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Author’s Note


This memoir—the story of Tome (toh-meh)—originated from a promise. Shortly after her passing in 2004, I collected her handwritten journals and memoir notes, resurrected my memories from our conversations spanning thousands of hours, and met with her best friend, Mary (Uyeda) Maruyama. Surrounded by this material, I sat overwhelmed. To deliver on my promise, I spent the next twenty-one years preparing myself to fully understand and tell her story.


While pursuing my studies as a qualitative researcher, I collected the tools and skills necessary to listen deeply, code thematically, and synthesize meaningfully. The expertise I gained while earning my PhD enabled me to grasp the depth and complexity of her story, while my heart enabled me to interpret her life. Applying the principles of narrative inquiry, life history, and cultural phenomenology, I realized Tome’s life story was both a personal memoir and a living case study of resilience, survival, maternal love, and identity.


Three unifying and consistent themes prevail in American Jap Girl: ikigai (ee-kee-GAH-ee), reflecting Tome’s purpose in life, Bushido (boo-SHEE-doh), a moral set of principles historically followed by the samurai class in Japan, and Kintsugi (KIN-tsu-gee), where brokenness is embraced, creating dignity and beauty from a fractured whole. There is no one agreed-upon list of Bushido principles; the list that American Jap Girl follows is consistent with Dr. Nitobe Inazote’s.


Tome and I lived American Jap Girl and shared its challenges and questions. For example, I was curious as to how and why we always felt socially inferior to Westerners. Why did we feel less than, no matter what our elders told us? Was there a historical inflection point that drove this into our psyches? One year before Tome passed, our conversations uncovered a deeper understanding of this topic. From a book in Tome’s bookcase, Margaret MacMillan’s Paris 1919, which gives an account of the Paris Peace Conference leading up to the completion of the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, we learned that conversations at the conference ended in a revelatory inaction: Japanese diplomats’ requests for inclusion of a racial-equality paragraph in the Treaty of Versailles were rejected. This sparked among the Japanese a pivotal emotional explosion that may have cost more lives than the atomic bombs dropped during World War II—and had that paragraph been adopted, the bombings most likely would have been unnecessary. American Jap Girl’s story exposes to the world the possible consequences of the Paris Peace Conference events and the view held by key Western nations that the Japanese were inferior. Specifically, Tome’s memoir shares how that one decision to omit the racial-equality paragraph in 1919 may have created an intergenerational impact on the Japanese people, which included my foster grandfather, my mom, and me.


Regarding tone, in the title and in several places within this memoir, I include words that are no longer used as they have been deemed derogatory, such as Jap for “Japanese” or Oriental for “Asian.” These words were commonplace and reflect the tenor of the time periods discussed in this memoir.


A prime example is General DeWitt’s 1940s comment: “A Jap is a Jap,” whether a US citizen or not. President Roosevelt authorized him to forcibly relocate West Coast Japanese Americans through the power of the February 19, 1942, signing of Executive Order 9066. This attitude was not limited to those in positions of power; everyday individuals displayed similar sentiments on large, posted signs: JAPS KEEP MOVING . . . THIS IS A WHITE MAN’S NEIGHBORHOOD.


Cesar Chavez is credited with saying, “You can’t humiliate someone who has pride.” His belief is upheld in this memoir: Through her strength, derived from Bushido, Tome reclaims the slur Jap or Jap girl and transforms it into a symbol of dignity and legacy. Tome did not just accept the moniker; she embraced it, refusing to let it silence her. 


These elements are not unrelated anecdotes; they represent Tome’s experiences that are emotionally and thematically coded through the vivid storytelling in American Jap Girl. With her passing, the story had to be told posthumously through her perspective—only Tome can tell this story with the authentic resonance of her legacy. While this literary framing is risky, I felt it necessary to project the power of her lived experience. The inclusion of my letters, journals, and telephone calls is a literary technique, the epistolary method, to insert my personal thoughts and dialogue without disrupting or interfering with Tome’s narrative. Apart from the epilogue, this story is told through Tome’s voice.


Please note that historical references, public statements, broadcasts, and widely circulated quotations appear as part of the lived cultural record of the periods described and are presented for narrative context and not for scholarly adjudication. Interpretive connections—linking historical events, cultural philosophies, and intergenerational consequence—reflect my own synthesis as a qualitative researcher and are informed by, but not dependent upon, existing historical scholarship.


American Jap Girl is the spiritual incarnation of Tome. Her one wish—that everyone would find a balanced humanity, an authentic reciprocity of respect and friendship—is infused throughout every page of this memoir. Her ikigai lives on in my heart, and in the heart of every reader.


Richard Y. Okumoto, PhD




Letter to the Reader


Tome realizes late in adolescence that her appearance will always be that of a Jap girl. This painful revelation brings a disturbing awareness that she is a perpetual foreigner and a visual immigrant in the eyes of America. Accepting this, Tome focuses on allowing her ikigai and world events to shape her personal choices in supporting her husband and guiding her children. She understands that having an ikigai, which may or may not change over a lifetime, is not enough. What is important to her is actualizing it every day to bring her joy.


Part One introduces Tome and me, her son and fourth child. It then transports us to Tome’s youth: her innocence, her naïveté, and the childhood adversities she overcomes. Then, soon after she leaves behind her adolescence, a presidential decision destroys her constructed reality.


Part Two finds Tome, a United States citizen, incarcerated without legal due process at the age of twenty, based solely on her Japanese heritage. Tome is personally punished by the 1942 political administration’s deceitful enactment of Executive Order 9066, which ushers in a major violation of her civil rights as an American citizen and demolishes her protections under the Fifth Amendment of the United States Constitution. To allow them to stay together in the war camp, her foster father adopts her into his samurai family and gives her his name, Kawakita, and his legacy. (Historically, there were three paths to becoming samurai: birth, marriage, or adoption into a samurai family.)


While incarcerated, Tome becomes a young bride and births two daughters in a war camp on American soil. This experience fortifies Tome’s character as she holds on to her dignity, demonstrates her personal resilience, and finds her ikigai. Tome’s journey leads to the pure power of motherhood, where we begin to see her many diverse and complex layers. In her life post-incarceration, she faces and overcomes the challenges of poverty, motherhood, and racial discrimination. Painfully and sometimes comically exposed, her ikigai journey reveals her frailty, her sacrifice, her strength, her courage, and her hope.


Part Three intertwines Tome’s story with mine, through letters, journals, and telephone calls. The last chapter brings closure to her life. In the epilogue, I bring closure to her ikigai gift to me and take steps to ensure her ikigai will live forever.


Tome’s life as a visual immigrant in the eyes of America spans from the 1920s to the turn of the twenty-first century. It is set against the backdrop of the Great Depression, World War II and the atomic bomb, the Golden Age of America and the cultural revolution that followed, and the early Silicon Valley technology era of our nation. Throughout her journey, she created a balanced humanity in which there exists an authentic reciprocity of respect and friendship. Not only did she inspire and challenge me, through her lessons in Bushido, to find the same and achieve my dreams, she left a legacy of grace that promotes a culture of hope. Fractures in her life were repaired not by forgetting, but by honoring what was broken.


Tome often reminded me that there are no coincidences in life, just unrecognized patterns. Within her own life, I have discerned patterns that are embodied in this story—the story of Tome and me. Although samurai no longer exist, to me she will always be my Japanese American samurai.


Thanks, Mom. 
Richard Y. Okumoto, PhD




Prologue


My Name Is Tome


On a brisk Southern California Sunday morning, one week after my eighty-second birthday, I sit up and take my last breath. My name is Tome, and within this moment of peace, my spirit bows before you and whispers, “Please, let me tell you my story . . . .”


Although I come from a family of nine kids, I am given to another family, raised as an only child, schooled in Bushido. Later, I am adopted and become the daughter of a samurai. In my youth I sing, dance, and am an exceptional athlete. I grow up as the all-American farm girl, often seen running barefoot through open fields. I will miss that young girl whose dreams were shattered by life and world events but still found herself lifted up by hope and a sense of knowing. I will miss extending my dreams to my children, one generation away. I will miss being a wife, a mother, a sister, a good friend, an aunt, and a grandparent, surrounded by joy that was sometimes balanced by disappointments.


Basking in a bright light from above, I am caught between my old age and my youth—they form such a sharp contrast. I see a sparkling pool of water reflecting a perfect image of my life. Slightly diffusing the bright light are blooming Sakura, cherry blossoms. Their short time to bloom mimics my short time to live. It is March 28, 2004, and I am falling backward onto the stark-white sheet on my cold hospital bed at Huntington Memorial in Pasadena. During my physical descent, I see the innocent face of my niece break into a waterfall of tears. Her husband, Ken, recently died at the age of sixty-two, a victim of colon cancer. Ken reaches out to me and lifts me above my deathbed and, reunited with him, I smile. My spirit floats above his widow and joins others who have passed before me. I no longer feel pain or struggle. I glance down at my physical body, which has landed softly onto the sheet and pillows. The bright light of life fades to a glimmer, illuminating what’s left of me: a pale, frail, gaunt eighty-eight-pound woman.


With eyes closed and mind racing, I recall yesterday evening, my last night as a mother. I shared time and space with my son, Richard. He has four siblings and no children. His recent divorce, the death of his dad fourteen months ago, and now my passing will leave him orphaned. I have told Richard many times that my hope is that someone will be there to hold his hand and help him believe, believe in himself.


At fifty-two years of age, Richard will inherit my story through my journals, my notes, my imagination (based on our countless conversations), and my voice. Captured in these journals and notes are snippets of my life, from the age of twenty up until several weeks ago. These artifacts reveal fractures in my life mended with lines of dignity. He has promised to put them to good use. I know Richard will keep his promise, as he is my mystical child. He earned that honor through his actions in the fall of 1962.




Part One


Deconstructing My Reality


Throughout my childhood and adolescence, I saw myself as the all-American girl. I was a naïve, innocent child who found beauty and joy in running through open fields in Southern California. The first chapter in Part One introduces my mystical child. Following chapters capture my early life, beginning with my abandonment at three years old, when I was traded to another family like an unwanted pet. This, invited pain that became a periodic companion. It was during this time that relationships were built, trust was sometimes masked by silence, and I gained the emotional and physical strength to deal with fractures in my life—personal loss, polio, and the acceptance of how America sees me.
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My Mystical Child


A mystical moment occurs in 1962. It starts with me sitting in our Southern California living room, watching a black-and-white television. The television is a gift to my husband, Set-chan, from a gardening customer. Many people refer to Set-chan as Charlie, as it is much easier to pronounce.


Suddenly, my heart stutters. It misses several steady beats. My chest tightens and nausea spreads throughout my body. My head bobs up, bringing my gaze into direct line of sight with the rabbit-ear antenna unit atop the faded and scratched television cabinet. For a moment I forget about my pain and giggle. The antenna reminds me of the coat-hanger Easter Bunny I once made for the kids. My eldest son stands up, walks to the television, and twists the antenna left, then right, jerking it back and forth in an attempt to improve the fuzzy television picture. Although I see no visible improvement, new trails of scratches are added to the top of the cabinet.


I sit upright on the dark-green paisley sofa, which is sticky from humidity and sweat. The residue of human toil has collected there, fogging what was once an unclouded plastic protective sofa cover. The stench cannot be erased from its slick surface. My eyes scan our living room, cloaked in depressing, faded lime-green paint; it reminds me of dried vomit, something I would avoid stepping on. The shredded curtains are closed, but they cannot suppress the dull-yellow glow emanating from the streetlight outside, casting shadows throughout the house. The bars on the windows and the solid-metal front door, protecting us from the dangers lurking outside, are constant reminders of our economic defeat. The house has been punished by the nine people who have lived in it: Set-chan and me, my foster parents, and my five kids.


Ba-bump, my heart stutters again. I need fresh air. I stand up and quietly leave the living room. I traverse the large kitchen with measured steps, struggling to carry one of the green kitchen-table chairs, and then haul it across the back porch and outside the house.


I must stop this pain.


Breathe.


I place the chair down and sit outside for a short respite, a moment of peace. From inside the house, deafening screams sully the pristine stillness of the evening. Set-chan’s agonized howls are followed by distant crying. Piercing the dark, they remind me of the wounded wild animals I sometimes heard late at night while growing up on the chicken farm. In the morning, I would find them, half-eaten, with terrified expressions carved into their faces.


I close my eyes and hope that the fresh, cool night air might give me strength to persevere. Instead of achieving the desired sense of calm, I envision Set-chan’s accident. I feel myself physically standing next to him, watching his legs being crushed between two cars. His screams of pain become my screams of pain, a torment we now both share. Helpless, I can do nothing. It is this recurring vision of his accident that adds anxiety to my daily fear, the fear of not being able to raise and feed my children after losing the family breadwinner.


I turn my eyes to the heavens and choke on a sky full of stars. The twinkling shimmers of distant radiance present a serene landscape that massages my troubled heart. I am reminded of evenings on the chicken farm when I was a child, sitting on my father’s shoulders. I would sometimes reach up, hoping to clutch one star that might light my path through life. The chill of my cool, damp shirt brings me back to the present moment. I take another deep breath and slowly exhale. Vapor rises and scatters white clouds around my head.


A low-pitched, crackling sound gives me pause. Is there an animal in the darkness, ready to pounce on me? It quickly fades into a trickle and becomes a part of the night. As my eyes adapt to the dark, I see its source: a faint outline of water, catching streaks of light as it dances down concrete curvatures. As the sounds of the waterfall accompany the orchestrated night life surrounding me, I realize I am not alone.


Set-chan built a fishpond in our backyard, complete with a walking bridge and a waterfall. In the dark it resembles a Japanese picture postcard, a fantastical corner of our lives that preserves the honor and beauty of our exotic ancestors. In the daylight it is a shallow hole lined with cement and filled with stale water. Sitting in the dark, I smile, wishing our pond was the moat surrounding the Imperial Palace in Japan and I was the chosen one, or at least a member of the royal family.


The large fish occupying our pond are not regal koi, but instead mostly hearty goldfish who survive nocturnal raccoon attacks by hiding under the concrete bridge. Before each sunrise, several fragile fantail goldfish vanish, having provided a feast for these thieves of the dark. Sitting on flat stones surrounding the pond are croaking frogs the kids transplanted from Devil’s Gate Dam, located next to the Jet Propulsion Laboratory here in Pasadena. The shiny skin of these repulsive creatures reflects the moonlight, displaying a green luminescence, adding depth and character to Set-chan’s proud portrait of his Japanese ancestry.


Beyond the pond lies a small vegetable garden and a concrete slab that supports two metal T-framed hanging clotheslines. The absence of rain typically means newly washed clothes are pinned to this outdoor gallery, displaying our tattered shirts and pants. Wooden clothespins firmly secure our garments to the nylon lines and later prove to be great rubber band shooters for the kids. Hanging our clothes to dry is a chore I enjoy. It enables me to catch the warm rays of sunlight and watch the breeze effortlessly toss our rags back and forth. This airy lightness brings joy into my heart.


A prolonged silence follows. My attention is drawn away from the pond and diverted to the detached garage. I would like to say loud voices lead me to the garage, but there are none. I would like to say I am beckoned to the garage, but I am not. Deep inside my heart, I feel an uncontrollable urge drawing me toward it. I lean forward, stand up from my seated position, and slowly walk toward the garage, dragging my chair with me. The side door is partially open, and scattered light rays spill out of its dimly lit interior.


I gently push open the weather-beaten side door to its extreme limit, forming a large gateway through which I enter. The recent rain that has penetrated the interior garage beams produces a pungent, musty stench that adds to my discomfort. One side of the two-car garage is empty. I sold Set-chan’s work truck to generate much-needed cash. The missing truck reinforces the loss of his financial support and heightens my fear of starvation and not being able to care for our children. Flashbacks of the World War II Japanese internment camps and our postwar resettlement torture me—the memories evoke deep emotional distress and hopelessness. I begin to choke, drowning in the large droplets that are forming a path from my eyes to my mouth. Fear grips me so tight, I can hardly breathe.


Following my instincts, I drag the kitchen chair into the center of the empty half of the garage. I walk over to a pile of Set-chan’s tools and pick up one of his work ropes. I tie one end into a noose, something I learned how to do while growing up on the chicken farm. After several attempts, I successfully loft it over a thick crossbeam. I secure the straight end of the rope to a wall hook used for hanging Set-chan’s gardening tools. I turn around, entranced by the swishing sound of the noose as it sways back and forth across the vacant half of the garage. Looking beyond the rope, I notice two standing rakes leaning against a crossbar. The shadowy image resembles a torii gate: a Japanese symbol defining entry into a divine space where peace may be found.


My breathing slows as my mind is quelled of panic and anxiety. I sense a kami—according to the Japanese Shinto religion, this may be a spiritual force, guiding me. Grabbing the noose, I step up and onto the green kitchen chair. I clumsily place the bristly rope around my neck. I pull on it to tighten its grip. As I look down, the snug-fitting rope pinches and chafes my neck. My feet in their scuffed, off-white work shoes stretch down, gripping and tearing the rolled ridge of the chair’s seat cushion. At forty years old, I am standing at the precipice of life and death. I look straight forward and face the smirking shadow of the Shinigami (shee-nee-GAH-mee), the Japanese god of death. No words are spoken between us. I recognize him and understand his purpose.


As I edge off the end of the chair, my shoes squeak. The rope tightens around my neck, and I begin choking and coughing. My saliva mixes with my tears and drips to the concrete floor. I feel dampness on my legs as I lose control of my bodily functions.


[image: ]


Richard at ten years old


My face feels slate gray, my eyes fill with more tears, and my lips quiver. The shadowy image of the Shinigami hovers around me. I desperately search for my final glimpse of life. Although I am silent, my head echoes with my screams for help. I am afraid to take my final decisive step. I am afraid to end it here.


At the sound of a terrified voice, I quickly look down, and the movement of my head tightens the rope around my neck. At this discomfort, I instinctively snap my head back to stop the choking. I catch a glimpse of my young son.


Standing above Richard, I see a brave child grab me and scream, “No, Mommy, no!”


A mere four feet tall, Richard holds me so tight, he cuts off the circulation to my lower body. His arms tremble, yet he does not let go. He does not run for help, he does not cry, he stands straight and acts.


Again, he shouts, “No, Mommy, no!”


His physical presence and strong words shock me into realizing what a horrible thing I am about to do to this innocent child. Through my tears, I catch a glimpse into the moral importance of my life to my ten-year-old son. His delicate and tiny form clinging to me saves me. My expression transforms from anguish and shame to purpose and remorse. Color returns and flushes my cheeks.


I slip off the noose—my escape and the representation of darkness in my life—from around my neck. I step down from my perch and stop crying. I do not want my son to slip away. I hold him as tight as I can. My son becomes my hope, casting a powerful light into my life. Without hesitation, like an ancient warrior who is gifted the skill of war, he fought demons and won. The Shinigami is gone. It takes no more than the unknown training of his early childhood years to face life’s challenges with courage. Only the two of us live this moment. Only the two of us are judged. Only we know our family has been spared.


As my breathing steadies, I ask myself, How did my ten-year-old son have the revelatory insight to come out to the garage at this exact moment to stop me?


I nod my head, acknowledging that, at the age of ten, a part of him has been lost. His childhood innocence and freedom are gone forever. As we exit the garage, he solemnly accepts his predetermined role. That evening, a mystical bond and burden are forged, defining our purpose with great clarity. Richard heard and answered my silent pleas for help and, in doing so, became my mystical child.
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Abandoned at Age Three


The immense pain I experience during that mystical 1962 moment starts at an early age. My recollection is that it originates in the summer of 1925, when I am a feisty three-year-old farm girl living in Pomona, California. Mom, with no explanation, dresses me in brand-new, blue apron pants. Could I be going visiting for the first time in my life? Yes. I am so thrilled, I can hardly contain myself.


Daddy packs my older sisters and me into our beat-up car. Off we go. The squeaky doors and crank-down windows make the trip noisy and exciting. Gusts of wind blow through the car as we rumble down the road. We pass a road sign welcoming us to Gardena. Shortly thereafter, we arrive at my auntie and uncle’s farm, where a bright-red wagon greets us. My sisters take turns pulling me around the dusty yard. The dilapidated farmhouse, with its deep-brown outline, is marred by chipped siding, two broken windows, and a front door that creaks like a screaming ghost. I turn my back to it and pretend it is not there. My attention focuses on having fun playing with the red wagon.


Growing tired of pushing the wagon by myself, I notice that I am the only one laughing. I lift my head and scan the yard for Daddy and my sisters; they are gone. I run toward the front of the house, where Daddy parked our beat-up car. It is gone.


Puzzled and scared, I run to Auntie and ask, “Where’s Daddy?”


Auntie kneels and takes my hand into hers. In a firm tone she says, “Tome, this is your new home, and you are to be our little girl.”


I tremble and pull my hand away. “No!” I cry. “No. My daddy will come back for me. Daddy would never leave me.”


Auntie folds her arms, towering over me, and repeats, “It has been decided; you are to be our little girl.”


“Daddy accidentally forgot me!” I cry out.


As Auntie reaches out to me, I pull my hands to my side and run toward the dirt road leading away from the farm. I continue running as dirt flies behind me in a whirlwind of choking dust. I mutter, “Daddy accidentally forgot me.”


When I reach the roadside, I look both ways for our car. I stand there and wait. When I get tired of standing in the blistering heat, I sit hugging my knees. I mull over what has happened, questioning and wondering. What did I do wrong that Daddy would leave me? I bite my parched lips to avoid crying, hoping to see the familiar, old, beat-up family car returning for me. The sun disappears below the distant horizon, and the day grows dark. My salty tears leave thin tracks on my face that feel scratchy to the touch.


My auntie quietly walks up to me, wets her fingers, and then wipes the evidence of my afternoon turmoil from my face. She extends her hand. I reluctantly accept it and walk back with her to the brightly lit farmhouse.


The next day I continue to maintain that Daddy accidentally forgot me and will return for me. I stoically stand by the roadside again, and then again the next day. As darkness descends, I know in my sad heart he is not coming for me. I defiantly march back to the little farmhouse and announce that from this day forward I will call my auntie and uncle “Mother” and “Father.”


As my new life unfolds, I discover Mother is a stern taskmaster. She is hardworking, decisive, and strong-willed. Father is a kind, scholarly gentleman who is a lot of fun. His dark, bushy mustache reflects grayish highlights in the morning sunlight. Long hours in the harsh Southern California sun have chiseled deep-set wrinkles in his distinguished and honest face. His smile is simple and rarely missing. His short stature hides his strength. He often flips me onto his shoulders with ease. I follow him like a shadow. When he is getting ready to drive into town to fill up the faded-black Ford truck with gas or to buy hay for the horses, I happily take his old straw work hat into the house and run gaily back with his going-into-town hat tilted at an angle on my head. I giggle and sing made-up songs to made-up tunes all the way into town and all the way back home.
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Tome with going-into-town hat


When the Japanese musical and dancing troupes visit the local theater, Father loads us into the truck, and off we go to see them. The music’s cadence drums a comfortable heartbeat while the heat of the day withers away as the night matures. When we return home, I beg Mother and Father to sing the songs we just heard. They always frown at my request, but then they laugh and give in to my wishes. I love these nights and want more.


“Tome, let these nights be special,” Mother says. “Too many will ruin the joy we get from them.”


Father laughs and agrees. “Let them be special so you will cherish them.”


Many nights after supper, we walk to visit neighbors. Father always carries me aloft on his big shoulders. He tells me, “I put you on my shoulders so you can get closer to the evening stars.” When the night is clear I grab for those stars, hoping to capture one and take it home.
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Foster Father Tsuchiyama


I learn that Father is a sociable man with many friends. Our house rings with laughter and happy voices. Although the exterior of our farmhouse is very dark, the inside is always brightly lit with the smiling faces of close friends. Neighbors know Mother is a better farmer than Father, but he is a better master of ceremonies at parties and weddings. He is often called upon to help patch things up with feuding neighbors. These early days in my new home are filled with wonderful, soft hugs from Father, the smell of fresh wildflowers in our fields, and quiet nights occasionally interrupted by an old owl or the cry of coyotes or injured animals in the distance.


*  *  *


In the spring, the weather stays dark for weeks. Thick, gray rain clouds cluster tightly together, not allowing sunshine to break through. These gloomy days usher in my sixth birthday and Father’s escalating complaints about stomach pains.


His doctor visits become more frequent, until one day Mother sits me down and says, “Tome, Father is extremely sick and requires an operation. He has something called cancer. We will need to be strong while he is away.” Her typically piercing gaze softens, exposing her fear.


I run to Father and hug him as tightly as I can. Looking up at him, I declare, “Father, everything will be all right.”


His mustache flips up, creating a warm smile, as he picks me up and whispers, “I will never leave you, Tome.”


A few days later, a new blue car owned by our closest neighbor arrives to pick up Father and take him to the hospital. Our neighbors get out of the car, smile at me, and then help Father into their car. During one of Father’s prior visits to see the doctor, he bought me a toy—a metal butterfly that flapped its wings as I pushed it along the ground—that I treasured and played with constantly. I loved it so much that when a wing fell off, I could not be consoled. On Father’s last trip to the doctors, he bought me another one. After they depart for the hospital, I play all morning with my toy butterfly, my special gift from Father.


Early that evening, neighbors knock on our new screen door. No words are exchanged, only the side-to-side shaking of heads. Mother thanks them.


After they leave, Mother says, “Off to bed, Tome.”


Walking down the hallway, I see Father’s going-into-town hat hanging on a door hook. I wonder why he has not taken it with him. I see myself flipping it onto my head tomorrow, taking it with me to visit him.


Eager to visit Father, I rise early the next morning. Mother comes into my room and takes my hands into hers. Clumsily she says, “We will not be able to visit Father today,” and walks away from me.


I reassure myself that everything is all right and he just needs more sleep. After several days pass, I ask Mother when we can visit Father. No answer.


Sunday morning comes and Mother helps me dress in my best outfit. Finally, I will be able to visit Father. I grab his going-into-town hat, knowing he will want it, and place it at a slight tilt onto my head. We drive through light rain in silence. We drive past the hospital and pull into the church parking lot. As we exit our truck, tears drip down Mother’s cheeks and mix with the persistent raindrops.


Mother looks at me and chokes out, “This will be our last visit to see Father.” Then she is silent for a long time.


Feeling betrayed, I lash out, “Mother, where is Father? Why are we here? Is the church taking care of him?”


Gathered around us are our neighbors, mostly Japanese farmers and white merchants. Mother and I are led to the front row of the church. At the base of the altar is an open casket. There, pale and silent, lies Father, arms crossed and eyes closed.


He promised me. He promised he would not leave me. I run up to the open casket and pound my fists on its metallic shell, screaming, “You promised . . . . You promised you would not leave me. I believed you.”


As I fall to my knees, Mother quietly walks up to me. She helps me stand and slowly ushers me back to my seat.


Across every row of the church, tears fall. A woman I do not know comes up to me and holds my hand. Hunched over, she gifts me these words: “Tome, your father loved you with all his heart. There was not a moment he did not think about you or talk about you.”


I look up to see a wrinkled woman with pale-brown eyes, smiling through her tears. “He will always love you, Tome. He will always be with you.”


I turn my head to catch a glimpse of someone closing Father’s casket. I drop my face into my hands, and his going-into-town hat falls off my head. I will never wear that hat again.


*  *  *


The next day I am up at five o’clock.


“Tome,” Mother says, “our retired neighbors, the Weises, will come over and take care of you during the day while I am working.”


I nod my head. I understand it is just the two of us now.


[image: ]


Distinguished Father Kawakita


This routine continues for three weeks. During this time, we receive a constant flow of friends. Without Father, I no longer feel the joy of their presence. A new face, bringing flowers, begins to visit us on a regular basis. I overhear Mother’s friends say, “He is strong, honest, and from a very distinguished military family.” They whisper, “He is Kawakita, a samurai family.” He has a rumpled appearance, and he is neither sociable nor interested in the theater or cultural arts.


One Sunday morning, after he has been visiting for two months, twenty of our close friends bring food and gifts to our house. Mother helps me dress in my Sunday clothes. The last person to arrive is a distinguished-looking gentleman. His presence silences the crowd.


Mother bends down in front of me and says, “Tome, we will no longer be alone. I am marrying Kawakita-san.” The distinguished gentleman turns to face me and smiles—it is Kawakita-san.


After the wedding ceremony, Kawakita-san drops to his knees and places his hand on my shoulder. He says, “I promise to never leave you.”
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