so out of a desire to understand your heritage. You were born of farmers, who tilled the soil, cultivated the land, and raised produce to feed their community. We all have seeds to plant. May this memoir plant in you the desire to return home whenever you doubt where you belong.

All my love and sincerest devotion,

Benjiro Murano

April 18, 1992
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My first instinct upon concluding the memoir is to call Kaiya.

I’m confused, and craving a beer.

The man my father described is no clearer to me now than when I started reading. Who can I trust with my grandfather’s memory, Ben or my father? Had the man I barely knew really considered resisting the draft? Had the man who took piano lessons in the camps to help an elderly woman supplement her pay really torn the name off the back of my father’s high school jersey?

Kaiya answers on the first ring.

“You read fast,” she says.

“Kind of an abrupt ending, don’t you think? And still none of the answers you promised me, might I add?” I try half-heartedly to keep the frustration from my voice.

“Well,” she says. “There’s more. A lot more.”

“More what?” I ask.

Kaiya exhales into the receiver and says, “It’s time to visit Judy.”



NOW, I SIT on the couch alone, Ben’s manuscript on my lap, its pages read, the events of this week stirring in my head. I have some answers. I know now why the man in the photo standing next to Dr. Ishimura wore a suit. I know where my father’s baseball glove, which I’ve kept beside me through all of the reading, came from. With whom it once played catch and where.

And I know now that I want to know more.

That there is a legacy before me that I’ve never given myself to. And what’s more, now as never before, I care.





PART TWO






1

It’s Saturday morning, and Kaiya reminds me that Judy is “Auntie” Judy.

Judy Takemura.

Her mother, Eiko, married Samuel Takemura while at Tule Lake. After their release from the camp in 1946, they stayed behind in America while Eito and Yua were deported to Japan, with Tomoya and Kazuki choosing to follow them. Eiko opted to remain in the US and therefore moved with Samuel’s family back to Washington state, where Judy grew up in the Yakima Valley. I learn this as I stand beside a small kitchen table and wait for a cup of coffee.

Judy lives in Santa Clarita, in a ranch-style house tucked away on a cul-de-sac lined with sycamores and buttonwoods. The house is painted green and abuts a dusty hillside of dried brush. The swimming pool in its backyard is collecting leaves as they fall from the gnarled branches of a California live oak hovering over Judy’s property from the hillside.

Judy’s in the kitchen putting on coffee. Kaiya sits cross-legged on the couch in the den combing Judy’s dog, a plucky white Maltese named Sasha.

I remember Judy from the memorial. Her eyes are dark, and her hair is thin and wiry. In the kitchen, her features echo Ben: portly with sloping shoulders and a round face. When she gives me a smile, I wonder if it’s similar to Eiko’s.

“Do you like sugar?” she asks me. “Cream?”

“Black is fine.”

Judy, for sixty-eight, is spry and animated. It’s 10:30 a.m., and she’s already baked two pies—apple and cherry—and also visited a Japanese market to pick up a selection of snacks and sweets.

“These,” she says, presenting to me a plastic container of puffed discs, “are my favorite. Dorayaki. Goes great with coffee.”

“I’ve never had them,” I say.

“You’ll try some, okay? I bought a lot.”

She pours me a mug, and it steams when placed on the counter. With her hands now free to move elsewhere, Judy grabs at a stack of plastic containers, pops off the lid of each one, and plops a variety of treats onto a platter.

“Now where did I put that spoon?” Judy finishes placing the last pastry on the platter. Her lips curl and she blows a puff of air past her bangs, abruptly turns, and bounces over to the opposite side of the kitchen. “I have a spoon that belonged to my grandmother”—I hear the jangle of silverware as she opens another drawer—“and I like to stir my coffee with it. It’s a beautiful little silver spoon. My mother played tea party with it as a child.”

She yanks open another drawer.

“Isn’t it adorable?” Judy holds the spoon up for me to see before blowing on it and shining it with her shirtsleeve. She shuffles out of the kitchen. “This spoon lived through two American concentration camps.”

I let the weight of that sit for a moment before I ask, “Do you have anything else from the farm?”

“Only a few of the things my mother was able to carry in her suitcase. She was just nineteen, you know, and her mother told her to bring only the most essential items. My mother told me she left behind a collection of very expensive porcelain dolls, something to the effect of twenty dolls. She always told me it made her sad that I never got to play with them.”

I think about my grandfather nailing down the barn shutters on the day Ben left the farm. What else were they forced to leave behind? Where was everything they couldn’t pack into a suitcase now?

I don’t pelt Judy with this barrage of questions. Instead, I settle for: “What did she bring with her?”

Judy blows forcefully on her coffee and plops down on the couch next to Kaiya. “Mostly clothes and shoes, things of that nature. Blankets, a hairbrush, and toiletry stuff.”

I’m curious if my grandfather took his baseball glove with him to the camps. If he’s the real reason why the glove is on my desk at home.

“Do you have anything else from before the war?” I ask Judy.

“Letters and photographs,” Judy says, “mostly things from my father’s side. But this spoon is my favorite. It reminds me to always ‘stir things up,’ you know?” Judy lets out a giggle. “I’m being silly this morning. But it’s true. That was something my mother wanted me to do in life—never settle, go for it, okay. To me, that’s worth more than the expensive items our families worked so hard as immigrants to earn but were forced to burn or leave behind.”

Ben’s manuscript drove me online to confirm the account he wrote of people burning family photos prior to their forced removal. Fearful of the American government viewing them as traitors, they burned letters sent from home along with anything else related to the Emperor or Japan. It’s a miracle that the photo of my great-grandfather posing alongside Dr. Ishimura has survived.

“Even after the war,” Judy says, “my mom was still burning letters. For a long time, she was paranoid about the government raiding her home. After the rest of the family was deported to Japan, she received letters from Uncle Kazuki, short letters, she told me, little updates to let her know they were okay. In one, though, he told her all about the US occupation of Japan, of the food shortages, the children orphaned by atomic bombs begging for handouts at bus stations. He wrote requesting a box of 3 Musketeers bars, the thing, he told her, he missed most about America besides her. He was going to share them with the starving children.” Judy sips her coffee, her eyes now contemplating her mother’s photograph framed on the wall. “She burned that letter for fear the government was monitoring correspondence with Japan. When she wrote back, the letter was without the chocolate bars.” Judy’s eyes well with tears. “That was her brother,” she says, lips quivering, “but she didn’t feel safe enough to send him something as simple as chocolate.”

Kaiya scoots closer to Judy, sets a hand on her shoulder.

Judy’s voice rises. “How many other requests do you think my mother had to deny him? Deny her family?” Her questions seem directed more at the photographs on the wall than at me or Kaiya, but they ring in my ears, echoing the same curiosities I’ve had about my own acts of denial, especially the ones that kept my father at arm’s length, when all he ever wanted was to spend time with me working in my yard.

Judy clutches the spoon as Kaiya whispers, “Let it out. We’re here.”

It’s a rare scene for me to witness, a family member in tears with another family there as comfort. I don’t know what to say to Judy, or what to do, if I should stand up and go to her, whisper something kind, soothing.

“I’m sorry,” Judy says, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hand, sniffling as Kaiya retrieves a tissue from her tote bag. “Even after all these years,” she says. “That story still makes me emotional.”

“It made me emotional,” I say, somewhat surprised by my frankness in the presence of these family members, but less shocked at my feelings toward Eiko after the time I spent reading her letters in Ben’s memoir.

“It’s a sad story,” Kaiya says, handing Judy a tissue. “But it’s a meaningful one to share with us. Thank you.”

Kaiya rubs Judy’s back.

I want to thank Judy, too, but before I can, Judy smiles, the sadness in her eyes fading as she pats them with the tissue. “Where was I?” she says, a burst of laughter and relief jolting her upright.

“You were telling us about that spoon,” Kaiya says. “How it survived the war.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” Judy swipes her nose with the tissue and gives one last sniffle. “My father’s parents, they owned a hotel in downtown Yakima. They ran it for many years and did very well for themselves. Before displacement, my grandmother buried most of her jewelry in an empty canister of talcum powder at the foot of a ponderosa pine in their backyard.”

“Stolen?” I ask.

Judy shakes her head, her eyes clear again. “When they returned home from Heart Mountain, the canister was still there, right where they buried it. But their hotel was under ‘new’ ownership.” She balls up the tissue in her fist. “The house had been stripped of everything. To refurbish it, my grandfather sold most of the jewelry and then pawned the rest, item by item, whenever they found themselves in financial crisis. Back then, it was nearly impossible for a Japanese man to walk into a bank and request a loan. My grandfather’s first job back from Heart Mountain was as a dishwasher in a local restaurant, which was owned by a friend. He never retired and died about ten years later working as a janitor at the elementary school.”

“What about your father?” I ask.

“My father, Samuel.” Judy sips again from the coffee and sets her mug on the arm of the couch. “That’s him right there.” She points at one of the many faces encased in glass on her wall. “Go look.”

I stand, leaving my coffee to cool on the table. The first thing I notice about her father’s face are his ears. They’re quite large and shaped like butterfly wings. His hair is combed in a very precise fashion. He wears spectacles, and his dark skin shines, creating little half moons on his smiling cheeks. He looks to be about fifty, thin-faced and cleanly shaven, a toothy grin beaming above a smart tie tucked neatly beneath the lapels of a dress jacket.

“Great-Uncle Samuel,” I say to Judy.

“That’s my dad. When he left Tule Lake, he worked as a dishwasher too. In the same restaurant as his father. They staggered their shifts, though, because my grandfather couldn’t stand seeing his American-born son with an American education scrubbing dirty dishes. Eventually, though, my father was able to leave the restaurant. Two of his friends from high school, white friends, had become foremen at a fruit-processing plant, and they hired him to help with their distribution department.”

Judy sighs.

I’m not sure what to say. I point to a photo hanging on the wall next to her father. “This is Eiko?”

“That’s my mom.”

My great-aunt stands upright in the grass of a fenced-in backyard leaning on forearm crutches. Her hair is striped gray along the left temple, framing her strong facial features, especially her eyes. She is wiry, almost emaciated, joint bones accentuated and angular, although her skin appears smooth and tan in the color photograph.

“Because of Mom’s disability,” Judy says, rising from the couch and moving across the den to stand beside me, “she was forced to stay at home. She spent the first ten years after Tule Lake taking care of my grandmother—or letting my grandmother take care of her, depending on the day or the person you asked.” Judy lifts a hand to the photo as if she’s going to remove it from the wall. “It killed her that she couldn’t work, or that no one would hire her because of having to accommodate her inability to walk up stairs. Around the age of forty, she needed to start using a wheelchair. I was young still, but I knew she was depressed. She rarely left our home. All she did was read. Then, someone at the community center asked her to join a writing group. It changed her. There was this little shaded back patio at our house. My father offered to turn it into an outdoor writing studio. He asked your grandfather Tomoya to design it for her. It was spectacular, really, and even had a small koi pond with trickling water and bubbling noises.” Judy places a hand on my shoulder. “I imagine my mother would have talked of books with you; she could go on and on about stories and storytelling.”

Feeling Judy’s hand on my shoulder makes me uncomfortable. It feels like the hand of a stranger. I still don’t know why Kaiya pushed so hard for me to meet her, to visit her home, unless this moment here is the “more” she promised me, an opportunity to hear Judy recall her parents’ biographies in person.

To change the subject, and to get Judy’s hand off my shoulder, I ask her, “Can I try one of those desserts you mentioned?”

Her eyes widen. “Sit down,” she says.

Judy power walks into the kitchen. A moment later she presents a tray towering with mounds of inflated green donuts and fluffy pancake-shaped discs.

“Which one goes best with coffee?” I ask.

Judy points at the puffy discs. “They’re sweeter.”

I slide a disc onto my plate, tear a piece, and toss it into my mouth. It tastes like an overly sugared pancake, and it has a filling that reminds me of sweet potato. “Is this sweet potato?” I ask.

“Red bean paste.”

“He doesn’t like it,” Kaiya says, having risen from the couch to scrutinize the size of the bite I took.

“It’s good,” I say, “but different. I’m more of a pie kind of person.”

Judy laughs, but then looks me right in the eyes and says, “You didn’t come here to eat pie, did you?”

I’m not sure how to respond, maybe because I’m not sure why I’m here at all. I’m getting antsy. The caffeine and the sugar are giving me a headache.

“When you’re with us,” Judy says, “you eat like family. This was my mother’s favorite dessert.”

I sip my coffee to counter the sweetness, say, “I never had this stuff growing up.”

“This stuff,” Judy repeats, “is food, you know.”

“My mom’s white,” I say, as if they didn’t already know this, “and my dad liked hamburger meat. It was a lot of McDonald’s and meatloaf for me when I was a kid.”

“Your dad,” Judy says, voice light, “what a fun little boy he was.”

“You knew him?” I ask.

Judy puffs an audible breath at her bangs again. “Of course I knew him, he was my cousin.”

I set the torn piece of pastry onto my plate. “What did you think of him?” It’s the first opportunity I’ve had to ask a question about my dad. This must be the “more” Kaiya promised. Maybe not. Either way, it feels good to ask a family member about my dad.

Judy turns her eyes to the ceiling, taps her chin. “I knew him when we were very young. We rarely saw each other as adults, but your dad was funny, and he liked making people laugh. He liked to make them feel happy.”

“What do you mean?”

Judy taps her chin again. “I can’t remember how old he was when your grandfather remarried, but on the morning of the wedding, your dad volunteered to wash the dishes from our breakfast. He filled the sink with bubbles and scooped a handful on top of my head.”

“What else?”

Judy studies the dessert tray. “He was chubby.” Her nose wrinkles. “He had the chubbiest cheeks. He couldn’t walk through a room without someone pinching them.”

I picture the gray-haired woman, the one who slapped my hand, cornering my father to squeeze his cheeks.

“Did you ever watch him play baseball?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Kaiya nudge Sasha from her lap.

“Only once,” Judy says. “Playing catch with Uncle Kazuki.”

I think back to what my father said about his glove. Kazuki must have kept it all that time they were away.

“Your dad loved baseball,” Judy continues, “but your grandpa Tom didn’t really think it was a good use of his son’s time. He was a pretty serious guy, from what I remember. He worked a lot.”

“How do you know?” I ask.

Judy shrugs. “I can’t remember all the specifics, but I do remember your grandfather yelling at him. Your dad was just a little boy. Probably only seven or eight years old. It’s not my place to say, but my mom worried about your dad after your grandfather remarried.”

“Worried?”

Judy stirs her coffee with the spoon, the metal clanging against the ceramic mug. “Your grandfather’s temper could get the best of him,” she says. “I think my mom worried your dad saw a little too much of it from your grandpa.”

I turn to Kaiya, say, “Now this is information that matches my recollection of my grandpa.”

“I didn’t know him very well,” Judy says. “But I know what you mean. When I read Ben’s memoir, I asked myself what happened to this person. I know I was young, and it’s not uncommon for little kids to be intimidated by adults they hardly know, but I found him so frightening… his demeanor, the way he carried himself, like he was always slumped with burden. I even asked my mom once why he wasn’t as nice as my other uncles.”

“What did she say?” I ask.

Judy shakes her head. “My mom was a private person. She told me it was a rude question. But I know some of her thoughts now, because she wrote a lot of letters to her mother.”

Sasha’s now at Judy’s feet, tail wagging, begging for a piece of donut.

Judy inhales and gives a bright smile. “This dog is spoiled,” she says, snapping her fingers and dropping a morsel into Sasha’s mouth.

I turn to the couch. Kaiya’s leaning over its puffy arm to retrieve a file folder from her leather tote bag on the carpet. With file in hand, she turns to me. “I keep my promises.”

“What is it?” I ask.

“More of Ben’s writing,” Judy says, teasing Sasha with another pinch of donut. “A folder of his notes for the memoir.”

“Pages?” I say.

Kaiya offers me the folder. “I would have given this to you earlier, but I thought it’d be good for you to hear what Auntie Judy had to say about your dad first.”

Judy hovers at my side, placing her hand on my shoulder again.

I look up at her, then to Kaiya. “Do I have to read this now?” I ask.

Kaiya shrugs. “Only if you want to make a decision about the plum farm.”

“I’ll wait.” Almost impulsively, without really thinking, and half joking, I hold the folder up to both of them and say, “Unless, of course, these pages can explain to me how our family went from living on that beautiful farm to my father being who he was and me being who I am.”

Judy’s grip on my shoulder tightens. “Well, hold your horses. There’s something else we need to share with you.”

Kaiya moves across the den and settles at the table. She taps a finger on the folder. “We didn’t invite you here just for this.”



JUDY PULLS A slim leather-bound photo album from a bookcase in her den.

The photos on the wall of Eiko and Samuel eye their daughter as she shuffles over to the kitchen table, where she sets the album next to my coffee mug and Ben’s folder.

“I’m not sure if you know this,” Judy says, “but your great-grandmother raised your father.”

“I only know his mom died when he was young,” I say. “I always thought Carol raised him.”

“Open the album,” Kaiya says.

I do. On the first page I see Japanese characters written vertically on faded paper encased in plastic. Out of instinct, I trace my index finger over the symbols.

“What is this?” I ask.

“A letter,” Kaiya says, “written by Yua, our great-grandmother.”

“A letter to my mother,” Judy adds, and points to a character on the page. “That’s the Japanese kanji for ‘daughter.’ ”

“I don’t read Japanese. What does the letter say?”

“Turn the page.”

I flip the stiff cardstock. The album’s spine crackles.

“It’s translated,” I say, my eyes focusing on a typed letter dated 1959.

Kaiya leans across the table and flips over more pages in the album. “It’s filled with letters for you to read.”

I look at Judy. “Do you speak Japanese? Did you translate these?”

“I speak a little,” she says, “but not enough to translate. My mom did them. But, I should say, she considered herself somewhat of a gifted writer, as you may have gleaned from Ben’s memoir, so I have to think she took some liberties with the phrasing and the language.”

“What makes you say that?”

Judy shrugs, her eyes slightly glazed as she stares at the cardstock. “The style of them. They don’t sound like how I imagine my grandmother, an Issei woman with very little education, would have talked or written.”

“So these letters are made up?” I ask, trying for a hint of a joke, even though I mean the question.

“The events in them are true.” Judy lifts Sasha and cradles her in her arms. “But I can’t really speak to how they’re written. My mom spoke openly to me about her time at Heart Mountain, and the love she found there with my father. She always spoke as if it was this fairy tale of a knight in shining armor rescuing her from the depths of despair. That was her style, so I wouldn’t be surprised if some embellishments made their way into these translations.”

Judy drops Sasha onto a chair, motions for me to hand her the album. She pulls about a dozen pieces of paper from the plastic sheets and lays each one face down on the table before she closes the album and slides the stack of translated letters to me.

“You think I should read these before I get back to Ben’s notes?”

“Yes,” Kaiya says, reaching for my hand and squeezing it, “but we want you to read them now, because you’re going to need us here when you finish.”





Yua’s Letters


December 18, 1959

My Dearest Eiko,

Merry Christmas! I must first make a special request, my one and only holiday wish. Please give my lovely Judy a very big kiss before she opens her gifts from me, and after she has opened them, please photograph her in the blue velvet dress. I would love very much for her to wear it on Christmas Day for your celebrations.

Tomoya and Yumika included in this package a few small tokens for you and Samuel. Tomoya says to plant the dahlias for full sun exposure. He planted the same flowers in the garden he designed for Robert Sterling (one of the many theatrical people he services through his landscaping business) and swears the flowers will thrive in Washington.

Lonnie helped bake the cookies. He decorated a special cookie with pink frosting for Judy. Unfortunately, he fell asleep before Yumika and I made the wagashi.

As usual, your brother mailed many gifts to us from New York City. I can already picture Lonnie awaking on Christmas morning rubbing his eyes and blinking at a twinkling tree suffocated with presents, one of them being a baseball glove, “Murano” already written on it. Tomoya will not believe his eyes when he sees Lonnie place the glove on his hand. Yumika thinks her son will make a fine ballplayer someday, as do I!

I only wish to be happy during this season, but I must acknowledge the sadness I experience in celebrations now that your father is not with us. The adjustment of moving into Tomoya’s home has been difficult. Yumika is a godsend and we are bonding very much. But I still cry, and I still miss your father and the home we shared. When Tomoya’s truck rumbles home each evening the sound reminds me of the noise your father’s truck made when arriving home on the farm.

My brain and eyes know who is behind the wheel, but my ears and heart believe it will be someone else. Tomoya says we will all drive to Forest Lawn to visit him and Yukio resting in their niches on Christmas morning. I will take your father his beloved mandarin oranges. Yukio enjoyed fresh persimmons.

At this stage in my life, a gift to give is a gift itself. I am thankful for my beautiful children and my beautiful grandchildren you are raising. Living with Lonnie, watching him grow, is a joy for me. He is more like Kazuki than Tomoya, with the one exception that he (much like your father too) delights in playing with dirt. Like Tomoya, the little boy kneels toward the earth and slowly runs an open palm along the surface, pushing stray pebbles and torn roots to the side, clearing a spot for him to finger paint. He will do so for many hours. I like to sit beside him observing his concentrated expression while I listen to the clatter of Tomoya’s tools echoing out from the open garage. Lonnie is fond of using his finger to draw a square in the soil, and he plays with plastic horses inside the square, training them (he says) like the men he sees on television in the westerns. Because of this, I bought him a cowboy hat for Christmas. I will have Tomoya photograph him wearing it and will send it along to you with my next letter.

Your loving mother






April 4, 1961

Dearest Daughter,

Thank you kindly for the birthday card, as well as the bottle of perfume and the beautiful flowers. I have placed them in a vase on my bedside table. I fall asleep peacefully inhaling the fragrance of chrysanthemum.

When Tomoya, Yumika, and Lonnie took me to dinner for the celebration, I wore the perfume and received compliments. Thank you for the considerate gift.

While at dinner, we happened to be seated at a table directly to the left of an apparent friend of Tomoya’s. This gentleman and his wife were also in the company of family, and were, like us, out for a celebratory dinner.

Your brother introduced me to his friend, and the gentleman was very respectful in wishing me a happy birthday. But I cannot say the others at his table held a similar opinion of me. They spoke with a rather elevated volume and pronounced their words slowly, as to ensure I would both hear and comprehend their statements. While this is not my first encounter with such people, another event in the evening struck me with pain and sadness. The gentleman’s wife turned to your brother and asked him very plainly: “Were you all in those camps?”

Your brother nodded. The woman then went on to say: “I just cannot believe how horrible that whole thing was. I’ve heard such horrible stories.”

The woman leaned across her table and spoke to another woman. She said: “Do you remember that boy from Mother’s class?” And she laid her napkin on the table and reached for the woman’s hand. “The poor boy with the mangy dog?”

The woman then turned back to our table.

“It’s the saddest story,” she said. “Our mother was a fifth-grade teacher. One day, very soon after the evacuation announcement, this little boy, one of my mother’s Japanese students, he comes into her classroom weeping. My mother asked him why he was crying. And the boy said to her that he was going to be leaving soon but that he couldn’t take his dog with him. His parents demanded he give it away. But this was an old dog. Rather an ugly dog, too, and this boy for the life of him could not find anyone to take in his poor dog. Well, our mother, she takes this boy’s hand and says to him, ‘You dry those eyes, I know we can find a place for your dog.’ So, she told the boy to go home and to bring his dog with him to school the next day. The next morning, my mother was on the sidewalk in front of the school with a man named Chester Williams. Chester owned a large farm with lots of animals. When this boy got to school, Chester knelt down and said to him, ‘Is this your dog?’ The boy nodded. Chester said, ‘I’ll take real good care of him. I promise you.’ The dog lived another eight years on that farm.”

The woman was almost in tears. “I can’t even imagine.” She shook her head and reached for her napkin to pat her eyes.

“Yes,” Tomoya said to her. “Many good people were forced to give up the things they loved.”

“But a dog? A dog is a boy’s best friend and this little boy had to say goodbye, not knowing if he’d ever see that dog again. It just breaks my heart. I can’t remember the last time I thought of that story but it is so sad.” She then looked straight at me and spoke slowly with a raised voice. “See, we have a five-year-old son and we just bought him a dog for his birthday. He would be devastated if something were to happen to that dog.”

“I see,” I said to the woman.

Then Lonnie said, “I want a dog.”

“Oh, honey,” the woman said, “you sure are cute and deserve a cute puppy.”

Lonnie smiled.

The other woman asked, “Do you have a yard to play in? Dogs need space to run.”

“Or better yet, a farm! Like Chester’s.”

“No,” Tomoya said. “We do not have a farm for a dog to run.”

“Well, who in their right mind owns farms these days, anyway?” the woman said, and she winked at Lonnie. “Who would live anywhere but the suburbs?”

It was then our food arrived at the table, and we excused ourselves from the conversation.

My daughter, it is only to you I can confess my pain from this evening. I wept in bed. I felt dishonored. I wanted to tell this woman that your father’s hands and his sons’ hands tilled soil and cultivated earth. Your father’s farm was not a dog for a young boy to pet upon returning home from school. A pet, a spouse, a child, all of these will die, but the earth does not. So who in their right mind cannot comprehend the beauty of living life upon such sacred ground?

The earth gives life to everything, and then takes back everything, receiving into its soil the bones and flesh of anything that grows toward the sun. We may be stripped of the land we once loved, but the land has not stripped itself of us, and I find myself washing vegetables at the kitchen sink, admiring the orange skin of a carrot or the tender surface of a tomato, and I wash gently, remembering.

The earth gives and we receive. Those people at dinner know nothing of my pain and my desire to give because of my pain. They only know of taking. You never met your older brother Yukio, but he was a smart and confident boy. When he died on the farm, it was painful and gruesome, but he eventually was cremated and then returned to the earth. He was given to me, and I was asked to give him back.

What am I allowed to keep?

I do not have your father. Benjiro is away. And you live in another state. I cannot take any of you back. I have let you all go. You are released, and like that boy’s dog, you live somewhere separate and absent from your origin. Only Tomoya, and Lonnie, and now Yumika are close enough for me to reach and hold on to.

I did not need a loud woman to remind me of these facts.

I did not need a dinner out at a restaurant to remind me I am loved.

We arrived home from dinner and Yumika presented me with a beautiful cake. Lonnie blew out the candles. We ate together. When Lonnie asked for a second slice, instead of cutting him a new piece, I gave him the remainder of my cake.

I thought of you and Judy as I lay in bed and smelled the chrysanthemums. It was a cloudy, gray night, but the moonlight was bright enough to see the writing on the card you sent with the flowers. The words “We Love You” ushered me to sleep.

Thank you, my loving daughter. I miss you dearly.

With all my love,

Your mother





January 8, 1962

Eiko,

I wish to tell you of the butterfly I saw today. It was a small white butterfly, no different from the other butterflies that visit our backyard and dance like angels in the sunshine. It flitted about the yard, its enchanted wings unfolding like the pages of a book, before it settled noiselessly upon the petals of a blooming white rose. Then it disappeared.

I watched from behind the kitchen window and waited for it to reappear, and I stayed with my eyes fixed on the flower for many moments. But I did not see the butterfly reappear. It was as if it had been absorbed wholly into the rose petals or chose to enter the heart of the flower, into a secret chamber that existed for it and it alone.

A moment later, Lonnie sped across the backyard lawn towing a wooden wagon, and his footsteps clattered over the roots of the camphor tree, the wagon’s wooden wheels churning up fallen berries. In the bed of the wagon he had collected and placed rocks of differing sizes and colors and shapes and weight. The rocks bounced too, vibrating helplessly as he jerked the wagon along the uneven earth.

Soon, Lonnie had tired himself enough for a midday nap. The house was rather quiet, as Yumika was out with Tomoya for her doctor’s appointment.

I fixed myself a cup of tea and stood at the kitchen window. I cannot explain why this butterfly occupied my mind all day. I know from what little schooling I received that butterflies are the final stage in the evolution of a caterpillar. Perhaps this little butterfly transformed into a rose.

At dinner, Yumika reported to the table that the appointment with the doctor had gone very well. The baby, a blessing, grows healthy and strong inside her. Lonnie told his mother that he had played in the backyard all day, and that he had constructed a small child out of the rocks he collected. He explained he had pulled them in his ambulance to bring to the hospital for assembly. If his mother was growing a child in her, he, too, would grow one of his own. Since the rocks had been dug from the earth, he would name his child Rocky.

Tomoya complimented him for his imagination.

In the early days on the farm, your father used to complain endlessly of the dry, rocky soil. When we were first married, I used to assist him by hauling away the jagged and broken pieces of split rocks, placing them into the bed of the work truck. In those early days, your brother Yukio was not old enough to lift anything but a bottle. It was the three of us, together in the fields at sundown, your father’s pickax thudding as it met the thick soil, my hands calloused and my thighs bruised from carrying the weight of heavy rocks, and your brother Yukio observing us from his bassinet. This memory reminds me of what it means to carry. I have carried life inside me, and I have carried rocks out of a field. I have carried my sleeping children up the stairs, and I have carried the ashes of my husband from our home.

The little white butterfly today seemed so light, able to carry itself through the air, and beat its wings with enough force to lift its body, to travel where it must. But still, it rested on the gentle petals of a delicate flower and trusted the plant to hold it safely, to bear its weight, however light it may appear to me. My daughter, it is thus how Nature speaks to us. Through butterflies and rocks.

I miss you dearly. Please give my love to Judy and Samuel. I hope to write to you soon. I hope to see you soon.

Your loving mother





March 17, 1962

My Daughter,

I have little ability to control my shaking hand. But I have terrible news I must send to you by letter, as Tomoya has forbid me from calling you or your siblings for who knows how long…

I write to you in my room as Lonnie sleeps, your brother motionless and silent at the kitchen table, the phone he tore from the wall resting beside an uneaten plate of food.

Yumika, sweet and dear Yumika, has died while in labor. The child, a boy, our unborn blessing, is with his mother. The events that led to such a painful day of tears rush through my memory, but I cannot at this time put the experience into words, other than to say I am broken, and your poor brother is destroyed.

Lonnie knows not of his mother’s passing. Nor of his brother’s. Tomoya wishes for me to tell him she is still in the hospital, and that she is to stay there for a long time. I told him this, fed him dinner, and put him to sleep.

Who would wake a child to deliver such heart-wrenching news? I cannot.

All I know to say is that I love you. Please send comforting prayers to your brother in his tragic time of need.

Kokoro ga itamu,

Your mother





March 18, 1962

Dearest Eiko,

“Starting from scratch.” This is the phrase your brother continuously repeats in his home. He wakes and speaks these words. He says them before he wishes me good night. They are on his lips, awaiting renewal most any time he opens his mouth.

I recall the first time he spoke these words. If you remember that dim and dreadful train ride from Heart Mountain to Tule Lake, you may recall your brother repeating this phrase over and over. “Starting from scratch,” he said when we arrived inside a different yet equally unnerving boundary of fencing and barbed wire, watchtowers and dust. He lay face up on his cot. “We’re starting from scratch.”

“My dear son,” I said to him. “One starts from scratch only when one has lost everything and has nothing. What have we lost from Heart Mountain that these barracks and guards have not replaced?”

My daughter, you do not know the feeling of docking at the shores of Wakayama, the blare of the freighter’s horn accompanying the sound of the gulls and the crashing of waves upon the Japanese coastline, the most peaceful gray fog sheltering one’s eyes from the sun. You do not know the urgency we felt to rest our limbs and to place our luggage on the floors of a home we called our own. And still, “starting from scratch” was your brother’s refrain.

“My dear son,” I said to him. “One starts from scratch only when one has lost everything and has nothing. What have we lost in America that this home in the land of your ancestors cannot replace?”

Freedom? Surely not.

Family? Our loved ones may be distant from us but they are certainly not gone.

Faith? The Creator of the heavens welcomes you home and wishes you peace.

My daughter, only now as you have grown to be a mother, too, do I dare speak my feelings. Tortured and torn, two of my children absent and creating families of their own far away in America, I was a mother with and without. I missed you and Benjiro with an aching heart. But how can it be said I was happy to have Tomoya near me? While my heart ached for you and Benjiro to hold my hand and be close by, I wept for Tomoya and the ocean of emptiness he felt within his life, as I saw the world punish him and break him down.

Tell me, as you are now a mother, is it a mother’s wish to know her child is happy but absent, or present and tortured?

True, while I could clutch him, and hold Tomoya to my breast and feel him breathing, my touch was powerless to rid him of the pain.

I received letters from Benjiro and you, letters announcing the births of my beautiful, healthy grandchildren. And yet, I could hold the letters but not the children.

I thought to myself during those years, this was not starting from scratch, even as I witnessed with my own eyes what a decimated country Japan was, broken, defeated, embarrassed. Soon, though, I watched it rebuild itself and transform, and pointed to this new life so that your brothers could dream of hope.

I said to Tomoya and Kazuki: “This country is not starting from scratch. You may see a barren land, but if you listen, there is hope in the voices of the birds. You may hear the cries of widows and the hungry screams of orphans, but if you look outside, you will behold the land of the rising sun.”

Tomoya feels pain deeply. He bore much shame for being slapped by a guard at Heart Mountain, and I know he carries that shame with him even to this day. It was but a slap, a moment in time, but, my daughter, the way the others kept their eyes to the ground as he passed by, alone and defeated, the phrase “He’s made us all look bad, and now the guards distrust us even more” his only companion as he slunk back “home” to the barracks. Your brother has lived his life in the echo of that slap, in the tremor of the words from his fellow inmates, to this very day. It is the same tremor he feels when a client is late with payment. How can he confront a man who resembles that guard from so many years ago, to ask for what is rightly his, to knock on the door with the memory of that knock from Heart Mountain, to stand up for what he has rightly earned, the fear of embarrassment outweighing the fear of a barren dinner table where his hungry child sits? But I cannot say what he feels now is what he has felt all these years. Your brother’s wound this time is unfathomable. I know not how to heal it.

The war pulled the earth from beneath our feet, it tore apart our family and sent us spinning each in our own direction. Had I not chosen to repatriate while at Tule Lake, to leave the land your father labored upon to build a life for his beloved children, your brothers would have resisted the draft and they would have been tried and sent to federal prison. It was all I knew to do to keep us safe, alive, and together. That is all I have ever hoped to do, protect my children, to keep you close in my warm embrace. The events of yesterday remind me of what little power I possess on that front. I wish that your brother’s phrase were true: that we as humans can start from scratch, with no memory of or ability to experience residual pain. The day began with such hope, but it darkened so quickly, as if a storm had come to visit our family from afar. Lord willing, the winds that carried in the storm shall be the winds to sweep your brother’s pain away. Lord willing, the rain that fell throughout the night shall be the rain to welcome him into a bright new day.

With love,

Your mother





March 21, 1962

Lovely Daughter,

An interaction between your brother and myself obligates me to write this letter. I shall detail for you our conversation and retell it to you on the page here, in my room, sitting at this desk while Lonnie slumbers in the room beside mine, still unaware of his mother’s tragic passing.

After having his breakfast this morning, Lonnie exited the house to play in the backyard. I was in the kitchen, washing Lonnie’s dishes. The eggs I had prepared for Tomoya remained on the stove, the yolks cooled and hardening in the oily pan. I heard a door open from down the hall, and a moment later Tomoya entered the kitchen to eat his breakfast.

I turned from the sink to the stove, lifted and tilted the pan, and two fried eggs slid onto a plate. I gathered several pieces of toast and cut them into triangles before I carried the food to where your brother sat at the table, his face in anguish.

The conversation began with such a simple question: “What am I to do?” he asked.

I said to him: “My dear son, I have buried two husbands and two children, and even I still do not know the answer to your question.”

“One husband,” he said.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“One husband, two children.”

“Yes, sorry,” I said. My hands twisted the dish cloth.

“Never mind.” Tomoya pushed the plate away from him, placed his hands over his eyes, and leaned his elbows on the table. “How can I tell Lonnie? It breaks my heart to think of the sadness he will feel.”

I bent and laid my hand upon his back.

“My son, it is your choice. If you explain to him, you will bring him in with you, and you will share this grief with your son—neither he nor you will carry the sorrow alone. If you do not, you walk alone, and Lonnie walks alone, the empty space of his mother’s life separating father from son.”

Upon speaking these words, I felt my cheeks warming, and my heart pulsed.

It is here that I must confess to you, Eiko. This letter, selfishly, tells the story I could not, and dared not, speak to your brother this morning as I knelt to embrace him in the kitchen.

There is no one on this earth who has read the words I am yearning to confess here now.

Yukio was not your father’s son. He was my son, and his father was named Takeshi Korematsu. He was born in 1911, one year before I became your father’s wife.

I married Takeshi Korematsu in the winter of 1910. I did not know him. It was an arranged pairing, and the ceremony took place with only the bride and her father to speak aloud his blessings.

A month later, I arrived at the port of San Francisco with a dozen other picture brides. We were girls who believed we were ready to be women, and we were each sent to the United States by a matchmaker. We arrived already married to the men whose faces we knew only from a black-and-white photograph, whose voices we knew only from handwritten letters or financial documents. We believed these men were dreamers. We saw them as industrious, ambitious, and brave. These daring men had ventured out to a new land and had begun to build something for themselves. Many of the men were much older (Takeshi was in fact thirty-two and I was seventeen) but the promise of a secure and reliable caretaker outweighed the hesitation a young girl from a faltering Japanese countryside might have about an age gap.

To the surprise of many girls, the men were not dreamers, but liars. They were not industrious, but deceptive. One tragic girl had partnered with a forty-year-old hotel bellboy, who had falsified documents to present himself as the owner of a flower shop. It was rumored she fled the marriage.

I was fortunate.

Takeshi welcomed me to his life as an equal. He leased a modest plot of farmland in El Monte, growing strawberries and tomatoes, saving his money with the hope of one day owning the property. He was kind. He was handsome. His hands were calloused and dusty, but his heart was soft and pure. He would not allow me to engage in physical labor on the farm. His dedication to the land was near obsessive. He turned a small block of chicken coops into a spacious and elegantly furnished farmhouse. He enjoyed listening to the radio while watching the stars.

He did not drink. He did not gamble, as many of the other picture brides’ husbands were known to do. Unlike these men, Takeshi was a faithful and upright man.

When Yukio was born, it provided a loop hole for Takeshi to negotiate the purchase of the farm, along with a seventeen-acre plot that adjoined the property at the south. The title for all forty-two acres was placed in Yukio’s name.

We enjoyed only one summer together.

In late 1911, Takeshi began to experience very severe headaches, and often told me his vision was blurred even on the clearest and sunniest of days. His neck and shoulders constantly ached. The demand of the farmwork accumulated, and he opted to hire a manager to care for the daily operations. This man’s name was Eito Murano, and he managed the adjacent eighteen-acre farmland of celery fields north of us.

Takeshi and Eito had become acquainted through their kenjinkai for the Wakayama Prefecture, and through the kenjinkai had loaned each other money or offered support in one way or another. By 1912, Takeshi knew his health was failing him. The headaches persisted for days at a time, and because of his sensitivity to bright light, he shuttered himself indoors. Before he passed away from chronic meningitis, Takeshi asked Eito to look after his farm and his family, and requested upon his death that he marry me and adopt Yukio, which would provide the capital and legal channel for Eito to rightfully purchase his eighteen-acre plot in Yukio’s name.

You must forgive me for never before telling this story. Your father did not desire for his children to know their mother’s past.

Yet, can you now see, Eiko, why, when your brother says to me the phrase “starting from scratch,” I must not let those words consume his vision of life? That I must write these words despite your father’s wishes to keep my past a secret?

While sadness clutches my heart in recalling the death of my first husband (whom I did love and cherish), I cannot consider the sorrow of loss without acknowledging the bliss in continuing my life.

Four years into a second marriage I gave birth to Hina, a radiant girl your father and I loved beyond measure. At the age of four, she died from diphtheria. Six months later Yukio was killed when he attempted to run alongside an unsecured horse plow. Your sister’s death was slow, and I witnessed her life dim steadily day after day. Yukio was taken swiftly, without notice.

And between those two deaths, Tomoya was born.

He came out plump and red and screaming. Yukio was only nine years old, but he insisted his brother be named Tomoya. Every morning he stood over the bassinet like a small statue making faces at his sleeping brother and would not leave unless your father instructed him to.

I am grateful for the clarity of these memories and for their survival in my mind. I am not ashamed of having loved a man before I loved your father. My shame is rooted in denying my children access to the truth. Be that as it may, I am satisfied with my confession, and embrace both the pleasure and pain it evokes.

Still and always,

Your loving mother





April 4, 1962

My Daughter,

Lonnie continues to experience nightmares. He screams, and midnight cries awaken me even though I rarely sleep. Tomoya tells me his son must not always be immediately attended to, and so I lie in bed helpless to the wailing of an aching and confused child, unable to touch or see him.

In the morning, Tomoya leaves before sunrise and I listen for the engine of the work truck, waiting for the jangle of the gardening tools to fade and disappear, and then I hurry to my grandson’s room, press my ear against his door, and breathe in deeply, praying.

Just before he wakes, I enter the room and sit upon his bed. His face is small, and his arms curl underneath his chin. I do not want him to awaken alone. Last week, he opened his eyes and suddenly shot up stiff in the bed, screaming at me to leave. Later, I found his bedsheets hidden, tucked away in the corner of his room, balled up hastily, the weight and scent of stale urine lingering on my hands as I prepared the washer.

I have not told Tomoya.

Your brother rarely eats and instead spends his evenings in the garage. Last week, he found a 1934 Dodge at a rubbish dump. He works in the garage by the light of a single glowing bulb. The sound of metal clanking on metal.

Two nights ago, I put on my slippers and walked a tray with a sandwich and glass of milk out to the garage. I set it on the ground in silence.

“Tomoya,” I said. “It is late. Lonnie is calling for you from bed.”

His back faced me, the hood of the Dodge propped open.

Your brother set his tool down, shut the hood of the car, demanding to know when his son would stop this behavior. I informed your brother that Lonnie is but a child, and he will stop when his father pays attention to him.

Tomoya turned and removed his straw hat, laid it on the hood of the car, and untied the bandana from around his neck to wipe his palms with it. He sneered and told me Lonnie sounds like the men at Heart Mountain. The ones behind the blankets and the tar paper. The ones who died shamefully, whose pain was heard by everyone even though anyone listening could do nothing to save them. “I hear my son,” Tomoya said. “He has my attention.”

I reminded him that Lonnie is not a dying old man.

Tomoya walked over to the tray and picked up the sandwich. He lifted the top piece of bread and removed the tomatoes by tossing them onto the backyard lawn. He bit into the sandwich and chewed. A moment later he revealed he would like to find Lonnie a mother.

“Whoever you find cannot take Yumika’s place to him,” I said. “But it would be wise to give him siblings. Brothers he can teach and sisters he can protect.”

Tomoya finished chewing and stated that Lonnie was going to learn his father’s business, just like your brother had learned your father’s business so many years ago on the farm. He then wiped his palms on the front of his grease-stained shirt. “Tomorrow,” he said, “Lonnie will come with me to work. It does him no good to be home all day fantasizing in the backyard.”

What does he do all day? your brother wanted to know. Pretend to be a cowboy?

I shook my head. “He plays baseball.”

Tomoya snorted. He reached for a string dangling below a rafter, pulled, and turned out the light. I felt his shadow move past me. “Baseball in this yard. It’s too small.”

My daughter, the next morning Tomoya’s work truck grunted in the early daylight. Your brother placed Lonnie on the front seat, propping his sleeping head against the passenger window with a pillow.

It was the first day I spent in the home by myself since we lost Yumika. It was an empty day. I struggled to clean the kitchen and tidy Lonnie’s room. It took me an hour to gather every scattered crayon, reaching underneath his bed and dresser, as if I were collecting flowers in a field. Soon I had a colorful bouquet of waxy little sticks that smelled like Lonnie.

The scent brought me back to the sight of Lonnie waking from bed that morning. Tomoya had stood before the boy’s dresser opening the drawers as the brass handles clanged. His agitated hands grabbed without looking, flinging clothes at the boy’s feet hidden beneath the bedsheets.

“We’re late,” he said to his son. “Hurry and get dressed.”

I stood in the doorway holding on to a lunch sack that was heavy with an orange and a sandwich and two chocolate chip cookies.

Tomoya’s boots echoed in the hall. Lonnie shot out of bed and quickly dressed, his hair sticking up straight, his bony legs slipping into corduroy pants.

“Have a good day with your father,” I said to him. “Listen to what he tells you.”

I handed Lonnie his lunch sack and kissed his soft forehead.

Later in the day, as I walked around the empty house, it felt strangely like that empty day, that last empty day on the farm.

Leaving was so sudden and confusing. Our relocation forced upon us a series of choices of what to take, what to sell, what to burn, and what to lock away and pray would be kept safe until our return.

Today, before writing you this letter, I sat gazing out the front window, awaiting the return of your brother’s work truck. Do you remember on that empty day, when Tomoya stood beside the barn and told your father he wanted to shoot the horses? Is that a real memory of mine? Or have I created it? I do not remember seeing any horses taken out of the paddock. I vaguely think I heard a crack echo over the property that evening. Was this all a dream?

In the afternoon, I walked barefoot in the backyard grass, hunting for butterflies, picking up rocks, snapping roots. The day smelled like your father.

But it is now time to cook dinner. Tomoya and Lonnie will be home soon.

Lovingly,

Your mother





January 8, 1964

Dearest Eiko,

Hello, my daughter. I’m afraid to report our family trip to visit you in Seattle has been canceled. Tomoya feels resentment to your brother for his absence at the wedding, despite the many Christmas gifts Benjiro sent our way this year—including a beautiful serving tray for Carol. Which reminds me (even though I am restricted from gossiping), Carol is expecting! I’m thrilled to meet my newest grandchild. I hope it is a girl. Lonnie will be so happy to have a sister. But even with this happy news, it looks like the trip to see you wasn’t meant to be. A springtime visit to Washington sounds better to me anyway.

I must also tell you I will be visiting a doctor for an examination next week. I have experienced slight pain in my stomach recently, especially after eating or using the lavatory. Please pray and keep your mother in your thoughts.

Enclosed is a photograph of Lonnie at the Rose Parade. It was his first visit—and I will say, my first too. We enjoyed the morning and reveled at the sight of such magnificent pageantry. You will notice in the photo Lonnie is wearing the jacket you and Samuel gifted him for Christmas. It kept him very warm on such a chilly morning.

Before I end this letter, I must relay to you the highlight of the day. We sat on the curb all morning cheering loudly as we watched the parade. One float sailed by us with its colorful flowers and bouncing greenery, horses trailing with their riders snapping whips. As the float passed, a white chrysanthemum fell into the street. Lonnie was by my side, and I felt his movement and heard his shoes on the pavement. A moment later, he was in the middle of Colorado Boulevard kneeling, the spectators cheering as he sprinted back to me holding out the flower. It smelled fresh, and new. The photograph I enclosed was taken by a man who witnessed Lonnie’s feat.

Three days later, a car pulled into the driveway. The man who photographed Lonnie stepped out of the car and placed a large envelope in our mailbox. He waved at us from the street and drove away. We hastily opened the envelope, which included the photograph of Lonnie as well as a photograph of the parade’s grand marshal, Dwight D. Eisenhower, perched atop the back seat of a stunning white Cadillac adorned with majestic roses, waving at the crowd, which cheered him from the sidewalk.

I thought you might enjoy this story of my little New Year’s adventure.

When time permits, please send a letter and enclose more photos of Judy. Happy New Year, my lovely daughter. I miss you dearly.

Sincerely,

Your loving mother
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As I set the pages down on the table, all I can think is that I buried my father alone. I did not tell his family. His own sisters. I buried him alone, apart from his mother and his unborn brother. But I did not know. He had never spoken of these things, these people, to me. I worry that he was just as in the dark as I was.

I can’t explain what he must have felt, to be unaware of his mother’s death at such a young age, how confused he must have been. And I can’t explain what I’m feeling, finally, for him. At least not now, breathing heavily at Judy’s kitchen table, staring into a coffee mug.

Judy’s still on the couch, her small body stiff atop the cushions, her fingernails biting into a throw pillow. She waits for me to speak. But I have nothing to say, other than I want to tell my father, “I’m sorry. I wish I knew.”

I open the album, and Judy motions for me to just slip the stack of letters into it without returning them to their plastic casing. So I do. I rise from the kitchen table and cross the den to return the album to the bookcase.

I meet eyes with Eiko and Samuel, and before I slip the album back onto Judy’s shelf, I turn to her. “Why didn’t they say anything? Why didn’t they help my dad?”

I’m beginning to sweat when Judy rises from the couch. I steady myself and hand her the album. “Take a moment,” she says, clutching the album to her chest.

I unclench my jaw, exhale, and tell her “Thank you,” before moving across the room to the sliding glass door in search of fresh air.

Kaiya’s in the backyard with Sasha, her bare feet dangling over the shallow end of the pool. I walk to the opposite end of the backyard, near the diving board, and lean my back against an oak tree slanting toward the dirt hillside. I breathe. I inhale the scent of soil, of leaves. I close my eyes. There is birdsong in the breeze. The sun on my face. I wish Sandy were here.

When I’m ready, I walk over to Kaiya.

“What do you do for work?” I ask her, my eyes taking in the glinting surface of the pool.

Kaiya leans back, the sun on her cheeks, her freckles. She’s bunched her shirtsleeves over her shoulders. They glow with redness like they did when I first met her at Ben’s memorial. It feels like it’s been years since he died.

She turns to me, shielding her eyes. “Interior design. Why?”

“I meant to ask you at the memorial,” I say. “But I never did.” I remove my socks, sit, and dip my feet into the pool next to hers. “I’m beginning to realize, or at least acknowledge, how bad I am at asking people questions. You weren’t with anyone at the memorial. You don’t have a boyfriend?”

“These days,” she says, closing her eyes and lifting her chin to the sun, “if I’m not single, it’s because I have a girlfriend.”

“Did Ben know?”

“Oh, he tried setting me up several times.”

“You really shared everything with him, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

“What was that like?” I ask.

She bumps her shoulder into mine.

“Sorta like what we’re doing now. When you spend time with a person, the strangest thing happens: You get to know things about them.”

“I’ll have to try it sometime,” I say sheepishly, but with a smile.

We both inhale deeply. A light breeze sweeps down the hillside into Judy’s backyard and stirs a leaf floating on the sparkling pool water, spinning it toward the filter drain.

“I should have come to the bar that night. I’m sorry I didn’t even text you back.”

“No need to beat yourself up.”

“Maybe not,” I say. “But it’s just one of so many messages I haven’t sent to family. I’ve never tried reaching out over the years. I didn’t even contact you about my dad’s funeral.” I pause a second, kicking my legs back and forth in the water. “I don’t want to push people away anymore, not like how Tom did after his wife died. I’m sorry I’ve kept my distance all these years.”

“You’re here now,” she says. “When I called, you came.”

“I called you this time,” I say, with another sheepish smile.

She bumps her shoulder into mine again. The filter drain near her feet coughs, gurgling as it swallows the spinning leaf. Another gust of wind passes through Judy’s backyard and the surface of the pool ripples as more leaves fall from the oak tree and scatter over the water. “How are you feeling?” Kaiya asks.

“Still confused,” I say. “But definitely not alone.” I lean closer to her, feeling like I should bump her shoulder like she’s done to me, to show her how much I’ve come to trust her, but before I can do so, I hear flip-flops on the pool deck, followed by the shutting of the sliding glass door. I turn to see Judy power walking over to the edge of the deep end where Sasha’s lapping up pool water. “Stop that,” she says, yanking Sasha into her arms.

“Do you two want to go for a swim?” she asks, shuffling over from the deep end. “A quick dip might feel good.”

With my legs shin deep in the shallow end, I can’t help but think of my father and his passion for the healing qualities of water.

“How could I have done that to him?” I say. “Why didn’t I ask him what he wanted?”

“Sweetie,” Judy says. “What do you mean?”

I stare at the water, the scattering of leaves. “My shame is rooted in denying my children access to the truth,” I say. “Those are Yua’s words to Eiko. Reading those letters made me so frustrated and angry at my grandfather. For what he kept from my father. For what that keeping did to him, and who he became because of it. But they also made me angry at myself, because I made the same choice. I withheld because I thought it’d make things easier for me. I didn’t consider what he might have gone through because I didn’t want to confront moments like this.”

Judy tosses Sasha onto the pool deck and kneels beside me. “What do you want to know?” she asks.

“Did my father ever visit his mother’s grave? Did he ever say goodbye?”

“Look at me,” Judy says. I do. She lifts my chin with her knuckle. “That wasn’t everything Yua said in that letter. I don’t remember it word for word. But she writes about the pleasure and pain evoked by her confession to my mother. I wish I could release you from this pain and confusion the way I know she would want you to be released, the way I know your father would want you to feel released, but unfortunately, Kaiya and I aren’t the ones who can forgive you for the things weighing on you. Even if we are the only ones who might understand what’s going on in that head of yours. Your dad did the best he could with you, okay, with what was given to him. And you did the best you could, with what was given to him and then to you. History has not been kind to our people or our family.” She removes her hand from my chin. This time, she does not lay it on my shoulder. Instead, she smiles and gives my cheeks a strong pinch. “I know you’ve been sick. I know you’ve felt alone. No matter what you’ve done or what happens next, you’re my family and I love you.”



JUDY BRINGS US towels and Kaiya and I dry our feet.

“So when did they move back here from Japan?” I ask, opening the sliding glass door and entering the air-conditioned den.

Judy carries Sasha inside the house, says, “I think around 1948, when they felt safe to return.”

Kaiya slides the door shut. “What brought them back?”

“Money,” Judy says, dropping Sasha onto the carpet. “Before leaving the farm, Grandpa Eito had opened accounts in Kazuki’s and Tomoya’s names, but they couldn’t access the money overseas. It was a tall order reentering the country, because at the time, you had to send letters of recommendation to the State Department. So my mom, on the West Coast, wrote letters to all of Kazuki’s former teachers. Ben, on the East Coast, sent letters across the country to all the merchants at the produce market, requesting they vouch for Tomoya’s character.”

“What about the Growers Association?” I ask. “Or someone from Corinth Foods?”

Judy winces. “I’m not sure, but whoever wrote letters on their behalf was convincing enough to show the US government our family was not a threat to national security, as if they ever were in the first place. But, with access to the accounts, our grandparents rented a home in the San Fernando Valley, with enough left over to provide Tomoya the seed money for his gardening business.”

“And that’s how we all got here,” Kaiya says, giving my arm a light sock.

Judy scoffs audibly, motioning for us to hand her the towels. “Sit down,” she says, “while I put these in the dryer.” She turns and vanishes down the hall.

Kaiya scampers over to the couch and plops down.

I’m beside the table, and notice the file folder Kaiya gave to me earlier resting next to my half-empty coffee mug.

“What’s in this?” I ask, holding up the folder.

“It’s filled with documents we found on my grandpa’s computer.”

“Documents?” I ask.

Kaiya sits cross-legged, gathering her hair up into a bun. “We logged on two days after he died,” she says. “We were looking for the most recent copy of his will. Included in the same folder were pages he didn’t include in the manuscript, along with some scanned letters from Kazuki and Eiko.”

Judy emerges from the hallway and enters the den. “Tell him about the emails.”

Kaiya takes a deep breath. “Well, it seems my grandpa had been researching for years. Been emailing all sorts of people, museum staff, kids and grandkids of people he knew were in the camps with his family.”

“He spent years contacting people,” Judy says. “But he was old.”

Sasha hops onto the couch, then onto Kaiya’s lap. “His vision was fading,” Kaiya adds, rubbing the dog’s ears, “and his memory too. At some point, he just gave up.”

“He quit?” I ask.

Kaiya frowns. “I don’t think he quit per se, but for a while, my grandmother had been helping him with the research. When she wasn’t there anymore…” Kaiya drifts off, swipes at her eyes in the same way Judy did when talking about her mother’s letter to Kazuki.

Sasha nuzzles Kaiya’s hand, licks it.

Judy gives them a moment before she says, “What it seems to me, Ben knew he wasn’t the one to take on the task of compiling some sprawling family history. He wasn’t a writer or a teacher. He was an engineer.” Judy’s eyes shift to her parents’ photos in the den. “But he was also the last one left, you know.”

The last one left. I do know, although less so now after reuniting with Kaiya and meeting Judy.

“What about Kazuki?” I ask. “Is there anything from him in here?”

Kaiya nods.

Judy swats the air, says, “Uncle Kazuki was a wild one. You’ll enjoy reading about him.”

“I feel bad for having to ask this,” I say, “but he isn’t still alive, is he?”

“No,” Judy says, “he died decades ago from a heart attack. You know, there’s been studies that prove Japanese men who were incarcerated have a higher rate of heart disease. That’s true even for their descendants.”

Suddenly, I’m thinking of my father again. Of the things he inherited without even realizing it. I’m thinking of my grandfather’s cancer, and everything else I’ve inherited, for bad or for good.

It seems Kaiya notices, because she says, “After returning to America, with no farm to go back to, and not enough money to pay for college, Kazuki spent decades traveling the country. He never really settled into a forever home.”

“And yet, he still found a way to play catch with my dad?” I say. “That’s more than can be said about Tom.”

Neither Judy nor Kaiya responds.

I wait a moment before asking, “Do you know how my grandfather met my grandmother?”

Judy inhales. “Much of what we know is in these letters. Although, she was incarcerated at Gila River, in Arizona. That’s the only record we could find of her. Her displacement documents. Apparently she grew up in Central California, probably raised by farmworkers too.”

I think about the photo my father kept in his drawer. I wonder where it is now. If, when going through his belongings, I had thrown it out, not knowing, not remembering what it was. But I would have never done that. Where had that photo gone?

Suddenly, I’m feeling anxious. I want to be home in my den reading. I reach for the file folder.

“If this is as significant as you claim it is,” I say to them, “I think I should be going now.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to read it here?” Kaiya asks. “We can make lunch, talk about it more if you want. Judy’s got beer and wine.”

I smile, shake my head. “Thanks, but no.”

Judy points to the leather album she’s left out on the table, says, “Don’t forget that.”

“Don’t you want to keep it here?” I ask.

“It’s yours for now,” Judy says, “because in addition to the translated letters, it contains my mother’s writing, her stories and poems. She was a private person, like I said. But I truly think my mom would want you to read her stories. She’d never want you to feel alone. Just promise me you’ll slip my grandma’s letters into the plastic, and that you’ll return it to me in person.”

I glance at the bookcase; the space where Eiko’s album once rested is now an empty slot next to a line of books with Japanese surnames and Japanese characters printed on their spines.

“Are any of those Eiko’s books?”

Judy nods. “The ones on that shelf all belonged to her.”

“Well, I’ll make sure to return this to its rightful home,” I say, tapping on the cover of the album.

“You’ll call me when you finish?” Kaiya asks.

I nod, moving to the couch. Kaiya’s petting Sasha’s head. I say, “We wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t for your grandfather. I mean that in the best sense. I hope you know how much today means to me.”

She mouths the words Thank you.

Sasha yawns, as if she’s been expecting this scene all morning. Kaiya rises from the couch and hugs me. Judy scampers over and joins.

“Very well,” Judy says, squeezing us both. “Will you take some dorayaki with you or should I send you home with pie?”



THE DRIVE FROM Santa Clarita to South Pasadena is around forty minutes depending on traffic.

About halfway home, my phone rings.

“Hello,” I say.

“Mr. Murano.”

It’s Dr. Gates. Her voice sounds metallic and sharp, pinging throughout the car as it exits the speakers. My pulse quickens. I was hoping with summer break I’d have a vacation away from her voice for at least two months.

“Do you have a free moment to chat?” she asks.

I breathe toward the steering wheel and say, “Have I forced you into a work call over summer?”

“Of course not,” she says. “I thought I’d share some news with you.”

I wait for her to tell me I’m fired. That I’m being replaced and I have to clean out my classroom before the end of the summer.

“Brendan Washington’s final grade,” she says. “Don, Mr. Washington, called me about an hour ago.” I grip the steering wheel. “He expressed his happiness at how the situation resolved itself.”

I keep my eyes on the road, but I still see the look of disappointment Jai gave me before he stormed out of the classroom on the day of the final. I hear the sarcasm in his voice as he thanked me. I do my best to duplicate it. “I’m glad,” I say.

“And he even commended you. Said you pressuring Brendan really showed him that he’s got to take his work more seriously and to never let up.”

I snort at the thought that, in her mind, I was the one to apply pressure in this situation.

“Well,” I say, “that is news.”

“You know what else? He specifically requested that Brendan’s younger brother gets you for English next year. He’s hoping you’ll have the same influence on him.”

“Lucky me,” I say, already picturing myself in the classroom with Brendan’s brother, handing back a blank piece of paper with “A” written at the top, a smile on my face.

“Oh, hush. You know you’re a great teacher. Parents notice too. Give yourself some credit.”

“I didn’t do anything. Really.”

I wish I hadn’t done anything. I wish I would have taken a leave of absence in March. I wish I would have just stayed at home with Sandy and dealt with the cancer by reading Ben’s memoir, by talking to Judy and Kaiya about my family.

“I don’t buy it.” Dr. Gates sounds as if she’s smiling. I feel like I can smell the perfume wafting out of the car speakers with every word she says. “But I’ve taken up too much of your free time. I’ll let you get back to your summer break.”



TWENTY MINUTES LATER, I pull into my driveway. The aluminum-foil-covered plate of pie Judy prepared for me sits atop the file folder and black leather album on the front seat, reflecting the sun into my eyes. For a moment it blinds me. I grab the pie and materials and walk through the front door to call out for Sandy.

No response.

“Sandy,” I say. “Hey, come on, let’s get you some food.”

I walk into the kitchen, open the pantry, and shake her food bin so the sound of rattling kibble echoes across the hardwood floors.

“Let’s eat,” I say.

Still no response.

I place the food bin on the counter and notice the back door is open. I cannot remember if I left it open for her. I step cautiously into the backyard. No sign of Sandy. After calling for her one more time, I walk over to the side of the house and immediately notice the gate is open.

I have no idea how this happened. I may have left the back door open but I always lock the side gate. I rush through it and stand on the sidewalk to call for her again. A moment later I hear the jangle of Sandy’s tags and the scraping of her claws along the cement. First her snout, then her ears, then her eyes, until finally she appears from around the corner of a low cinder block wall a couple of houses down. With her tongue dangling out the side of her mouth, she sprints to me and I kneel with my arms open.

“What are you doing?” I ask her. “You chasing something?”

She pants for a moment.

It appears we both spent our mornings chasing something down. I’m not sure if she ever found it. I’m not sure if I did either.

“I finally get to know a little bit about my family, and then I come home to find you missing. Don’t scare me like that.”

I stand and grab her by the collar and steer her across the front lawn to the porch. She breaks loose from my grip, bounds up the porch steps, and headbutts the half-cracked door.

I follow Sandy into the house to find her sitting next to her food bowl, tail wagging.

We both eat lunch.

It’s almost two o’clock, and an afternoon breeze has begun to stir the trees. The shade on the front porch looks inviting, so I grab a can of beer, pour it into a glass, and carry the file folder and album outside to read on the porch.

Sandy follows.




Ben’s Files Untitled file discovered in folder labeled “Notes”

I am now seventy-eight years old, and news received this afternoon has forced me to return to the forgotten first draft of a memoir I began writing in 1985. It was a project I’d undertaken in retirement. My wife had urged me to keep both my body and mind sharp. I thought it a noble activity, and so every Tuesday at 9 a.m. (after a swim and sometimes a walk through the neighborhood to admire the flowering dogwoods) I wrote by hand in notebooks, stooped over the desk in my office, working through lunchtime until dinner.

The manuscript was intended to capture my love of the farm on which I’d been raised with my sister and two brothers, a place I’ll never forget but unfortunately is no longer there. Initial outlines were created and with those I intended to detail my life in its entirety. My plans were interrupted, though, in 1992, when my eldest brother, Tom, passed away, and it jolted me in ways I was not prepared for. I realized suddenly that the writing was my attempt to connect to people and places I could have been visiting instead all along.

My sister and youngest brother were both short flights away in Yakima and Seattle. I made it a priority to continue my research by visiting them. However, as will happen, time marched on without giving notice of how long we’d be allowed to march along with it. Kazuki passed shortly after Tomoya, and Eiko’s physical state quickly deteriorated, making any sort of travel impossible for her. My granddaughter was growing up quickly, and my wife and I wished to be present for as many activities while our bodies still allowed it, so eventually, I shelved my writing ambitions.

I have since revived the project, with great help now from the internet. Included in these files are excerpts and beginnings of sections created to the best of my ability. My mind and memory are not as they once were. I wish to include these memories even if they are never completed or fully revised to my satisfaction.



In March 1994, Betty and I were invited to Osaka to celebrate Mr. John Fukumoto’s twenty-fifth anniversary as president of the international division of Shiseido Company Limited. With Betty’s health failing, I wondered at the time if it might be our last chance to visit my father’s homeland. In anticipation of the trip, I referred to an address book my mother had updated over her many years and took the chance of mailing three letters of introduction to individuals I understood to be my distant relatives living in various cities in Japan. Of the three letters, I received one response. Shizuko Katsumoto, the daughter of my mother’s youngest sister, responded with her address, stating she was looking forward to our visit with much expectation. This surprised me because I had never met her before. To summarize her words, and to capture her anticipation, she wrote: “If it were not for your older brother Tomoya, my family would have perished from starvation during the aftermath of the war.”

At the Osaka celebration for Mr. Fukumoto, the evening was extraordinary, with so many guests and company employees outfitted in their best, most impressive apparel. All of the Fukumoto family women were dressed in their luxurious formal kimonos. Once the guests were seated in the sparkling grand banquet hall, important attendees were introduced under a spotlight, including myself as Mr. Fukumoto’s American representative and mentor.

The following morning, a Mr. Nishiyama, my contact at the company, escorted Betty and me to the train station to make sure we boarded the correct train to Wakayama-shi, where we would spend the day with Shizuko and her husband. After a near-ninety-minute ride we reached the station and stepped onto street level, where I looked with great shock and surprise upon my cousin. It was as though I were meeting my mother again. Betty must have felt it too, as her hands clutched mine and she gave out a brief yet palpable exhalation.

Before us stood a woman with a delicate bouquet of short black hair springing from the back of a slightly tilted head, her pale brown eyes pinched at the cheekbones and set above a radiant smile that widened further as we approached. The way her clasped hands opened at her chest to welcome us, unlocking the slender fingers that settled beneath her chin, it nearly forced a tear from my eye, and if not for the screech of the accelerating train at our backs, the entire station would have heard me speak my lovely mother’s name aloud.

We drove to a local tatami restaurant to become acquainted. Shizuko was married to a man named Keiichi Katsumoto. They only spoke Japanese, so I translated for Betty in the car ride over to the restaurant. Once inside, we removed our shoes and sat down in a private room on a rice-straw mat. I poured Betty a warm glass of sake and we learned that Keiichi owned two small automobile-parts factories, one located in Wakayama-shi and another in Shizuoka at the foothills of Mount Fuji. His third factory was in Minabe-cho, the small town where my mother was born, a factory that Keiichi told me produced umeboshi. His plums, he said, were considered a delicacy. He spoke fast and favored lifting his glass of beer to his lips while speaking, which meant he never quite had the chance to sip his beverage, as his sentences flowed without interruption. Shizuko, on the other hand, was quiet. She looked at her husband with her soft brown eyes blinking slowly when he spoke, and she smiled with her head tilted slightly as Betty spoke in English, showing Shizuko pictures of our granddaughter.

Toward the end of dinner, I turned to Shizuko. “I’m very curious to know,” I said to her in Japanese, jumping at the chance to speak while Keiichi savored a long gulp of beer, “how is it that my brother saved your family after the war?”

Shizuko laid her chopsticks onto the table. She folded her hands and placed them in her lap.

Shizuko explained: “After the devastation of our country, my family had little ability to support itself. My father had become very ill and my siblings were only children. Your family, too, was unable to find anything sustainable, and for the first months after arriving in your father’s homeland, they slept huddled in a single room. It was your brother, a man who had been flagged by the US government in the camps, but still a citizen of his home country, who persisted with authorities until they allowed him to join the occupying US Eighth Army. He took on the task of driving a truck around the villages to distribute the excess, nearly spoiled food to the local natives with no means to feed themselves. It wasn’t what you’d call appetizing, but it kept us alive.”

At this, Shizuko smiled and quietly nodded her head toward Betty. Keiichi sipped his beer and Shizuko waited, silently, while I translated for Betty.

Once I stopped speaking, Shizuko continued.

“Among the perishable items was ice cream. I still remember your brother’s face as he leaned his head out the window of that rumbling truck, the sleeves of his uniform shirt folded to the elbow. What is it you say in America about the ice cream man? The children run with faces lit up toward the music as the truck approaches? That is who your brother was to us. He drove secretly and delivered what we needed. He brought food and medical provisions. He risked his safety, and the safety of your family, to help us, to help me.”

Keiichi placed his hand on Shizuko’s shoulder. She turned her cheek toward it and lowered her eyes to the table. “Our country,” she said, “had very little, almost nothing. But we did have family. Your brother was my family.”

Speechless, I did nothing other than lift my glass of water over the table, in the direction of my cousin, and said: “To family.”



Even with my advanced age, as I struggle to remember many moments from my life, I do remember certain things vividly, as if they have been imprinted in my mind. The Osaka trip in 1994 is certainly one of them. What I remember most distinctly from the visit is that after dinner, Keiichi encouraged me to drive with him the next morning to Minabe-cho to visit the gravesite of my mother’s parents.

On the way to the cemetery, I saw a road sign indicating Tanabe, my father’s hometown, was nine kilometers away. More than sixty years had passed since that boyhood trip to meet my father’s family and pay our respects to my mother’s parents. But I still remembered the sound of my relatives thrashing rice, and wondered if the majestic stone lions still stood watch over the tangerine groves.

Upon entering the cemetery grounds of Minabe-cho, we were greeted by two caretakers and handed flowers and two tin buckets of water supplied with ladles. Keiichi guided me to the site and, just as my teary-eyed mother had done with me so many decades ago, instructed me to dip the ladle into the water, and to gently pour its contents over each headstone. “This is for purification,” he said. When I finished, he lifted a brass chime and rang it, reciting prayers. I listened, the strange feeling of suddenly being young again, surrounded by family, reverberating through me with every ring of the bell.

The water on the headstones reflected a shining light in the morning sun, with rivulets falling down the face of the headstones, nestling into the engravings that marked their days of birth and death. After we finished with my grandparents, Keiichi and I walked to another gravesite. He pointed at a collection of closely huddled headstones, and I noticed each contained the exact same date engraved in red. “From the bombing raid during WWII,” Keiichi said. “All of these people died that day.”

On our walk to the car, Keiichi told me one last story. Long ago, my mother’s parents had cultivated a small hillside property that produced plum trees. It was one of several properties they owned in Minabe-cho, but in the decades following my mother’s journey from Japan to America, this particular property went to ruin. However, when my family left Tule Lake to eventually settle in Minabe-cho, my father, alongside Kazuki and Tomoya, and with little more than some shovels and some time, revived this dying hillside. When the plum trees produced fruit again, it was then joyfully given to Shizuko’s family as a means to generate income after the war.

For many years, her family tended the trees, and the fruit was harvested and sold at small markets in the village. When Shizuko married Keiichi, the property was gifted to him. Now, however, the hillside had become a burden. The trees had withered, and he was paying taxes on a worthless piece of land. He had attempted to donate the hillside to a church, but even they had turned him down. “I would like to give it back to your family,” he said to me. “It would also be a favor to me. Will you take it?” We decided to drive to it before I made any decision.

The plot overlooked a forgotten dirt roadway and sloped toward the backside of another property, which was an empty, sunken dirt field with a broken wooden fence. We exited the car and hiked toward the ridge of the hill, passing by each tree and testing the strength of the trunks. These shriveled plum trees, branches bare and skeletal, revealed their bony roots and turned up the desiccated soil when leaned on. I would have tumbled down the hill if Keiichi hadn’t been there to stabilize me. “This property,” he said, “has a better chance at producing feral cats than it does plump fruit.” He smiled at me, and I kicked at the petrified remains of what had dropped from these barren trees so many years prior.

It didn’t much matter to me, though. This was still fruit my father had produced, fruit grown from the seeds my mother’s father had once planted in the soil, despite however rotten and inedible it may have turned. I took a moment to settle my feet into the soil. I closed my eyes and breathed in the air, just as my father had done on that evening inside the tangerine groves of Tanabe. Kazuki, my courageous and strong younger brother, had died the year prior, and Tomoya, the brother capable of reviving any plant in any soil, was gone too. Eiko, my sweet and loving sister, was unable to travel for long distances due to the accelerated deterioration of her physical health, which forced her to sign any legal document by thumbprint. So I decided, on the spot, to take this property from Keiichi as my responsibility to preserve for my family.

Two days later, I placed the hillside’s deed in my luggage, and Betty and I returned to our home in Ridgewood, New Jersey.

After a quiet ride home in a taxi, we walked into an empty house. The mail had been collected and carefully stacked by our neighbor’s son on our kitchen table. The backyard lights were on, beaming across the undisturbed surface of the swimming pool. The front lawn had been trimmed immaculately by our gardener that day, and the kitchen countertops and the tiled bathroom floors, along with the showers and the toilets, had been scrubbed to a shine by our housekeeper in anticipation of our return. But I did not feel at home.

I missed my daughter and her family. Now grown and living across the country on the West Coast. I wanted nothing more than to pick up the phone and relay to them the feeling I experienced when I stepped off the train to meet my cousin. How it felt to pull down on the drooping limbs of a plum tree and remember my father and my brothers. I missed my mother.

I am grateful to Shizuko. As I sat across the table from her, it had been as if my mother had shared this story. The dinner, and especially the clinking of glasses to toast our family, forced my mind to fondly recall a night that took place many years ago on our family’s farm, the night Tomoya toasted the incapacitated farmworker, Manuel. Hearing Shizuko’s words again in my mind, though, made me feel guilty. Her gratitude was directed at me, but I had not done anything to deserve it. My family’s time, both in the camps and in Japan, living as outcasts and expatriates, enduring conditions of powerlessness and poverty, had never been relayed to me, and so I was the one grateful to Shizuko. Grateful for her memory of my brother. Grateful to Keiichi for showing me the graves of my grandparents. Grateful for the ringing of the chimes. Grateful for the deed to the hillside. Grateful for my life.

It is now August 18, 2003. Betty and I learned this afternoon that Shizuko passed yesterday at the age of eighty-one. I am too old to travel so far, and thus cannot attend her cremation and memorial service, but I hope I may honor her life by continuing to write the stories of my family. It was she, and Keiichi, too, who responded to a letter from a man they’d never known or seen. It was she who, as a girl in a war-torn Japan, picked plums from the limbs of the trees our family had planted long ago in the earth. She is now returned to it. I pray she has been united with the ones she loved.




From: Ben and Betty Murano <bandbmurano@[Redacted].net>;

Sent: 6/27/2007

To: Penelope Miller <PMMiller@[Redacted].com>;

Subject: Satoru Akaji




Hello,

My name is Benjiro Murano. My family was incarcerated at the Heart Mountain Relocation Center in Cody, Wyoming, from 1942–1944. It is my belief that your grandfather, Satoru Akaji, was also detained during this period, and arrested for aiding and abetting selective service evaders with my brother, Kazuki Murano. I would like to speak with your grandfather if he is available to talk on the phone.

Please accept my apologies if my message comes across as intrusive, but I am finding the internet to be a useful tool in my search.

Kindest regards,

Benjiro






From: Penelope Miller <PMMiller@[Redacted].com>;

Sent: 7/7/2007

To: Ben and Betty Murano <bandbmurano@[Redacted].net>;

Subject: Satoru Akaji

Hello Benjiro,

What an unexpected delight to receive your email! Although, I am deeply sorry to report my grandfather passed away almost fifteen years ago. I’m sure he would have been thrilled to share his story with you, especially over a glass (bottle?) of Japanese whisky. ;)

I’m happy, though, to report I visited my mother (Grandpa Sato’s daughter) and she helped me dig through some of his boxes. Our search was a success, as we stumbled upon a letter containing your brother’s name.

I’ve scanned the letter and attached it to this email. If you happen to have any documents regarding my grandfather, please share as well. My mother and I haven’t rummaged in a while and it was nice to visit with Grandpa and his memories.

Sincerely,

Penelope





May 18, 1954

Frisco Kid,

Seattle is a beautiful city. It’s wet and green and haunted. There are magnificent, immortal forests that swallow you and steal away the sun. When you enter them, the air cools and the world yawns to rest in silence. In the morning, I drive through meandering green shadows and then lower the station wagon tailgate and fall asleep to the echo of woodpeckers hammering beaks into hollow fallen trees. At night, I drive down into the city and fill the car with gas. I go for a stroll along shining wet streets and smoke to clear my mind. But it’s hard work teaching yourself how not to think. One night I thought so hard I nearly got run over.

Strangely enough, my road trip north has felt very much like my time at Heart Mountain. I find myself among people, but I prefer the shadows.

Those first days, as a sixteen-year-old, I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone who looked like me. Couldn’t lock eyes while clustered inside the wind-whipped, shoddily built structure they forced us to use as a shower space. Inside, you kept your eyes on the floor, or focused on the water shooting from the faucet, concentrated on the motion of your hands lathering up the bar of soap. Voices, echoing among the hissing water, indistinct to any one person, easily cut through the steam so you never felt alone. You were always among a parade of naked feet, confronted with a fence of bare backs and unwashed necks, bellies the shape of the stumped, bulbous stoves squatting in the corner of our living quarters. Eventually I looked. I saw their genitals, a variety of contours and form, tucked and huddled beneath their bellies in the same way we clutched our belongings as we stepped from the train and set foot onto this barren Wyoming landscape.

I often showered alongside our neighbor, a wheezing old man with two sunken slits crimped below a dotted brown forehead, his hands scrubbing patches of thinning gray hair, which to me looked like mildew spots sprouting from his skull. One day, he stumbled in the shower, struck his head against the wall, and later he cried throughout the night, his wailing penetrating the blankets used as partitions. The next morning, my mother instructed me to bring this man some food. I walked along the creaking floorboards to his “room.” He lay on his tiny bed, a round body in the half darkness sinking into a stained mattress, his eyes pinched with pain. He was incapable of speaking words. Noise was his language. “Eh, eh, eh,” and he tried to sit up. “Eh,” and he reached for the plate of food. “Eh,” and he spilled the food down the side of his chin. “Eh,” he said when I pinched a clump of powdered eggs to feed him by hand. “Eh,” he said when I forced the food into his mouth.

Again that night he wailed. Again the next morning I fed him.

The following day he was taken to the infirmary. I did not see him for a week, until the day some of us young kids were assigned to assist with digging the irrigation channel, and like a weasel, I got out of work when I complained to the project foreman my gut was about to burst. I enjoyed the day inside, tucked into white sheets by the beautiful hands of pretty nurses, sipping on ice water. I both heard and smelled the old man, but even his tears weren’t enough to turn me over in my bed to say hello or wave a hand at him. How many other incarcerees had lain in the same bed I occupied? The crispness and brightness of the sheets would have told me none. But lying in it all day, I did feel the imprints of their elbows, hips, backs, and felt guilty for the mark I was leaving in that mattress. By dinnertime, I’d had my fill of ice water and pampering, and I fled to join my family at the mess hall.

Eventually, my mother told me the old man had passed. She said, “They brought him here without his diabetes medicine.”

I never learned his name.

But I did learn what “medicine” the camps had. That fall, standing outside the communal shower on the first day of our senior year, you pulled a condom from your pocket and smiled. The boys surrounded you and poked at what looked like dehydrated snake skin on display in your palm.

“The nurse gave this to my sister,” you announced. We’d also heard rumors of saltpeter added to the coffee to minimize sexual activity.

Two years later, you and I were detained in the Heart Mountain jail and would eventually be banished to Tule Lake in our government’s attempt to silence not only us, but any voice it deemed disruptive.

They did not, mind you, pay attention or even attempt to quiet the voices calling out in pain in the dark behind the walls that weren’t walls at all. They allowed those voices to persist and to grow louder until they became unintelligible and could not even speak words. They let the loved ones of these people care for them, and sometimes become sickened by them. So sickened that they wished these people would be silenced, even it if meant they would be silenced by death. At least the barracks would be quiet at night. At least one could finally shut his eyes to sleep.

But we did not sleep in peace.

We did not sleep a settled sleep.

Maybe Seattle is where I need to settle.

It is a city that is wet and green and haunted. Better yet, it is a city where strangers honk at you if you do not look where you are going, even when it’s because you’re stuck thinking about where you’ve been.

All my best,

Kazuki






Eiko’s Writing

“Home”

by Eiko Takemura

Here is where she was now. Staring at a closed door. Alone. The scrape of her daughter’s skipping footsteps fading down the drive. The gentle rush of wind whispering from under the door, bringing with it the scent of pine needles and beckoning her outside to wander under trees, under sun, under clouds. The knock from a woodpecker’s beak she cannot see, the echo outside rattling branches like shivering fingers reaching for a wounded friend. Floorboards creaking when the chair rolls, feet and toes turned inward, receding down the foyer hallway from the sunbeams warming the doorhandle she has just now locked.

The house is silent. Empty. Her daughter is grown and dresses herself in the morning. She pours her own cereal now and toasts her own bread. Every morning the girl bends to kiss her mother, smiling in the shadows of the front porch before she glides lightly down the ramp and out into the day.

The mornings are cool with the occasional sound of a neighbor dragging in trash bins or sprinklers chattering somewhere along the perimeter of a lawn. Perhaps a radio program, or a magazine, or the unwritten letter to her brother will be taken up by her hands. Perhaps whatever it may be is placed in her lap, laid out flat, prepared as if by ritual. An hour could pass. A morning could feel full. She may pause to heat the kettle to prepare a cup of tea.

Afterward she will dial the number to the butcher and inquire about the order her husband had placed the evening before: six thick cuts of porterhouse steak.

“Will it be ready by five p.m.?”

Her husband was a soft-spoken and impatient man. He did not like to cause a stir for any reason, but this was especially true in the moments when he stood behind the butcher’s counter staring at his watch. She knew he was not a safe driver if he was nervous. That if delayed he would carry the wrapped cuts of meat under arm, walking faster than he was capable of, feet stuttering as he neared the car. He could not be trusted to drive in such a state. His mind wandered and his foot became heavy. He had a habit of speeding, then slowing, and talking to himself, narrating inside the car just how terrible things had gotten on this day. How quickly he could be unsettled, striking the steering wheel with the butt of his palm. Even so, the meat was for a dinner hosting coworkers at 7 p.m. on the dot.

The butcher would of course reassure her.

“It will be ready. I promise.”

With it only being 10 a.m. there was still so much to do. Some of the dishes needed cleaning. Some of the utensils could benefit from a quick shining. The napkins should be folded (and possibly ironed along with the cream-colored tablecloth). Perhaps a recipe for an enticing cocktail, something featuring her husband’s favorite spirit, mezcal, the smoke-tickled treat he discovered on their recent family trip to Baja, lay hidden in the pages of her housekeeping magazines. She could certainly devote thirty minutes to flipping pages in search of images of a highball glass. An additional ten to twenty minutes could be dedicated to writing out a list of ingredients, followed by another ten minutes to take inventory on the types of glasses and containers needed to serve and present the drinks.

In fact, she had recently noticed an advertisement for an ice cube tray referred to as a “specialty mold” for the most “sophisticated” drinker. Perhaps the drugstore carried such an item. A second phone call placing the order and requesting a delivery would need to be completed sooner than later. And when the delivery boy arrived, she might be ironing napkins or shining utensils, but she would nonetheless open the front door even before the boy had exited his delivery truck. She would position herself above the ramp, smiling and offering a quiet wave. “Hello, Harold Jr.,” she might say. “Nice of you to take some time from your day to visit me.” She would notice how his eyes would peer quickly into the bag, his nervous habit of verifying every order. She could ask him how his day was, or if he had very many deliveries scheduled for the afternoon, or if his mother had recovered from her recent bout with the flu.

A cash tip of a dollar would feel good to place into his hands.

“That’s for always double-checking my order.”

He might offer to push her back inside the house. It would be an opportunity to tell the boy she may look old, but that only meant she had a lot of practice.

“I’ll be just fine.”

She might decide to serve Waldorf salad, as she had recently watched a woman on television split grapes in two, cut apples into squares, and mix the fruit with nuts, chopped celery, and Miracle Whip. It was advertised to be a delight.

At three fifteen, she always calmed when she heard the school bus braking outside, whining futilely against the animated voices of children, followed by the thudding of her daughter’s footsteps on the ramp. The girl opened the door carrying her backpack over her shoulder and stomped excitedly into the house, presenting a stack of letters.

“Did the mail come already?”

She never looked up when she asked, especially when she was ironing.

“I saw the postal truck parked on the street,” the girl said.

“Well, then, I didn’t hear it.”

Steam expelling from the iron. Her eyes delighted by the disappearance of a wrinkle.

“Here.” The girl again presented the mail to her mother. “Is there anything for me?”

“Didn’t you read the outsides of them all?”

A sneering frown.

“Not yet.”

“Will you do it for me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, come over here, then.”

The girl might hiccup and say: “Here’s one from Baachan.”

“Open it,” she might say.

The letter would be dated March 17, 1962. It would tell of very sad things happening to people she loved. She would be unable to reach down to grasp the letter as it lay on the floor. Her daughter would have abandoned it and instead plunged her face into her mother’s breast, the chair rolling back as the girl’s forehead slid toward her mother’s lap.

Her hands would take her daughter’s hair, twist it into knots, and while she herself would not cry, the twisting of her daughter’s hair was painful for the child, so she would unknowingly twist harder, beckoning the cries to penetrate so deep that she could sense pain as if it were a physical limb connecting the sobbing child to her unfeeling legs.

She would think of her nephew. She would think of her brother. The sister-in-law she had not spent enough time getting to know. There was a child that did not survive. There was a child she would never cradle in her arms, nor suppress its tears or calm its puckered face. There was a child somewhere, lifeless as the scattered mail that lay unopened on the kitchen table.

Had it ever lived? Had it ever known the comfort of its mother’s beating heart? Where was it now? What was it doing? Was it with her father now? With her brother and her sister, somewhere in the fields of the farm? What could they tell the child about itself and where it came from? What language would be spoken among them and where would they say home was? Could the child speak? Could it explain to them how it had arrived to be with them—even before it ever received a name?

Quiet, child, she thinks she hears them say.

Take hold of our hands.

And close your eyes.

Quiet.

This is where we are now.



“A Child”

by Eiko Takemura

I once saw a man twist off the head of a chicken. I was five years old. I was visiting an uncle in Japan. I was sick with failed legs. The village he took me to was small. Water dripped from every drain from every house into every street. There was a flood coming. The man reached into the cage to grab the chicken, its fellow creatures scattered but the hand found it and clasped its shivering legs.

My uncle spoke Japanese to me while I listened to the snapping of neck bones. Other nights we heard cries from the nearby houses: families fighting, children laughing or crying, or even just animals (all of them nameless and all of them anonymous as ants). But that is how I often feel. Ant-like. I crawl along the surface of an unknown pathway because like the rest of the ants we form a line and we are capable of carrying heavy things. Or take the owl. The vision of this beast is said to be the sharpest on the planet. But their eyes are fixed into their sockets. And if they wish to see, to see with their magnificent eyes, their head must turn first. You cannot see the things you cannot see.

Carrots are sweet with orange flesh and an orange core. Where does its skin end and its core begin? They say the interior part is like a straw that tunnels into the earth to drink water, while the topmost part struts naked above the soil, toiling in the wind and sun. Now people are juicing them. I, myself, care for them boiled. There is a sweetness to boiled carrots. I suppose that is why people decided to make them into cakes on certain occasions. A recipe for my favorite cake was given to me by a friend. It calls for eggs, sugar, and flour, as you might expect. The ingredients matter but only if distributed by the recommended proportions. Some people choose to weigh their ingredients. Regardless, proper proportions and accurate measurement is how this world of ours was built.

My daughter likes to use the word “groovy.” I might say to her that I baked a cake and she is likely to respond “Groovy.” I might ask her how the cake tastes and she very well could answer “Groovy.” I’m afraid she has a limited vocabulary, but I do not mean to insinuate this is a fault of hers. Why do young people choose to express themselves with just one word? The world is varied, specific, unique, and interesting.

She might tell me about a dress her friend wore to school that day, her eyes beaming with excitement as she tells me what color the dress was.

“Orange dress,” she might say.

“What shade of orange?” I would want to ask.

“Orange. It’s just orange.”

“Orange like a carrot, or orange like an orange?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh, come on. You know. Close your eyes and think. Maybe it is the orange of a sunset. Or the orange of a plank of cedar, like the planks my brother used long ago to build the family deck. And speaking of that deck, couldn’t we even say the orange of your friend’s dress might be similar in color to the orange of the koi fish swimming in my father’s pond?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t even seen those fish.”

“They ate oranges,” I could tell her. “Mandarin oranges. Orange things consuming orange things.”

You see, when I was a girl, they told me (and the other girls too) all about how the world looked a certain way. They described it as a feminine entity, like a mother, but where I grew up, only men got to put their hands on it. I was told I couldn’t touch it, and to not let it touch me. But men. They shoved their hands into it, yanked on it, stomped it into place, and rearranged its surface. They flooded it too. I stayed inside. I brushed my hair. I cried when my dolls got stowed away in the corners of a barn, whined and wept like a mother cat whose litter got sealed up in a cardboard box being taken off to the market. So I never liked the earth. I couldn’t appreciate it. I liked the sky. I liked the stars. When it was dark, I never felt alone.

We had big square windows throughout the house. My room faced a mountain and on certain nights the slope of the mountain glowed in a yellowish-gray color, and you never felt alone. But I know now the earth contains myths. There is a song in the lungs of birds, and a speech in the throats of frogs. If my morning coffee is too hot to drink, I wait. I stand at the window and I wait, suddenly now aware of pine needles, dew, and dust. A spiderweb stretched among the rafters. Woodpeckers. Caterpillars. Butterflies. Bees. Maybe there is buried treasure in my backyard. The bones of a little boy’s dog or the torn pieces of a love letter scattered in the bush.

These are mornings when my daughter and my husband both leave at 7 a.m. sharp. She has a bus to catch, and conversation to engage in with girlfriends about the boy she nearly spoke to on the phone last night, and he has documents to verify for the shipping and receiving log, papers that must be stamped and folded and carried to other parts of his facility before the trucks leave. I have grown accustomed to being alone in space. To experience a home by oneself is very different from being alone outside—say in the woods or out in a field. I read magazines. I write stories. I make up worlds that don’t exist and never will. I remember things about my life, little half truths, that memory has somehow morphed into hearable words and visible sounds.

Last night I pulled gum from the bottom of my daughter’s shoe. Before I went to bed, I looked out my window and I saw the moonless sky filled with stars. I do not know if that is possible. I believe it was because I saw it through a window. I was like the owl unable to turn its head. But even if you cannot see the moon through the window, the sounds from all the life it illuminates outside your walls will flow into your life as if they were a vapor—the watery stuff we know gives life to rainbows.


“From Tomoya to Tom”

by Eiko Takemura


From a farmer to a gardener.

“That’s not so bad,” they said to him.

“In fact, isn’t that just the same thing

That you’ve always done—that you’ve always been?

Moving rocks, digging holes, taking

Care of plants and watering the earth?

Sweating in the sun and hiding beneath that hat of yours?

See, you drove a beat-up truck before,

And today the truck is different but it sounds the same

As years ago when your father drove it with the tires bouncing

And the dented front end bobbing, dust rising to cloak the headlights

With a flatbed’s worth of plants wilting under a vibrant California sun.”

Crops, he says, his eyes inspecting their lawns,

My father’s produce—my family’s

Land,

Property,

Home.

“But you’re still here,” they said to him. “Look

How far you’ve come.”

From a farmer to a gardener,

From a brother to a father,

From a boy to a husband,

From a husband to a widower.

From the fields of El Monte to the barracks of Heart Mountain,

From the shores of Japan to the edges of a rich man’s lawn.

“That’s not so bad,” they said to him.

“You still own a business.”

You close the shades, though, he wants to say.

You leave me notes instructing

I cannot park the truck in your driveway.

The oil leaks.

I leave muddy tire tracks.

You ask me to fix your son’s broken tree house.

A wooden board, you say, is sagging and letting in cold air.

He likes to have sleepovers in there, you say, but at night the wind kicks up,

And it gets too cold.

“Would you mind, since you’re already here?”

“On weekends,” they say, “it’s best to arrive after nine a.m.

You know well and good the noise is disrespectful to our neighbors

Who work long hours during the week.”

He wants to say, Your neighbors sometimes call to me,

Leaning from the railing of their porch.

Shaded from the sun, they say,

“Excuse me.” They ask me to mow their lawns too—tell me to trim this hedge,

And pull those weeds.

They tell him,

“Would you mind?

We’re having a party tomorrow.

It’s a housewarming. We’ve just moved in.”

The face of his cracked watch says 9:45 a.m.

Ten more stops and the summer sun already stings.

He hides beneath his hat, pushes a mower toward their home,

A farmer who is now a gardener.

This is what he says:

Welcome to this beautiful neighborhood.

I promise I will take good care of it for you.

As I always did

When Mikan Road was ours.




October 27, 1963

Benjiro,

Enclosed you will find a photo album containing snapshots from Tomoya’s wedding.

As I am sure Mother has already relayed to you, the wedding was quite eventful. You should see Kazuki’s hair. When you look at the pictures, you will see a man with very long, very straight, and very dark hair. When he arrived at the bus station in Los Angeles, Samuel told me he nearly gave up waiting for him, as he was anticipating a clean-cut man, not an unkempt vagabond type with tattered jeans and mismatched socks. On the drive from the airport to Tomoya’s home, Samuel listened to our brother describe his experience as a member of the Japanese American Citizens League. In August, he drove cross-country to attend the March on Washington. In addition to this, our brother lives very close to a college in Seattle and frequently participates in anti-war rallies. I told our brother he should enroll in classes if he is going to spend so much time on campus.

Kazuki aside, I am still somewhat in shock, as it could not have been a worse experience, but thankfully Carol’s parents, who had chosen to spend their nights at a nearby hotel, did not bear witness to many of the uncomfortable and embarrassing moments.

I do not wish to gossip. But your name was mentioned more than several times. For one, Mother is gravely insulted you were not in attendance, even given the circumstance that the event was for a second marriage. She mentioned to me a number of times that she had much doubt about the integrity of your excuse for not attending. She told me Betty seemed very healthy the last she had spoken with her on the phone, and that she mentioned great interest in being reunited with loved ones at the wedding. In Mother’s words, Betty “smiled over the phone.” Tomoya also snorted at the mention of your name. He accused you of being either callous, or just plain disinterested. I made several attempts to correct their attitudes (as it is your business to withhold information regarding Betty’s health), but they were convinced you’d shunned traveling for the wedding in order to stay in New Jersey to work. It was not until the third day of all of us cooped up in the house that Tomoya mentioned the money you had loaned him. He raised his right hand and swore on an invisible Bible that it was the first, and would certainly be the last, of any “perfume” money he would ever receive of you.

On the morning of the wedding, Judy and I had the idea to wake up the house with the lovely scent of pancakes. When the first piece of fatty bacon was laid down into that searing pan, the crackle gave me hope the day was starting out just right. I whisked the eggs and Judy set the table on the outdoor patio. The lawn was still damp from an early sprinkler shower, but the sun had risen without delay, and a gold band of light, even prettier in color than the pancake batter sizzling in butter, bathed the yard and all its greenery in a dry, warm heat. By 7:30 a.m., Tomoya’s little kitchen was crying out to the sleepyheads down the hall, and I could not wait for the bride and groom to witness me flipping golden discs and scrambling eggs. Eventually, Lonnie lumbered in, hair in all sorts of directions, the neckline of his sleeping shirt looking like he’d chewed it all through the night. He rubbed his eyes, said, “Can I have some?” I cannot tell you, or describe to you, Ben, the timidity in that boy’s voice. He was not asking a question about food, he was asking a question about his worth. It would take the rest of the day’s events for me to understand that question for its truth, but I hope you read this, Ben, and your heart breaks in the same way that mine did when hearing our nephew speak.

I said to Lonnie, “There’s plenty for everyone. Today’s a big day.”

I ladled a small dollop of batter into the pan and told Lonnie to stand by my side. He politely came over to the stove. “Do you think it looks like the moon or the sun?” I asked him.

“Moon.”

“I agree.” I pointed at the pan. “The bubbles look like craters, don’t they?”

Lonnie smiled, and I poked his nose with the tip of the spatula.

Judy opened the back door. “Table is set,” she said.

“Just in time,” I said, and I flung a pancake onto Lonnie’s plate. The boy smiled. I said, “There’s plenty of butter and syrup outside, honey. Do you want some eggs?”

He nodded.

Judy took his plate and told him to follow her outside.

“Kazuki,” I said, almost yelling, fully aware he was sleeping in the den on the opposite side of the kitchen wall. Not two minutes later did I hear his footsteps, see his long hair and unshaved chin.

“What time is it?” he asked with a yawn.

“Time for breakfast. How do you want your eggs?”

Kazuki made his way to the kitchen table and laid his head down between his crossed arms. “What time is the wedding?” he groaned.

“Four thirty,” I said.

Suddenly, Kazuki jolted his head off the table. “Have you noticed there aren’t any pictures of Yumika in this house?”

I turned from the stove. “I think that’s a subject to save for later.”

“Fine,” he said, and laid his head back on the table.

From the living room doorway, I heard: “What is this?” It was Mother, bundled in her bathrobe, hair in curlers. “Eiko, what are you doing out of your wheelchair, standing there over a burning-hot surface? Where are your braces?”

I told her I had not been standing for very long, and that as of late, my legs felt strong.

“Kazuki,” she said. “How can you let your sister do this to herself? Tell her to stop and to sit.”

“Pull up a chair,” Kazuki said, his long hair spread out over the table.

“Oh, quiet,” I said, batting away their words with a flip of the spatula. “Mom, Judy and Lonnie are waiting for you in the backyard. Kazuki will bring your food when it’s ready.”

“I will make my own,” she said. “I cannot let you lift a finger in this house.”

“But I’m having fun,” I said. “Can I at least make them with you?”

Mother’s shoulders relaxed, and she stood very still and very small in the kitchen, wearing her faded blue bathrobe, her skin smelling of the lotion and skin-care products you send her each month, Ben, before her slippered feet shuffled across the kitchen floor and she settled beside me at the stove to give my elbow a gentle squeeze.



Judy showed Lonnie how to wash the dishes, and I think he actually had a good time playing in the sink, lifting clouds of tiny bubbles with both his palms, blowing them at Judy.

There was laughter in that house for a while.

In the backyard, the caterers spread linens over tables. Tomoya’s workers scraped rakes along the pavement and washed down the patio.

The florist arrived around midday in a white van, the side door sliding open with a hollow rumble, and bouquets of beautiful white roses were rushed into shade. Later when the sun relented, Judy and Mom and Carol’s mother set the rose bouquets onto tables as centerpieces. When the cake arrived, two nervous teenage boys in red aprons balanced it into place atop the bridal table. Once set, they wiped their hands on their aprons, stepped back to inspect its placement, looked at one another, and shrugged their shoulders. Carol’s father tipped them a couple of dollars.

You should stop reading this now and take a moment to look at that photo album I sent along. Turn to the page with Lonnie dressed in his little blue tuxedo. That hair of his, it is angelic. “Combed like a grown-up” is how he said he wanted it.

He carried the rings on a little pillow, strutting down the aisle atop a carpet of rose petals. His face was frozen stiff in a smile, the kind of toothy expression that comes from boys his age when they pose to take school photographs.

He arrived at the front of the crowd, lifted the pillow and rings to the minister, then quickly turned and ran to Mother, who sat with us in the front row and received him in her arms. She spun the boy in her lap to face his father, licked her thumb, and pressed it down on Lonnie’s cowlick.

After the minister spoke, Tomoya removed the veil to reveal Carol’s blond hair and kissed her to a whistling crowd. He held Carol’s hand and walked up the aisle with confetti collecting in his hair.

Mother let Lonnie down off her lap, and he instantly raced over to the cake. I overheard someone say, “That boy’s got a new mother now.”

What breaks my heart is our nephew has yet to be told the truth of his mother’s passing. Mother tells me he sometimes asks about her, usually when he’s coloring or when his mind is activated in a creative setting. He does not seem to remember the child, though. Tomoya seems to prefer things this way.

When he asks where she is, Mother simply says to him: “She does not live here anymore.”

I believe he does know, Ben. He knows, and he draws pictures of his family, coloring in the hair of the female stick figure with a black crayon.

In the drawings (so many of them pasted on his closet door or taped to the side of his dresser) there is no sun. But moons do shine. A moon hangs behind the hills. A moon stalks the sky, separated from stars. A moon, half drawn as if sliding off the edge of the page, faceless yet bright, shines a spotlight down on Lonnie running the bases of a baseball diamond.

I have dreaded telling you of the baseball game. It started just before the dancing. The speeches had been delivered, the dinner plates recently cleared, and guests, in their post-meal lethargy, patted bellies and sipped contentedly on drinks. Lonnie, though, had grown restless, tired of his tuxedo and his “combed in the grown-up way” hair.

Kazuki noticed—sweet Kazuki—and he lifted Lonnie from his chair and carried him inside the house. Kazuki later told me he presented the boy with several options. LEGOs? No. Lincoln Logs? No. Army men? No.

Baseball?

The boy nodded and, with a timed voice, said, “Yes, please.”

Kazuki rushed to the den, opened his bag, and took out a mitt. Lonnie said he had one too. When Kazuki laid eyes on Lonnie’s mitt, he nearly fainted.

“I know this glove!” he said. “This is something special.”

Before you knew it, the two stood in the middle of the street tossing a baseball back and forth. Kazuki had taken off his dress jacket, rolled up the cuffs of his stiff shirtsleeves, and was chewing on a wad of gum. He tied his long hair into a bun. The clip-on suspenders he wore now hung in loops at his hips. Lonnie wore a ballcap and had changed into blue shorts and a dingy white T-shirt. His tennis shoes were untied but he loved tossing the ball to his uncle.

It was all fun until Carol noticed Lonnie missing from the table. That is when it all really started. A man walked over to her, said he’d seen Lonnie go inside. Carol clutched the skirt of her wedding dress, lifting it enough so that she could navigate the roots and the grass on her way toward the back-patio door.

A moment later, she came out from the house and stepped into the backyard, looking more confused than concerned.

Out on the street, Kazuki was calling our nephew Maury Wills by name, rolling Lonnie grounders to test the boy’s lateral quickness. The untied laces on Lonnie’s shoes fluttered like firehoses, a tripping hazard, no doubt, but proof enough his job as ring bearer had ended.

“Bend at your hips,” Kazuki said. “Lower your shoulders first and wait until the last moment to bring your mitt toward the ball. Good. Okay, now throw it back, do it overhand.”

Kazuki’s mitt gave a pop.

He side-armed the ball back to Lonnie, and the ball struck the butt end of Lonnie’s mitt, with his free hand covering it as if it were a baby chick or a captured fly.

Then Kazuki got silly. He told Lonnie he wanted to “scoop up some grounders.” Was gonna show him how to scoop ’em right up, easy as pie.

Kazuki jogged up the driveway and reached into the back of Tomoya’s work truck. He lifted out a shovel and stuck his mitt under his arm as if it were a leather newspaper.

“Send it my way,” he said to Lonnie.

The ball left the boy’s hand, rolling up the hilly drive.

“This is how we used to clear horse dung on the farm,” Kazuki said. The blade of the shovel sparked as it made contact with the pavement. It also sent the ball straight up into the air. Kazuki dropped the shovel and thrust his hand into the mitt, waited, arms at his side, watching, and when the time was right, he made a basket catch and called himself Willie Mays by name.

Someone behind him cheered. When Kazuki turned, there was a crowd of half-drunk men admiring his show.

“Someone wanna play with the kid?”

Kazuki did not wait for an answer, just tossed the ball at the first face he saw. The man caught the ball, juggling it in his hands.

Another man said, “Hey, throw it to me.”

The ball was tossed and soon eight grown men in tuxedos filed down the drive toward the street and started throwing the ball around the horn.

Carol caught wind of their excited cries, grabbed Tomoya by the hand, said, “I know where your son is,” and dragged him to the front.

On the way to the street, the newlyweds heard the pop of the gloves, the zip of the ball going from one grown man to another.

At the top of the driveway, Carol dropped Tomoya’s hand from hers, crossed her arms. “The neighbors are watching,” she said.

The men in the street were sweating. The ball sailed from one to another like a hot potato.

Kazuki saw Tomoya and Carol, immediately hid the shovel underneath the work truck. He motioned for Lonnie to get out of the street, but it was useless because the boy could not take his eyes off the ball and he was having a good time.

Striding to the bottom of the driveway, Tomoya said: “You’re at a wedding!”

The ball sailed one last time. Heads turned.

“Stop playing games in the street like children. You’re at a wedding!”

The neighbors’ lights flipped on, with figures in the windows and curtains brushed to the side.

“Go!” Tomoya said, his voice continuing to rise in sharpness, despite addressing a crowd of people who’d traveled many miles to celebrate him that day.

Confused, the men shuffled their feet, some of them mumbling blame at each other, the rest just following orders.

Carol’s eyes searched for Lonnie. He was in the street hiding behind two men, the bill of his cap concealing his eyes.

At least, that is how Kazuki tells the story.



The next morning, we heard the grumble of Tomoya’s work truck turning over at sunrise. As the engine idled, I watched him place Lonnie in the passenger seat, the boy’s cartoon-dinosaur pillow clutched in his little hands, his head and arms limp, the neck and head of a plastic horse sticking out the front pocket of his jeans. Once Tomoya was settled in the driver’s seat, the truck rolled down the drive, the same way Lonnie’s baseball had just hours prior.

Later, when the sun had begun to slant through the branches of the oak tree in Tomoya’s front yard, Kazuki knocked gently on my door.

“You need to see the garage,” he said, turning down the hallway. I heard the back-porch slide open but did not hear it close. Judy scrambled from her sleeping bag to help me from the bed into my chair.

In the garage, Kazuki pointed at a broken window, a mess of tools scattered from an overturned metal case, and a depressed oilcan with a dented center, the mouth open like some man who had just been punched in his gut.

Kazuki said: “You know that den you’ve all got me sleeping in—those walls are just as thin as the ones at Heart Mountain. And what do they call the wind here? Santa Anas? You all have me taking trips down memory lane, keeping me in that den. Anyway, other than the wind that kept me up last night, I heard him out here sometime at three in the morning sounding very unsettled.” Kazuki stood underneath the garage rafters scratching the back of his neck. “You know what’s lying on the lawn outside this broken window?”

Both Judy and I inspected the window with a quick glance. I do not know much about punching things, but I assumed a fist would have shattered the window, taking most of the glass from the frame. As it appeared, it seemed to have been just punctured: a craterlike hole with spindly veins spreading out from its circumference, the rest of the pane still intact save for a layer of dust.

“Lonnie’s baseball,” Kazuki said.

I inspected the hole again. The morning light from the windows on the opposite wall illuminated the glass the way light does when it catches dust falling through a spider’s web.

Judy walked over and spied through the hole.

“There’s something else,” Kazuki said, motioning for Judy to grab hold of my chair. He walked out of the garage, and Judy pushed me along a gravel path while Kazuki opened the side gate. He reached his arms out to Judy and together they carried my chair down the stairs that led to Tomoya’s empty koi pond.

Bands of chalky lines circled the waterless pond, like rings in a tree’s stump, each its own thickness, its own pattern and brightness.

“Look,” and Kazuki pointed at a shaded area just below an assembly of rocks. Judy let go of my chair and hopped over the pond to read from an engraved plaque.

“Each passing day, we lose parts of ourselves, like the leaf of an artichoke or the seeds of a pomegranate nibbled, chewed, spit out, and cast aside. Each passing day collecting on our plates. Collecting the remains of each passing day. July 8, 1934–March 16, 1962.”

It broke my heart. It was a poem I’d written for Tomoya at Heart Mountain.

“Look closer,” Kazuki said.

Judy pointed, said: “Handprints.”

“And a pomegranate tree too.”

I asked: “Are those hands Yumika’s and Lonnie’s hands?”

Kazuki nodded.

Judy looked at me. “I’m sad. It really is an empty pond collecting the remains of each passing day.”

The three of us stood concentrating on the small mound of leaves in the deepest corner of the pond. Judy picked up a leaf. It was brittle with curled edges. She closed her hand and it fell apart, the pieces drifting like ash down into the pond.

“Why didn’t he show us this?” Kazuki asked. “Why won’t he talk to any of us?”

“I don’t think he likes to speak much about these things,” I said, remembering the letter my mother had sent to me informing me of Yumika’s death. “He’s grown so quiet over the years.”

Judy hopped back onto our side of the pond.

“It feels like I should go inside, let you two talk alone.”

I love my daughter. Samuel has been a very good father to her. I wish you were able to spend more time with my child, Ben, and I with your daughter.

Pictures just do not seem to be enough right now. Can you hear the way those leaves at the bottom of that pond were silent? Our nephew’s handprints cast in concrete beside the prints of his dear mother, collecting rainwater, themselves their own small ponds.

The water fills every contour of the prints. Sunlight strikes the shimmering water, slowly collecting it back, doing so unseen and without a word. You, Ben, are very much like a sun that evaporates water. You are distant, but visible in your own brilliant way. That is where you are, always before us, beyond the horizon, waiting for the earth to turn over so you may shine your light upon the surfaces we stumble over in the dark.

Are those words too severe? Are you laughing at me right now? Eiko, the farmer’s daughter turned poet. What a laugh.

That is fair.

In the future when you read this, I do not know what thoughts will enter your mind or what emotions will occupy your heart. But in the future you will read this, and you will hear your sister urge you to call your brother. Do not send a card or a gift or money. Speak with him. Lonnie may even be the one to answer the phone.

With love,

Eiko
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Eiko’s section ends there.

I immediately dial Kaiya’s phone.

“From a farmer to a gardener,” I say.

Kaiya takes a moment, then asks, “Are you okay? I just left Auntie’s house. I’ll head your way so we can talk in person.”

“I need the night to myself, I think.”

Another moment passes. She doesn’t push me. “But you’ll check in soon. We can replay the tape and laugh at Sophie together.”

“What tape?” I ask, not so interested in getting off the phone.

“You didn’t listen? Flip over the last page in Judy’s album.”

It’s there, a thick stripe of cracked whiteout running horizontal across its face, the numbers “5/9/89” scribbled in faded black ink. A cassette tape. This relic, so out of place in a world of smartphones and streaming-content platforms, is truly the most intriguing artifact gifted to me by Kaiya and Judy, more so than any typed page or handwritten letter.

“I’ll call you back,” I say, jabbing the red End Call button on my screen.

I carefully peel away the clear plastic from the cardstock backing of the album, lift the cassette, and hold it, turning it over in my hand, hearing the plastic reels rattle loosely inside their plastic shell. Other than the whiteout and ink marking the date, the face of the cassette is blank. I have no idea what it contains except it apparently relates to my cousin Sophie, and it strikes me, too, that I have no way of playing it.

I start flinging open drawers across the house, desk drawers, kitchen cabinet drawers, drawers in abandoned nightstands I’d stacked on top of one another in my garage. I eventually accept that I don’t own a cassette player, but in the process of searching for one, I’ve torn my house apart and uncovered forgotten glossy photographs sliding around in hiding places that I haven’t looked in for years. I find two expired driver’s licenses, my face, aged significantly between the two, appearing pixilated and dark in each photo. Some drawers, when I open them, rattle with the sound of loose change and the clang of spare keys from apartments I used to rent. Tucked in a brittle cardboard box in the corner of my garage are crumpled receipts from restaurants I dined at with friends from school or girls I’d taken out on dates. Concert tickets, mismatched shoelaces, cords to electronics I don’t remember owning and surely will never have use for again.

I pass half an hour, or probably more, revisiting my life with the opening of drawers, the dumping out of storage bins. So many unwanted paper clips, a mountain’s worth of discarded and insignificant blurry photographs. With nearly every place I check, Sandy raises her snout, balances unsteadily on her hind legs, and tries to sniff out what’s inside, a devoted and curious partner in the search.

Soon, every drawer in the house has been opened and catalogued. All except one. I place myself in front of that drawer in the kitchen. The one I haven’t touched in over six months. The one that houses my father’s yellow legal pad.

I tug open the drawer gingerly, as if I’m pulling out one of my own teeth. It slides easily, and at first it’s painless, but then I catch sight of the yellow paper marked with faded pencil drawings. Another tug on the drawer and I see my dad’s handwriting emerge.

The drawer now fully open, I stare at it, savoring the flood of his drawings and his words as they flow into my vision. I can see now, in a way I’d never managed to understand before, this was his best and only method of voicing himself to the world, this yellow-papered collection of shapes and letters. His writing—the elongated legs of his r’s, the loopy, smooshed quality of his d’s—is there, immortalized. With this hand-drawn plan as our reference, he and I were going to dig everything up and remove my lawn. He’d wanted to use succulents and decomposed granite, placing shaggy bushels of Morning Light grass throughout the yard, using them to draw one’s eye, as he wrote it in the plans, to the “new stone paver pathway to the home.”

There’s an arrow, thick and sharp at the head, pointing toward the front door.

I hold the pad in my hand, and I tremble. I look for Sandy, but she’s scampered off and I’m not quite sure where to find her. I think about the letters in Judy’s album. I think about all the questions answered, and those that remain, just out of reach.

I need to go. I leave the house in search of a cassette player.

I drive first to a local electronics store but come up empty, then cross town and venture to a big-box retailer and hunt for anything that will bring the cassette to life. Eventually I stumble into the correct aisle after a teenage employee in a blue vest points me to the back of the store, but I can’t find what I’m looking for on the shelves, and I’m too embarrassed to seek out the teenage employee because I’m not quite sure he’s old enough to know exactly what a cassette player is. Desperate, I slide boxes around on the shelves, snaking my way through the electronics aisles until finally, miraculously, I spot a portable cassette player, and rush down the aisles to pay for it. I jog back to my car, ripping the packaging with my mouth so that when I unlock the car I’ll have the cassette player removed from its box. Once inside, with the door closed, I’m hectically jamming AA batteries and plugging in headphones and jabbing at buttons.

The jaws of the player spring open, and I slip the cassette into position, hesitating momentarily before finally pressing Play.

I hear that vibrating hum from the speakers and that faraway whirl of the tape starting, then a high-pitched and distorted, sped-up voice say: “Testing, testing, ahem.” The tape slows to an even pace. The voice sounds different. It says: “May 9, 1989.” The voice reminds me of Judy. Soft, even, and sturdy, yet filled with energy and life. It’s Eiko’s voice. “Interview one,” she says, “the maiden voyage”—a ruffled sound, someone breathing into the mic—“with the reluctant participant, my big brother Tom Murano.”

A man’s voice: “Help! I’m being held against my will.”

I stop the tape with a stab at the Pause button.

The new voice reminds me of my father’s. It is his voice, the one he used when he was telling jokes at parties, the voice that took nothing seriously except to hear its own words performed at a higher pitch, a greater volume, no matter how offensive or inappropriate the joke might be.

I rewind the tape. It’s a voice aware of judgment, awaiting and hoping for a compliment from a client, even though it has already reached a verdict for itself.

I rewind again. It is the voice that excited an ever-crouching man perched on a chalky slab of concrete, a man coaching Little League with dirt-stained hands curled around the sides of his cheeks, a performance mimicking the managers he’d watched on television yelling at umpires, as if the amplified voice would grow him in the eyes of the parents in the stands.

And it is my voice. The voice of the Murano men.

“Help! I’m being held against my will.”

Seconds of silence linger on the tape.

Eiko’s voice says, “The listener will have to excuse my brother’s obnoxious volume, his ears don’t work these days.”

A laugh from Tomoya that carries the same performance of a man who is supposed to appear amused but is instead uncomfortable.

Eiko’s voice: “Can you tell me what we’re doing here?”

“When you kidnapped me, you said we were going to talk about my life.”

“I thank you kindly for allowing me to interview you about your fascinating past.”

“Ah yes,” the voice drawls. “My life, a real day at the beach.”

“Oh, be quiet.” The sound of papers slapping an arm or knee. “And please take this seriously.” The knocking sound of pages being straightened against the surface of a table. “Tell me about your experiences during the war.”

“We’re going to start there?”

“Tommy.”

Silence.

Tomoya clears his throat. “I, uh—well, you were there too—you know all about it. What’s the point in me telling you?”

“I’m documenting this. It’s for the family record.”

“But you know what happened. Everyone knows what happened. Read a history book.”

“No pouting. I’ll loosen your handcuffs if you tell me about it.”

“Plainclothes officers came to the farm.” His voice is thin. “Dad was harassed by federal agents and then we got shipped off to the desert on a blindfolded train.”

“What was the camp like?”

Someone shifts in a chair.

“Dusty.”

“Any other memories?”

Tomoya clears his throat.

“Kazuki’s pet. The fat-cheeked pocket gopher.”

Eiko chuckles.

“How’d Kazuki catch a gopher?”

“He tried to kill it. On weekends, the two of us walked the camp’s garden on rodent duty. He spotted a gopher nibbling on a head of cabbage, so he chucked a rock at it and wounded its leg. He always did have a good arm. Anyway, I think he felt bad so he brought it into the barracks and Mom splinted its leg and fed it produce scraps from the mess hall. He wanted to keep it as a pet but Dad wouldn’t let him. I didn’t disagree.”

“What was the gopher’s name?”

“Kazuki’s Pet.”

“Who came up with that?”

“He did.”

“Anything el—”

Suddenly, the tape speeds up. It switches from Eiko’s voice conducting the interview to the warped sound of a young female vocalist echoing hollowly over a compressed electric guitar and programmed drums. Apparently, this cassette has been recorded over by someone using it to tape something off the radio. I fast-forward, play the tape again, checking if it ever goes back to Eiko’s interview, but all I hear are more ’80s songs, the voice of a DJ announcing promotions, commercials for used-car sales and local ads for stores at the mall.

Then static before the voices return.

“Why’d you choose to be a gardener?” Eiko asks, her words slow and garbled before the tape settles.

“Choose?” Tomoya says. “What else would a man like me do in the 1950s other than bag groceries or dig holes?”

“You liked fixing—”

But the tape shifts back to the song again. Then another song, and another, and another until the tape stops.

I remove the headphones, stare out the front windshield at the parking lot. There are shopping carts scattered across it, noses pointed in all directions, some tipped over, leaning on curbs, others taking up parking spots.

I pull out my phone, call Kaiya.

“Took you long enough,” she remarks.

“I couldn’t find a cassette player,” I say, my voice tapering off before I can think of something else to say.

“I take it you’re frustrated?”

“Who did that?” I ask.

“Cousin Sophie.”

I’m silent. Judy’s daughter, probably as a teenager, recorded over my grandfather’s interview.

“How was it?” Kaiya asks. “Hearing his voice?”

I think about it. “He sounds just like my dad.”

I can hear her thinking.

Kaiya says, “I thought his voice sounded like you.”

It stings to hear it, and as I wait for the sting to pass, I watch in my rearview mirror as a woman dragging a small child by the hand snatches a stray shopping cart from an empty parking spot. She slaps down the seat flap and lifts the child into the shopping cart’s seat. The child kicks its feet as the cart rattles on its way to the store.

“You really think so?” I say.

“Eh, the more I’ve gotten to know you, the more I actually think you sound like my grandpa.”

She isn’t wrong. Ben and I are luckier than my grandfather. Luckier than my dad.

I ask, “How’d you and Judy even know there was something on that tape?”

“It was with some others. Eiko had a shoebox of them. Granted, most of them are interviews she conducted with neighbors, her writing friends, or Samuel. We think she was writing a book of her own, or at least gathering material.”

“A collection of stories?”

“Maybe.”

“But that’s everything you have? There isn’t anything else you and Judy are keeping from me?”

“Not unless you count our cousin and the rest of the family you still haven’t spent time with.”

“Good one,” I say. “When’s the next family reunion?”

Kaiya chuckles. “You tell me,” she says. A car pulls into the spot next to me, nudging a shopping cart with its bumper. “Is there anything else you’re keeping from me?”

Her question unravels something inside me, a knot that, after decades of searching for an anchor to fasten itself to, has twisted itself around my heart. My encounters with Brendan and Mr. Washington this week haven’t helped, the knot squeezing even tighter every time I think of the grade I gave to Brendan. But now, with Kaiya on the phone, for the first time in my life, I feel its grip begin to loosen.

“Things have been bad with me for a long time,” I say. “Or maybe not bad, but at least not good. I’ve just been going through the motions, doing whatever I thought I should…” I trail off. A moment later I finally say, “I drink too much.” I’m startled by how easy it is to say this to her. “I’ve done some really dumb things because of it, things that have impacted my work, things that make me question if I have what it takes to do what I do.”

There, leaving behind a cathartic wave of nausea, the knot comes loose.

“What can I do to help?” she asks, her voice calm but laced with determination.

“It helps just to say it out loud.”

“I’ll always listen to you, always be around to listen,” she says. “I’m sorry for all the years I didn’t.”

“I’m sorry too,” I say. “Because I want to do the same. But I’m still confused about something. The strike in 1933. The night of the shooting, I mean. If the family was so adamant about keeping it a secret, how do we even know that Tomoya went and cut down the scab tents with the striking workers?”

“I think I heard that from Auntie, or someone in the family.”

“But there isn’t anything written or recorded? Nothing about it in Eiko’s taped interviews?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Isn’t it mentioned in Ben’s manuscript?”

“It’s mentioned somewhat at his hearing,” I say, “but not with those details. I was just curious, wondered if there was some hidden confession from him. I think when I first heard his voice on the cassette, I was hoping I’d hear him tell the story of the strike.”

“What do you mean by ‘confession’?”

“ ‘Confession’ is probably the wrong word,” I say. “What I want to find is some acknowledgment in his own words that he had gone behind his father’s back and that he willingly invaded the scab camp and broke the law, that he was doing what he thought was right, no matter the cost. That he was standing up for something, risking his life for something other than himself.” I pause. “I don’t know,” I say. “How does something like that happen to someone at such a young age and no one ever talks about it? I can’t explain why, but it’s the one thing in all this history that shows who he really was.”

“Even more than everything that happened with him and your dad?”

“Maybe not… It’s hard to let all that go. I don’t know. I think they’re somehow related.”

We’re both silent. The teenager in the blue vest from the big-box electronic store exits through the automatic doors and begins wrangling up stray shopping carts.

“I’ll look through some other documents at home,” Kaiya says.

“Thank you,” I say, and draw in a long breath, knowing what I’m about to say next will catch her off guard. My eyes track the teenager in the blue vest as he shoves stray shopping cart into stray shopping cart, one after another until he’s amassed one elongated cart that he guides toward the store’s entrance. “I want to keep the hillside,” I say.

“Are you sure?”

“I am,” and I mean it.

She shrieks through the phone. “There isn’t anyone else I’d want to share that land with.”

“And another thing,” I say, feeling myself carried away. “I have an appointment with my oncologist next month. I need a CT scan. Will you go with me?”

A moment passes and Kaiya sniffles into the phone. A wave of emotion shoots to my eyes.

“Of course,” she says. “We’ll go for ice cream after.”

I chuckle.

“One last thing,” I say. “I’m not very busy this week, and I’d love to meet your friend.”

I hear the rush of traffic because she’s in her car and driving home. The sun is setting and my phone vibrates with a text message from her even before we say goodbye.



SUPPOSE HE DID cut down those tents at the scab camp. Suppose he did walk unafraid into the night at fourteen, knife in hand, the headlights of the work truck beaming behind him, illuminating specks of floating dust, illuminating footprints. Suppose the fire spread with a hunger throughout the camp, the fire that leapt from tent to tent and lit up his face, a silent light before him growing brighter and hotter, exhaling clouds of black smoke. Suppose the gunshot echoed loudly, a crack unheard, suffocated by breathing flames and voices from the dirt. Suppose the pain, a sharp, biting sting, rippled through the connections of his body. Suppose his back was turned. Suppose his hand was extended to assist a fallen friend. Suppose dust accumulated in the corners of his eyes or sweat from frantic hands seeped into the fabric of his shirt and he was pulled by voices toward the work truck, pulled toward the light.

Suppose the pain never left his body. Suppose the silent echo could not be muted within his ears. Suppose the scar did not fade, only diminished soundlessly over time by additional marks he inherited throughout his life.

Suppose his cheek stung hot and red for the remainder of his life. Suppose he spent the night in the barracks shielded behind his army blanket partition, shuddering at the thought of another baton jabbed at his chest and chin.

Suppose, though, he survived to plant trees, tend gardens, reshape land in neighborhoods he did not belong. Suppose he grew accustomed to the smell of gasoline, or the sound of the mower’s cranky and disobedient motor. Suppose the tools became dented, their handles dulled and smoothed by the constant grip of a gloved embrace.

Suppose he lost things along the way.

Suppose the work was all he knew. Suppose his hands grew calloused, shedding layers yet growing thick.

Suppose, for the last time, his hand released the shovel, his elbow straightened, and the tailgate closed. Suppose his boots stomped away the excess mud before he stepped into the truck. Suppose he was aware he would not be back tomorrow.

Suppose he grew quiet, tired, passed his evenings in silence talking to no one, instead bending headfirst under the hood of a car, awaiting the quiet mornings by tightening rusty bolts beneath a dim light hanging from the rafters of a forlorn garage, and suppose when he reached for the wrench in his front-right trousers’ pocket, the hand hovered over the wound and he remembered.

Suppose he spoke about her to his son. But suppose it was not said right, and things got bent. Suppose it was not like the reshaping of a shovel’s blade, as if all he had done in the matter was strike a stubborn rock (just remove the dirt with a thumb and use a boot to bend it back in place).

Suppose it had not been said right, none of it from not one of them. Suppose there was not one right way to say it, or to make it come out right.



“SANDY!” I SCREAM. I hear my voice carry itself into the street, bouncing off telephone wires before dying in the breeze. I hear it echoing in my head too, unmistakably the voice of someone frightened. In a higher register, with forced volume, my voice is naked and my anxiety over Sandy’s disappearance is both authentic and rehearsed. I sound like my grandfather.

“Sandy!”

For the second time that day, I’ve come home to discover the side gate open and Sandy not at home.

After I place the cassette on my kitchen table, I grab her leash and walk into the backyard. I make the same journey toward the side yard and make the same discovery. I inspect the latch and notice a broken piece of metal, its edges fresh and sharp, that’s been snapped off recently and is the cause of the improper closing of the gate.

I pass through the opening and into my front yard. At my feet I see cigarette butts and busted-open firecracker ends.

“Sandy!”

A moment of waiting before I retrieve her leash from my back pocket.

I walk down the street toward the spot she’d emerged from earlier.

“Sandy,” I say. “Where’d you go?”

The clicking sound of claws on concrete. I turn. Sandy trots toward me with flopping ears, her chin raised and her front paws flitting. At my feet, she dips her head and falls sideways onto the sidewalk, presents her upturned belly. She’s panting. She barks at me and sweeps her muzzle across my open palm.

We loiter for a few moments on the sidewalk, me petting her and her panting, until we hear the rolling of tires and Sandy’s suddenly alert, on all fours and backing her way toward the house. The car passes us, a minivan driven by a neighbor down the street.

“It’s okay,” I tell her, rubbing her ears. “I’m here,” I say. “I’m here.”

Inside the house, I close the back door and shut all the windows, pull all the shades and switch on the air conditioner. Sandy begs for food while I sit in a chair in the living room holding the leather album. I feel the flesh of the covering and think of the words encased in plastic, the words on the cassette.

When I’m ready, I stand and move to the refrigerator, but instead of opening a beer I dump food into Sandy’s bowl. She crunches on the kibble, nostrils flared, the bowl sliding with each opening of her jaw. Cool air floats down from the vents, drying the sweat on my forehead and neck. When I’m ready, I walk over to my desk in the den, open my laptop, and begin to write.


Dear Mr. Washington,

It appears you are a well-connected man with many friends who wish to provide you with information. Knowing your youngest son will be a student in my class next year, I’m hopeful we can continue to help one another with our goals. I realize it is the summer break, but I’d like to ask you a favor. Since you’ve made it clear to me you are able to access police records, such as dashcam and bodycam footage, I would appreciate you putting me in contact with anyone who can access Los Angeles County arrest records from the year 1933. If you can procure these records, I would certainly owe you a debt of gratitude.

I look forward to hearing from you.

Respectfully,

Mr. Murano



I hesitate, my finger hovering over the Send button, and I read the message once more in my head. Sandy exits the kitchen and settles next to me, breathing on my bare feet, her wet nose pressed against my ankle.

A third reading of my email is interrupted by an earsplitting pop that vibrates through the front windowpanes. Sandy spins herself in a circle, then retreats toward the couch. Alarmed, I rise from my desk and stride over to the front door, stand behind the screen.

From outside, more popping, followed this time by a thunderous boom that rattles the wind chimes on my porch. A cloud of gray smoke disperses over the trees.

My heart is racing but I say to the dog, “You okay?”

Her deep-set eyes appear from behind the arm of the couch and I latch the front door.

Another series of loud pops, cackles, and footsteps receding down the block.

“I don’t like it either,” I say to her, walking into the kitchen for a slice of the apple pie Judy sent home with me. “But it’s only firecrackers. They can’t hurt you. They won’t hurt us.”

Sandy remains behind the couch, resting her head on her paws.

“You want it to stop, don’t you?” I ask.

She whines and turns her worried eyes back at me.

I exit the kitchen and sit down at my desk, read the email one more time. It doesn’t feel right.

I delete it.

The album of family documents rests across the room on the chair next to a bookcase. It’s a bookcase I’ve stared at almost every day since moving in and using this office to read or grade papers. On its shelves are works by Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Twain, Miller, Salinger, and Vonnegut—and beneath those, on its own shelf: my great-uncle Benjiro Murano’s memoir.

Unlike Judy, my walls do not feature photos of my family, but I have a book and I have their stories. I know now about a man who spent his final days sending emails in an attempt to keep the memory of his loved ones alive. I know about a lost man who left home and was locked in ramshackle barracks and yet he survived long enough to march for civil rights. I know about the words that transformed my family’s silence into story, written by a woman who in her final days could not type but nonetheless had the strength to press her thumb upon the page. And I know, too, about a boy who grew up on a farm and took a bullet in defense of the farmworkers’ union, even if it meant he would never be fully whole again.

I know of their liberation from the confines of barbed wire, but I also know of the imprisonment that followed each thereafter.

I know about a son incarcerated by his father’s pain, a resounding pain that echoes now in my life.

I have a book now and I have their words.

I have my father’s baseball glove.

I turn in my chair and open my bag. Brendan’s final essay, his blank response, is tucked into the pages of a notebook, and I pull the document from those pages and place it face down on the glass surface of my scanner.

I open a new email, address it to Mr. Washington and Dr. Gates.


Good Afternoon,

This email serves to notify all parties addressed of my intention to submit a grade-change form for the student Brendan Washington. This grade change will affect his final grade for the spring semester of AP English Language and Composition. Attached you will find a scanned copy of his incomplete final assignment, which warrants the grade change and requires him to complete the assignment within one week or his overall semester grade will permanently be recorded as a D on his official transcripts.

If you wish to challenge this decision, I welcome an open and honest conversation in the presence of a union representative.

Thank you,

Mr. Murano



I press Send and walk back into the kitchen.

“We’ll see how that goes,” I say to Sandy, who is still hiding behind the arm of the couch, while I take a knife and slice into the pie. “But let’s keep the doors closed for now just in case.”

She’s afraid, I can tell. But I know her fear is temporary, and like she does on every summer evening, she’ll soon signal to me she is no longer afraid to be outside. The warm concrete of the back porch makes for a nice resting spot to feel the sunshine fade away. I know about it too. Because those kinds of places are worth the risk.

I stand in the kitchen and eat the pie from Judy’s. My father’s yellow legal pad is still on the counter. I study his plans for a moment, wondering if I can finish the job that I never let him start. I flip the top page in search of more plans but instead find only a copy of my father’s memorial program. I lift it, its glossy surface reflecting the kitchen lights. On the front is a color duplicate of the headshot that still hangs above the cash register at the hardware store where he died. My father wearing his green polo shirt, tan lines from the sunglasses he wore daily while stocking the gardening supplies circling his smiling eyes. Printed beneath the photo in bold white lettering is his birthdate and death date. The back of the program features the short obituary I wrote for him, listing me and my mother as his only surviving relatives.

I open the camera on my phone and snap a picture of the program’s front and back. On the photo of his obituary, I edit the text, typing under my name: “Also survived by Kaiya Ito and Judy Takemura.”

I text both photos to Kaiya with the message “Please share with Judy.”

Alone in the kitchen, awaiting a response from Kaiya, I stare at my father’s face, his misshaped smile curled beneath a sparse black mustache, eyebrows arched above a pair of bashful eyes. His inflated cheeks, the cheeks Judy told me had been pinched so many times when he was a child, either are sun-kissed or have been touched up by the printer with a pinkish hue. The coloring jolts me, though, and I’m reminded of my grandmother’s cheeks in the photo my father kept tucked away in his sock drawer. Suddenly it hits me. The photo rests beside the drawing I made of my grandfather, the one buried alongside him in his coffin. It’s with him there, and he is with her.

Because, before the lid of the casket closed over my grandfather’s body, I recall a dim image of my father leaning over the casket, a shiny oval-shaped object glinting in the funeral home’s dusky light as he slipped her picture into his father’s hands. I can only think this was his way of saying goodbye to both of them, his way of possibly offering forgiveness, in the only way he knew how, to give his father one last chance to hold on to her forever.

When Kaiya texts back with “Thank you. I’ll print this photo and place inside the album with the rest of our family,” I call to Sandy and she trots into the kitchen. I rub her forehead and scratch beneath her chin. I show her my phone, say, “You want this photo next to you on the wall?”

After, I take another bite of pie and tell Sandy that tomorrow morning she can leave the house but not until I’ve fixed the gate, and that among the other things that need tending to, one is us going for a midday drive to meet Kaiya and finalize the deed. In the afternoon, we’ll drive to South El Monte, to a place on Mikan Road. We’ll arrive hoping to see fields and trees. We’ll arrive hoping I can let her off leash and that she’ll sprint alongside a rushing tide of water. That she’ll chase birds or bark at frogs, dip her tongue into water and slurp from a koi pond.

But we must be prepared, I tell her, to settle for concrete and grass. A golf course. We’ll drive along its perimeter to feel its size and space, wondering where everything had been, standing someplace along its fencing, fingers wrapped tightly around the rusty chain link, hopeful that an orange tree and a blackberry bush have survived somewhere out there with roots in the earth to feed squirrels or rabbits or birds. We’ll find an open space for her to chase a baseball. I’ll wear my father’s glove and maybe my feet will touch the soil that was once a basepath for Tomoya’s impromptu games with Fernando.

We’ll watch golfers strike balls. Marvel as those white dots escape into the blue summer sky like biplanes taking flight, destined for the clouds.

Then home, to clear a spot in the backyard with Sandy pawing the soil in preparation for planting an orange tree.

We’ll do all of that tomorrow.

And perhaps, someday soon, we’ll climb a hillside in Japan.

I exhale a breath that says to her there is nowhere left to run. She wants to run, I know. But this dog is here with me now, and she’ll wait until morning for me to fix the broken side gate.

Once repaired, that’s when we will go.






Author’s Note

When Mikan Road Was Ours is a work of fiction, but it would never have sprung into existence without the life and writing of my great-uncle Ryoichi. He, along with his parents and siblings, were among the more than 125,000 persons of Japanese ancestry forcibly removed from their homes and unjustly imprisoned in American concentration camps. His bravery in documenting his family’s experiences is the reason I had a story to tell.

Prior to the summer of 2020, I did not know what my Japanese ancestors’ lives had been like in America before, during, and after their wartime incarceration—let alone that many of them had even existed at all. While in lockdown, I was gifted my great-uncle’s memoir by a family member, and only then did I discover the immigration story of my Japanese ancestors to Southern California.

In the process of developing this story, I relied heavily on Ryoichi’s personal recollections, quoting him whenever it felt necessary to represent historical events or describe locations with as much accuracy and verisimilitude as possible. Although I never had the pleasure of meeting him, his writing inspired me to educate myself, all the while drawing me closer to an ancestry and heritage I knew very little about prior to encountering his story. His life and words have truly changed me, and I am indebted to him.

With the hope of honoring and preserving my family’s legacy, a portion of my earnings from the sale of this book will be donated in the memory of Fukumatsu, Tomi, Isamu, Joe, Tazuko, and Ryoichi to the Japanese American National Museum, to contribute to the preservation and sharing of Japanese American history.
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Resources

As a point of clarification, When Mikan Road Was Ours references just four of the ten WWII War Relocation Authority concentration camps (Manzanar, Heart Mountain, Tule Lake, and Gila River) and only one of seventeen detention facilities (Santa Anita). The Murano family’s story is but a sliver of insight into what thousands of families endured, and does not provide the full scope of forced mass relocation. To view, print, or download a complete list and map indicating the location of all sixty-eight confinement sites, please visit:


https://www.janm.org/sites/default/files/2021-01/janm-education-resources-enduring-communities-confinement-sites-map.pdf



While my great-uncle’s writing provided me with historical details, I am grateful for the additional information I discovered in the works of talented historians and researchers. For readers interested in encountering information on early Japanese Immigration to America, Yuji Ichioka’s The Issei: The World of the First Generation Japanese Immigrants, 1885–1924 (Free Press) was an indispensable guide for me. Making Home from War: Stories of Japanese American Exile and Resettlement, edited by Brian Komei Dempster (Heyday Books), contains memoir accounts of camp life and resettlement, and inspired the choice to have Eiko join a writing group.

Other writers and researchers whose work was important to this project include Naomi Hirahara, Kristen Hayashi, and Gwenn M. Jensen.

Lastly, the digital resource I visited most frequently to gain an overall understanding of Japanese American history was Densho (densho.org). Their encyclopedia site contains more than 1,700 entries with information on the “Japanese American WWII exclusion and incarceration experience.”

I encourage any reader interested in studying this era of American history to venture into these resources as well as the many other powerful narratives available on the subject.
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