
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Praise for the Novels of Stephanie Woodman





“…heart-wrenching and insightful…and compels readers to walk in the shoes of others and to see the world through different eyes.” — Reedsy Discovery for Eye Contact Over Truk




“Unique, original, deftly crafted, a riveting read from start to finish…”— Midwest Book Review on Eye Contact Over Truk




“…a gripping exploration of war’s unending shadow…”— Booklife for Eye Contact Over Truk




“…a perfect story of emotions, past trauma, healing wounds, and learning to live with your trauma… The descriptions were incredible, and the imagery of the lagoon was breathtaking.” —Readers’ Favorite for Eye Contact Over Truk




“…deep introspective reflections, creating an intense and poetic atmosphere.” — The Historical Fiction Company for Eye Contact Over Truk
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To Nami Tanaka — 94 and still vowing to never grow up.


Just the thought of you makes me smile.
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Time


February 9, 1944; Honolulu, Hawaii, USA





“Will you marry me?” 

A deep dimple formed in her left cheek as she focused on writing: “Breath rate: 12; Temp: 98.7; Pulse: 95.” When finished, Lieutenant Jeannette Crawford glanced up into a pair of very attractive emerald eyes, twinkling like two Christmas wreaths.

Good, he’s not serious, she thought, letting a breath escape. The last boy who proposed was so earnest that it almost broke her heart to turn him down. So many soldiers hadn’t seen a female in a couple of years—or, at least, one that wasn’t for hire—that they fell in love with the first one that was kind, which was often the nurse who took care of them.

“I’m sorry, Captain Herbert, I’m already spoken for.”

Though partially true, the phrase wasn’t a rejection, which allowed for an honorable retreat. Buzzing from the overhead fluorescent lights filled the empty moment.

She pulled up the blackout shade a little higher, allowing more light from the late-afternoon sun. Tripler General Hospital didn’t have any view of the ocean or Diamond Head, but this side of the hospital faced north to the lush green Oahu Mountains, with their flock of White Terns, though sometimes called Fairy Terns, that seemed in perpetual motion. The boys on the other side of the aisle had this view, which broke up the white: white walls, white beds, white sheets and blankets, white pajamas, white floor… At least her wraparound nurse uniform had thin, brown stripes.

“Where is he?” Herbert’s smile fell.

“Pacific.”

Nick’s letters didn’t include any details of the battles. Which helped to minimize her imagining the worst. The injuries of the men she treated painted a gruesome picture of what he might endure.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Walters, one of the ward medics, wheeling a patient back in from X-ray.

“That covers a lot of water. What island?”

She shook her head. “USS Bunker Hill.” A full grin formed as she wrapped the blood-pressure cuff around his left arm.

“A carrier? You fell for a squid?! That’s treason!” His smile returned. “Please don’t tell me he’s a flyboy.”

She cocked her eyebrow to answer. Air whooshed with each squeeze. With the stethoscope in her ears, she correlated beats to the numbers on the dial.

“Oh, now, here I was thinking you were intelligent.”

“Now, now, now.” She turned the valve; the air hissed its way out. “You don’t want to insult a woman who gives the injections, do you?”

The captain burst out laughing. “No, I don’t. I already hurt in enough places. The last thing I need is a new pain in my ass.”

“Your wounds are healing well. Soon, you’ll transfer to a rehab facility.”

Shadows passed over his eyes. “After which I’ll go back.”

“If you want to talk about it, I’ll listen.”

“If I told you, then you would have those memories as well.” His thick voice dropped an octave. “No one should have those memories.”

“It’s far better for you to let it out. I can take it.”

All teasing disappeared as his eyes latched onto hers. For a fraction of a moment, unspoken details paled as the impact bared itself. “I hope you never have to.” He closed his eyes.

She hooked the chart at the end of the bed and took her time walking back to the nurses’ desk. Glancing at each patient, she checked their faces, if visible, and tried to let go of the raw pain in those green eyes. Private Sutton sat up, reading. Lieutenants Keith and Clements were talking. Sergeant O’Neill and Jenkins were sleeping, thankfully; they both needed it.

“I had the seventh proposal,” she said to the nurse sitting at the desk, writing up the daily report.

“What? You broke my record,” said Lieutenant Grace McClure, Jeannette’s friend and roommate.

This was as much of a surprise to her. Every day, she watched heads turn to follow Grace’s curvaceous body and cute, strawberry-blonde bob hairdo. She couldn’t compete with her friend’s beauty—not that she had any interest in doing so.

At school, Jeannette always had male admirers. Her father had said it was her intense, chocolate-brown eyes that let the boys know she saw the real person, not the macho image they tried to put out. Her mother said it was her honey-brown hair and cute button nose. To her, it didn’t matter. With those boys, she methodically maneuvered them into the position of pal and onto the next girl. She was waiting for the right someone to come into her life. Then, five months ago, Nick Mitchel came.

“Who was it?” asked Grace.

“The captain at the end.”

“The one with the gorgeous eyes? He should have asked me; I would have said yes.”

Jeannette shook her head, grateful for Grace. She always kept a balance.

“Speaking of great eyes, any news from Mr. Wonderful yet?”

“His letter came—”

She turned her head at the retching sound. “Call a doctor!”

Jeannette ran to Sergeant Jenkins as vomit erupted. “Medic! I’ll support his head if you can roll him onto his left side. Ready? Go.”

The two held him in place until the purge subsided.

“Okay, bring him back down. Stay here.”

Jeannette pulled up the eyelid that wasn’t covered in bandages. A large black orb stared out, seeing nothing. She placed her fingers on his carotid. His pulse was increasing, as was hers.

“What have we got?” Dr. Simmons asked, rushing up to the bed.

“Pupil is heavily dilated, rapid pulse, breath rate eight, but erratic.” With a clean corner of the sheet, she wiped his mouth.

“Get the resuscitator,” he said to the medic as he examined the patient.

Jeannette watched as Dr. Simmons rubbed his knuckle over the patient’s sternum.

“No response, dammit. Here,” he handed the resuscitator to her, “give him ten to twelve breaths a minute while we wheel him to critical care.”

Grace cleared the path. Jeannette held the mask in place and pulled the bellow up, then down, in as normal a rhythm as possible, while she ran along with the bed. Her own pulse raced, more from fear than exertion.

“Dr. Simmons,” shouted Jeannette, as they turned into the main hallway, “I’m not getting enough air into him.” Jeannette pressed his carotid. “His pulse is weak and slow.”

Simmons stopped the bed. Grabbing the resuscitator, he pulled, then pushed hard. The patient’s chest barely moved. He tried again. Nothing. With his stethoscope, Simmons listened to his heart. “His heartbeat is faint.”

Ticking from the wall clock was all she heard for a few moments. Nothing stopped time.

“He’s gone.” Simmons stepped back and removed his stethoscope.

Though she had clung to hope, that simple statement wasn’t a surprise. “What do you think happened?” Her voice was low and soft.

“I’m guessing an embolism or an aneurysm—either of them with no damn thing we can do.” He said the last words with the same impotent frustration that she shared, hers mixed with guilt; the boy had been under her watch.

Dr. Simmons wrote some notes on the boy's chart and handed it to her. His shoulders hung a little lower as he walked away.

“I’ll take care of him,” Jeannette said to Walters. “Would you please clean up the area around his bed?”

He nodded.

“Walters, thank you for your help.”

“I wish it had been more.” He shook his head as he walked off. Jeannette watched him leave.

Now alone in the corridor, she turned to the boy lying on the gurney. Thankfully, his eye was already closed; the final stare she saw so often was maybe the hardest part. But then again, there were so many hard parts to this job. Moving his straight brown hair away from his face, she ran her fingers down his smooth cheek. No stubble at all. So young, she thought, as were most of them. What little color his face had drained away. His spirit was now on to Heaven.

“I’m sorry, Danny. I’m sorry. No more fighting. We’ll notify your parents.”

Jeannette folded the soiled portion of the sheet and drew the clean part over his head. On the clipboard, she filled in the information, not bothering to look at the dog tags. She knew his name, as she did for all of them. Sometimes it was all she could do for them. She had met Private Daniel “Danny” Jenkins two weeks ago. Though he regained consciousness a few times between the two surgeries, he just didn’t have the strength to fight anymore. A medic walked up as she signed her name on the form.

“Is he ready?”

“Yes, he is.” Jeannette handed over the file and watched Danny being rolled out of sight.

“Why don’t you take your break now?” said Grace, when Jeannette walked back into the ward.

“It’s your turn.”

“I’m hoping to leave a little early today. I have a date at the O club, and I’d like a few extra minutes to clean up. Besides, you need a break now.”

Jeannette nodded and walked down the hall, mentally replaying all of her actions today, trying to find the one she missed with Danny.

At the entrance to the ambulance drop-off, Dr. Cross and her friend, DeeDee, were hopping from new patient to new patient. Dr. Cross triaged and barked orders, while DeeDee wrote up tags and directed medics to deliver them to the respective wards. Patients outnumbered the staff by a large margin.

Jeannette jumped back to clear the way, watching a medic wheel away a female patient. Female casualties came in from time to time, but weren’t normal.

“DeeDee, what’s up with her?”

“Nurse from an aid station. They think she might have cerebral malaria. She’s going into the isolation ward.”

“I hope they’re wrong.” Of all the diseases that Jeannette treated, cerebral malaria was the scariest and took the most lives with it.

“Me, too. Since you’re here, will you please escort this nice man to your ward and get him settled? Here’s his chart.”

“Do you need me to come back?” Jeannette caught the gentle breeze that rushed in with the next round of patients. Though mixed with exhaust fumes, the sweet smell of flowers was a welcome addition to a room filled with blood and infections.

“No. I’ll be sending more your way.” DeeDee moved to another incoming litter.

Jeannette pulled over a wheelchair. It was nice to see an ambulatory patient for a change. However, no patient was allowed to walk inside the hospital unless a doctor ordered it.

“I can walk,” the lieutenant said, his tired eyes defiant, but the amount he swayed on his feet told a different story.

“Well, of course you can, but are you going to deprive me of the opportunity to drive you in comfort? I promise, no wheelies.”

One side of his mouth tilted up. “I can’t turn down a pretty girl. And I wouldn’t mind the wheelies, but the other patients might get jealous.”

“You’re right; they would.” She placed her hands under his elbows to guide him down and helped get his feet up onto the foot pedals. “So, what’s your name, Lieutenant?” Practice had taught her that friendly questions drew out more information about what happened.

“Morris Stout.”

“Welcome to Hawaii. What brings you here?” She kept her voice light and upbeat as they maneuvered through the new wounded, trying to ignore the moans and focus on her new patient. His body didn’t show any outward injuries, but his skin hung down his face and around his arm bones.

“One of those bastard Zeros shot us down. My co-pilot and I had to take turns in the raft for a while. Not sure how long. It took a while, but they found us.”

Jeannette followed his words, piecing together a preliminary list of what he endured: exposure, malnutrition, exhaustion, trauma, and depression.

“Your co-pilot?” she asked softly.

“Didn’t make it.”

The universal phrase that carried so much meaning. She added guilt to her picture.

“Well, Lieutenant Stout, we have a dry, warm bed that will stay in one place, plenty of good food and water, and a lot of time to sleep. How does that sound?”

“Great. Thank you.”

Grace looked up as Jeannette rolled in. “Lieutenant Stout, may I introduce you to Lieutenant McClure? She and I are your day nurses.”

“Bed four is ready for you,” Grace said, smiling.

Jenkins’s bed.

Jeannette caught her breath. Stop it. It happens in hospitals. Guys come in; guys go out. Focus on the new patient.

“Sounds like a table at a restaurant,” Stout said with a weak smile, as Jeannette pushed him on. “Any chance at a table for two?”

“No chance at all. But we have ice cream.” The jokes and innuendos no longer phased her. If a guy didn’t joke around, she worried about his mental health. In the end, they all took the gentle rejection in stride.

“Not as good, but I’ll take it.”

“Here you go. You have a lovely view of the mountains.” Jeannette got him settled and started a fresh saline IV, per the instructions on his chart, which also gave a summary that the men had floated for almost two weeks. They must have had rain for water, or they would have been dead. With rain, they probably also experienced storms and rough seas. I wonder when his friend died.

She left him asleep to help with the new patients coming through the door. It seems all forty beds will be full tonight.

“Now you can take your break,” said Grace. “The medics and I can handle this for a while. I suggest going out a different way.”
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The Sōkeisen


Hirohito 19, February 9; Tokyo, Japan





Why is he here? 

“Akira!” shouted Uehara Tetsuo. “Look—”

The ball slammed into his right shoulder the moment he turned.

“—out!”

Akira Tanaka grimaced, rubbing his shoulder, before he picked up the ball and threw it back to his friend. All over the field, young men threw balls to warm up. A sort of symphony played: gentle and hard thumps as the balls hit the various gloves, mixed with the metal-on-metal, ringing sound made by the hammers pounding in stakes to hold down the sandbags, while birds sang along in the background. He wanted very much to go back and join the fun. Instead, he straightened his back and walked toward the short fence that surrounded the field.

Maybe he isn’t here to take me home. Far worse possibilities entered his mind. Could something be wrong with his mother? He ran.

“Father, is everyone well?” he asked when he was close enough to be heard.

“Yes,” said Takeshita Tanaka, “the family are all well.” There was a brief softening around his mouth. Though not so much in his honey-brown eyes—or, at least, what Akira could see of them under the brim of his dark-brown hat, pulled down low.

“So,” he asked, looking around the field, “is this how my son spends his Saturday mornings?”

When I should be home working the fields with you? Words his father had made clear before Akira left home at break. As always, he kept his thoughts and desires to himself.

“I thought you said they canceled the season?” His father’s eyes followed a ball as it floated from one player to another.

Akira understood the irritation in his father’s words, yet surprised to see the older man’s eyes droop. To be here this early, his father would have had to get up two hours earlier than normal. His dark herringbone suit, out of place at a dirty baseball field, would soon be hot if those clouds stayed away. He gave his father some credit for his effort.

They had shared the same height for the last two years, yet Akira still lacked the muscular shoulders his father had from years of working the farm. Students don’t exert themselves that hard.

“They canceled this season and next year’s season. Two of the seniors organized this. They wanted an informal game before the school year ended.”

Takeshita’s left eyebrow shot up. “An informal game with Keio University?” His voice was full of sarcasm.

How does he know? There were no uniforms; all the players wore old clothes, beaten and torn through the years of work or sliding in the dirt. Ball caps, also old, bore no school emblem. Akira's faded blue pants had rips in both knees, and stains of green and brown marred his dingy white button shirt.

“Did the school administrators approve of this event?” The words came out as a question, but the meaning was an accusation. This event could cause definite trouble if discovered.

“I do not believe so. They asked us to keep this event quiet.” 

War was now the reason behind the clandestine activities. The military drafted many players and adamantly insisted that baseball was an American pastime, which distracted from the war’s seriousness.

Takeshita glanced around at the growing number of spectators. “I believe that part failed. Well, inviting your uncle to umpire should help if they find out.”

They both turned to look at Sugihara Tanaka, surrounded by players from both teams, laughing and signing baseballs. A former star shortstop for Waseda University back in the late 1920s, who went on to play for the Tokyo Kyojin until he retired two years ago. He was now Kyojin’s infielder coach.

Oh, that is how he found out.

“I hope, for all of your sakes, that the students behave themselves this year. Good luck,” he said, then turned away to take a seat on the wooden bleachers.

Did he mean good luck with the game or good luck keeping the students under control? But he refused to ask that question. His jaw clenched all the way to the dugout.

Although Akira would not say so, he also hoped everyone would contain their spirits. Because of inappropriate behavior from student spectators during and after the game, the schools canceled the annual game for several years. Today, such spirit could be disastrous.

“Are you alright, Akira?” asked his uncle. Sugihara wore black pants and a white Kyojin shirt, displaying the shield with an orange outline of the name “Tokyo” and the red sun. He also had his black Kyojin cap. Together, he looked like a baseball professional suitable for the umpire position.

“Yes. Did you tell him about the game?”

His uncle nodded. “Underneath my brother’s hard exterior, he would want to come to watch you play in the Sōkeisen. Now, go join your team.”

Once inside, Akira looked around to count heads. “Where is Hatanaka?” he asked the group.

“He has left the school,” said Uehara Tetsuo, in a low voice.

All heads turned to him.

“Did he receive…?” asked Akira.

Uehara nodded.

“But there are only three weeks until graduation,” said Akira, his eyebrows drawn down. “Was he not allowed to finish?”

Again, his friend just shook his head.

Reality was a harsh intruder on the day. Another friend gone.

“Teams, please assemble so that we may begin the game,” called Sugihara.

Uehara, acting as captain, gave out the assignments, and the group formed a line parallel to the Keio players shooting out from the batter’s box toward the pitcher’s mound, with Sugihara standing in between.

“First, as I am the umpire, all of my calls are final. I will not accept contradictions.

“Now,” he said, speaking in a loud, commanding voice that reached beyond the teams, to the spectators on both sides, “Keio University established baseball fifty-six years ago. Together with Waseda, your programs became the model and foundation of Tokyo’s Big Six League. Every year, thousands of people follow your annual rivalry…” he paused, glancing around to both sides, “…until last year.

“While we are not in the traditional, majestic venue of the Meiji Jingu Stadium, today we play on this simple ball field, enjoying these rare warm hours that the natural world has given us. A gift to treasure. A moment in time to keep traditions alive.

“However, today the rivalry is not a contest between longtime opponents. It is a celebration of your schools’ history. An opportunity to honor the game that we love. To honor those who cannot be here to play with us. To honor each other. Today, we play with one heart, that which we share with our ancestors through the millennia. Today, we are the heart, the love, the joy of Japan. At the end of this day, the score will be irrelevant; all that matters is that we play with honor.”

Akira stood watching his uncle walk off, unconcerned with so many eyes following his steps. His words had elevated this game to a higher level, bringing security and a calm relaxation to his muscles. A warmth spread through him, yet bumps formed on his arms. His eyes scanned the other players, and their facial expressions reflected the wonder of his own feelings. The players all came out of their reverie and smiled at each other.

Excitement surged around the field as Waseda, the home team, took the field.

Akira played right field. He was a good fielder, but not a strong batter. During the 1942 season, though thrilled to make the team, he sat on the bench most of the year. If Hatanaka had been here today, I would be on the bench.

With the cancellation of the seasons, the school had not maintained the field. However, in mid-winter, the light-brown grass showed signs of light green. A small gray feather lodged itself between some blades. Patches of weeds grew in the baselines, but not so large as to cause any problems.

Keio’s first batter surprised Akira. If Ozaki is batting first, who is their cleanup hitter? He ran backwards to be ready. The batter stepped up to the plate.

Horiuchi, a very experienced pitcher, threw the first pitch wide, to the left.

“Outside,” yelled Sugihara.

The pitcher dug his shoe into the mound to create a deeper divot before the board. He wound up, kicked his leg out and, as his body fell forward, released the ball. Ozaki swung and hit a hard grounder to the third baseman, who picked it up and threw it to first.

Sugihara ran partway to first and threw both arms out. “Safe!” he yelled after the batter touched the bag. It was such a close call that, under normal circumstances, the coach would have raised a question.

As everyone was resetting their positions, Ozaki walked back toward home plate. “Honorable Umpire, I understand you called me safe. However, the baseman caught the ball before my foot touched the bag. Please accept this one contradiction,” he said, with a bow.

Sugihara gave a low bow and held it for a few seconds longer. Then he stood back up and smiled. “Runner, you are out.”

Ozaki smiled and walked back to his dugout. A couple of his unhappy team members questioned his action, but the rest nodded.

That simple act of honor set the stage for the rest of the game. Players helped to make close calls. Both sides cheered good plays.

Evidence of the year-long absence from competition was clear on both teams: pitchers threw far more outside balls than center balls, bouncing ground balls missed, and throws to bases went wild. But both teams accepted these mistakes without reprimand. The teams played with joy and freedom, rotating through the full rosters so that everyone played. Gone were the tense moments, the fear of failure. Spectators smiled and laughed.

Inning after inning, Akira watched this continual display of joy, not caring if a ball came his way. He enjoyed watching the plays, the pitches, the secondary game of daring between pitchers and runners trying to steal a base. It was a soft day, suited to a casual game. It all reminded him of when he had been a boy, just learning the game, playing with his friends in a field: no backstops; broken pieces of boards put down as bases, which never stayed in place; ants crawling in and out of their hills, in the line to third base; finding reasons to slide; and the days ending with good-natured arguments on close—and not-so-close—calls.

Late in the eighth inning, a loud crack of the bat and the crowd yelling signaled Akira. His eyes found the moving white speck soaring his way against the blue-and-dark-gray background. Gauging by its speed, it would fly behind him on the left. His eyes glued to the growing speck, he ran both backwards and sideways. With his shorter height, his only chance was to jump for it. Throwing himself forward, extending his left arm, he closed his glove around the ball. After the entire length of his body hit the ground and bounced, he rolled over, holding his glove in the air, then scrambled to his feet to throw the ball to the second baseman, who had come out as the cutoff man. The batter was out, but the runner on first made it to third, then held up. The last out came as the next batter popped up a fly-ball to the shortstop.

Clouds that had built now blew in faster, blocking the sun. As the ninth inning started, the score was four to three in favor of Waseda. With the first batter came fat raindrops, but no one wanted to quit, so the game played on; Sugihara took a break to get a waterproof cover from his bag, then called for the game to resume. Dirt turned to mud, wind blew off hats, runners slipped and fell, and fly-balls mixed in with the downpour were hard to see.

Keio’s second batter hit a single and made it to second base because of a wild throw to first. The catcher missed the next pitch, allowing the runner on second to steal third, spraying the baseman with mud as he slid. Then the batter bunted down the third-base line. The baseman looked the runner back, then threw to first, but the throw was late; the man on third scored.

Lightning flashed close by, sending everyone for shelter. Sugihara called the game off, leaving it to endless future arguments about what the outcome might have been if Waseda had had their last bat.

Akira and his father sat in the closest dugout. Sugihara took shelter in the other one, appearing to sign baseballs again. Tension between the two men smothered the fun of the day. How Akira wished he had the freedom to share his heart with his father. To reminisce about the minute details of the game, extending the fun for the rest of the rainy afternoon. But all he could think of was repeating an earlier question.

“How are Mama and Suni?” he asked, glancing into his father’s brown eyes before looking out into the rain.

“They are both well. Your grandmother is unwell; it is nothing serious,” he added, at Akira’s frown. “Your mother is looking after her. Suni is working today.”

At the mention of his younger sister working, Akira’s stomach contracted. Because of his uncle’s financial help and his own good grades, he could go to university. However, the family farm did not earn the money for his sister to continue her education. Once Akira graduated and obtained a position, he hoped he could contribute funds to his family, and also be able to afford to pay Suni’s school tuition, if she wished to go—if her father approved.

“Are you corresponding with Miki?”

Akira nodded. “I sent her a letter two weeks ago. She has yet to reply.” He turned his head to look back out at the clouds. Miki was another issue between them. His parents had arranged their marriage many years ago. Akira was torn because, in truth, Miki was beautiful and he enjoyed her company; the contention that he was not allowed to find his own bride, to marry for love, ate at him. Breaking the agreement would bring more dishonor to the family. It seemed that everything Akira wanted and dreamed of would bring dishonor to his family.

“The mail is slower these days. I am sure you will get a letter from her soon.”

Intent on changing the subject, Akira looked at his father. “You look nice in your brown suit. I appreciate that you came. Can you stay long?”

Takeshita checked his watch. “No. I will need to leave in less than an hour. I obtained a ride in a delivery truck this morning, and the driver will pick me up in front of the school on his way home.”

Sugihara came into the dugout at the right time. It amazed Akira how exhausting it was to make small talk with his own father.

“Is there any ink remaining in your fountain pen?” asked Takeshita. For the first time, the older man’s face showed some true amusement.

“Yes. Would you like me to sign a ball for you?”

Takeshita shook his head but kept his smile.

“The rain is easing. I believe we should go back to school so that Akira may change into clean, dry clothes.”

Akira led them out, forcing himself not to run away from them as fast as he could. He wondered if his father had any idea how much it hurt to watch the casual camaraderie between the brothers, and none existing between the two of them. Why was it so easy to accept his younger brother’s choice in careers, but not his own son’s choice?

Once they made it to the school, Takeshita looked at them both. “I will remain here in the event that the delivery man comes early.”

“Will you wait until I come back to say goodbye?”

“If you hurry.”

Akira ran up the stairs, unbuttoning his shirt on the way. Once inside his room, he yanked off clothes, dropping the wet ones wherever they landed. Never had he changed so fast, finishing the buttoning on the way down the stairs.

His uncle laughed when he saw Akira. Even his father had to smile.

“Akira,” asked his uncle, “was that a record?”

“I think—”

A honk of a horn interrupted. Akira’s heart contracted at the sound. Out of time. Words left unsaid. Emotions unhealed. The space between them grew.

Father and son stood looking at each other, neither knowing what to do. Takeshita broke the tension and took a step forward, putting his arms around his son. Akira reciprocated, but the mechanical embrace allowed only the briefest of touch.

Takeshita turned and opened the exterior door. Looking over his shoulder, he gazed briefly at Akira. “That was a good catch today.”
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An Opportunity





Three steps out the front door, Jeannette stopped and inhaled the zesty, slight peachy scent of the gardenia trees that scattered around the grounds. Though Grace argued with her, she also noted a hint of coconut from the flower. The calming aroma almost replaced the antiseptic odors embedded in every fiber of her not-so-clean uniform. 

A path led a short walk to her bench. At least, it was her spot for every break that Mother Nature allowed—and, in Honolulu, the grand lady was very generous. The bench sat in a dense grassy area under a large monkeypod tree. Last summer, its pink blossoms had formed a twenty-foot-wide umbrella; tiny buds now hinted at the next bloom. Jeannette had sat under this tree at almost every hour of the day and night. On the hardest days, if she could, she arranged her schedule to come out at sunset or sunrise, to absorb its energy and share in its animation, as its leaves closed for the night and opened to the sun.

Today was another perfect day, except for the construction pounding nearby. Grace told her it began the day after Pearl Harbor and it hadn’t stopped. Fort Shafter was the Pacific headquarters of the Army. They nicknamed the newest building under construction the “Pineapple Pentagon”. Close to it, they filled in a large fishpond for some needed flat space, for a parade ground.

In just over two years, engineers had thrown up many identical, plain, and versatile buildings, expanding the hospital from 450 to the current 563 beds, and adding more. Last month, they had broken ground for a much larger hospital, which would sit up on the foothills, with a spectacular view of the ocean. And the rumor mill said it would be pink, like the Royal Hawaiian Hotel.

Fresh out of nursing school, the Army Nurse Corps sent her here. In her orientation, they stated that the mission of the hospital was to provide a space for solace and recuperation, and it did; her time here had been the most amazing experience she had ever imagined. For most of that time, she worked seven days a week, twelve-hour shifts, with a day off once in a while. The war provided the best medical education—at the expense of the men. She wished so much that this wasn’t the case, but her own nursing school in no way prepared her for the diversity of need that she had seen here. During school, she rotated through the various wards. Here, she shifted as needed by the casualties and the staffing required to meet those needs. Beds were not the only area that needed to grow; staff was another. New personnel came in regularly, but the wounded and ill came in faster.

One of the first surprises was treating frostbite cases from the battles in the Aleutian Islands. The next day, she learned to treat jungle rot from the South Pacific; most were on the feet or legs, though she understood it could grow anywhere. Like frostbite, it is painful and can lead to amputations if not treated quickly. And few had that option.

Beyond those, battle wounds, burns, construction accidents, malnutrition, exposure, common illnesses, and diseases she had never heard of all passed through their wards.

But for her, the hardest to treat and see were the psychiatric wounds. Everyone who came into a hospital had some level of mental trauma, but war created its own category.

Mixed in with her medical education was a crash course in the Army regulation of every facet of life. Only in the last few months had she become comfortable with what she was doing, and now could help the new nurses.

She took the letter out of her pocket and ran her fingers over the words. Please be good news…



Dear Jeanne,

I miss you so much!

Today is New Year’s Day and the first day off from work in what seems like an eternity. I can’t explain it, but time doesn’t seem to work the same over here. Except for New Year’s Day, I think we’ve worked every holiday. Some guys have renamed our ship the Holiday Express. We try to see the humor, even if we have to create it.

Hi, back again. James called me away to come play poker. I need to stop playing with them, as I don’t seem to be any good at the game. The challenge is there are only so many things to do on a ship surrounded by the ocean. When we get to go to a base, it’s better. I’ve read most of the books in the library and played a lot of basketball in the hangar. I’m not complaining. If I could just fly around, that would be great. But my job doesn’t allow that.

The most fun I have is thinking about you and our time together. I’m still embarrassed by my actions in the car. As a pilot, I’m supposed to be observant. My only excuse is that I was so blinded by your beauty, I didn’t look to see that the window was closed.

The nights we walked along the beach are my favorite memories to replay. And staring at the stars at night takes me back there.

I’m so glad you’re safe in Hawaii and hope that I’ll be back with you soon.

Nick



He’s safe. With that, her body relaxed.

She looked up at the tree limbs swaying. Green leaves and blue sky became more vivid. Rhythmic whistles from a red cardinal softened to a melody. She reread the letter three times. Her smile grew bigger with each read.

Several jeep ambulances drove up the road, signaling that a new batch of casualties had just landed and her break was over.

Grace met her in the hall, with pinched lips and narrowed eyes; a look Jeannette had seen on her friend’s face many times before.

“I came to relieve you. Why are you in the hall?”

“Major Knox asked me to stay and to find you. There is a meeting that we have to attend,” she said with a huff.

“What about the ward?”

“She had the next shift come in early.”

Jeannette’s eyebrows shot up.

Cooler air sent chills through her as she entered the conference room and took an open seat in the back, behind several of her fellow nurses. An army doctor leaned against a table at the front of the room.

“Is this all?” he asked Major Knox.

“Yes. The others are on duty. I will transmit your information to them after their shift.” As always, their head nurse was all business. Even though the doctor outranked her, he was wise enough not to question her.

He nodded and stood to address the group. “Thank you all for staying. I am Dr. Frye, and I am here to extend an invitation to an immensely valuable opportunity. We are outfitting a new hospital ship,” said Dr. Frye. “The ship is almost ready. I’ve been involved with the design, which will include three full surgical suites, X-ray, laboratory, a dedicated dietary kitchen with a dietician, seven hundred beds, and clinics for dental, eyes, ears, nose and throat.”

On a ship?! That’s more beds than we have here.

“We’re taking the fight to the enemy, and we need the medical support to do this.” Frye shifted his eyes to span the entire group. “This ship will join our existing force, along with new medical staff, who will man station hospitals on key island locations. This is an integral component within a comprehensive plan to provide immediate advanced care to our guys.”

Jeannette sat up straighter. Advanced care at the point where they need it. That will cut out the travel time.

“The USS Comfort is going to be a beautiful and, as her name suggests, very comfortable ship, not only for the patients but also for the staff and crew. It is the first ship to combine the marine expertise of the Navy with the immense medical skill of the Army.”

“What does that mean?” asked DeeDee.

“The Navy will run the ship and the Army will run the hospital.”

“Would we have any reporting requirements to the Navy?” asked Jeannette.

“No. All aspects of your assignment will report up to the Army Senior Medical Commander, just as you do here. Your staterooms will be comfortable, and the food will be very good—no rations; those Navy boys on the ships eat well. Comfort will have movies, a library, and a deck isolated from the enlisted men, so that you can enjoy some downtime in the sun.”

“You said advanced care,” Grace said, her eyes still narrowed; “how close to the battles will this ship go?”

“First, all painting, lighting, and flag designation will comply with the Geneva Convention; the entire crew will also fall under that protection. Second, we intend to keep the Comfort well away from the battles until the initial landing areas are secure and the fighting moves inland.”

“The nurses in Bataan were supposed to be protected under the Geneva Convention, weren’t they?” Grace pointed out in a steely voice.

Jeannette, like every nurse in the Army, had heard about those nurses stationed at a hospital in the Philippines before the war broke out. Though a few women escaped, the Japanese imprisoned seventy-seven of them when they overran the islands. No one knew where they were now.

Dr. Frye lost his initial exuberance. “Yes, they were,” he said in a lower voice, then took a deep breath. “This is war; I can’t promise you that these missions will be absolutely, without a doubt, safe. These ships are not intended to be put in harm’s way, but will harm’s way come on its own? It is a possibility.” He paused and looked around the room, making eye contact with each woman.

“Our boys deserve the best and fastest help we can give them. This opportunity is of immense importance and comes with risk. I won’t lie to you about that. It also requires the right personnel, who have the strength to handle the diversity, constant surprises, weather, fear, as well as the raw emotions of those wounded and scared. What I can promise is that your value will be immeasurable, and you will witness history firsthand.”

Again, he paused. “This is a volunteer decision, and we are only looking for another couple of nurses; we have already assigned the rest. I will leave tomorrow before noon, so if you wish to join, give me your answer in the morning. Thank you for your time.”

No one spoke as they left the room.

“Finally,” said Grace. “Let’s get out of here while we can.”

Jeannette followed her, lost in her own thoughts.
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Red Card





Akira followed his father out and stood watching until the truck was out of sight, glad that his father could not see the tear running down his cheek. 

Sugihara put a hand on Akira’s shoulder. “Come with me. You and I will go out for a late lunch.”

The two walked in silence for three blocks. Streetcars rumbled alongside. Clouds still covered the sky, but the rain had stopped. Sugihara led them to The Tea House.

Only one table held customers; fewer people had the funds for the luxury of going out to eat. A young woman in a white shirt and light-blue monpe pants directed them to a table. She left and returned with a pot of hot green tea.

“Harusame soup is available today, if you would like it.” She said it with her eyes down, which Akira took to mean that was all they had available.

“We would like the soup, thank you,” said his uncle. “Also, would you bring us hot sake?”

The young server brightened. “Yes.” She bowed as she left.

Wonderful aromas floated about the room, which triggered Akira’s stomach to rumble, announcing his hunger, causing his uncle to laugh. Akira looked around. The Tea House had many windows, but with the weather, it was still dark inside. A candle surrounded by a tall, frosted-glass vase burned in the middle of the wooden table, providing extra light.

“You worked up an appetite. You played well today. That catch in the eighth inning was very impressive.” He took out a baseball and handed it to Akira, along with his fountain pen.

Akira could not stop the smile that formed. Praise from his uncle was rewarding, but the request to sign a ball was funny. Going along with the joke, he signed his name. “It is hard to write on the curved surface. How do you do this so well?”

“Practice.”

The soup was served, followed by the hot sake. Akira filled the sake cups, handing one to his uncle. Raising his cup, he smiled at the man who had been so important to his life. “Kanpai,” he said, in toast.

“Kanpai.”

Akira admired the presentation of the bowl. The cook had taken time to arrange the tofu cubes and wakame seaweed around the fluffy eggs. Portions were generous, and the vegetable broth with green onions was so flavorful. He also detected a hint of sesame and soy sauce.

“So, what happened between you and your father over your break?”

Akira took a moment to organize his thoughts. “He wants me to come home to help him. I understand; he, Mother and Suni do all the work. I help when I can during the school breaks. The problem is that I do not want to work on the farm.”

“What do you wish to do?”

Someone had finally asked. An internal wall crumbled. Every dream he had came tumbling out: “I want to travel and see the world. To sail on large ships, like you did, and visit America.” His hands began moving, animating his words. Arms spreading out invited the world into his life. “To visit the castles of Europe, to see their artworks, and walk on the beaches under swaying palm trees on tropical islands. I…”

The light that shone so brightly throughout his words faded as he returned to his reality. “But, as the only son, my responsibility is to take over the farm and take care of my family.” His head hung with the last words.

“You say like me, but the only way I could take those trips was because the university and Kyojin paid for them; I cannot afford them on my own. Even if I could find the money for my ticket, I could not take my wife and son; traveling is very expensive, and teachers do not earn the salaries for such luxuries.”

Akira looked up, his eyes burning at the betrayal. “So, I should give up my dreams? Do my duty?”

Sugihara shook his head. “No, never give up your dreams. Find another way to achieve them. Perhaps there is another path forward that will help with all of your problems.”

Intrigue replaced Akira’s anger. “How?”

“Now, just listen to me. Teachers do not earn enough money, but businessmen do.”

“What business do you suggest?” asked Akira, turning his palms up.

“Go to your father—not as a son, but as a man with a university education. Pursue a partnership with him and grow the existing business into a large one.”

Akira shook his head.

“Stop and think, Akira. Businessmen travel to find new technologies, more efficient processes, and to acquire more property. At this time, the farm does not produce all that it has potential for. However, with more help, manual and mental, it can grow.”

“Father would never allow me to be a partner. And how would we pay for this expansion?”

“When someone has a good plan, there are always investors who want to share in those profits. Regarding your father, when you stop seeing yourself as a boy, you can show him the man he has raised you to be. The man Takeshita has been waiting for. The man who has a realistic plan to honor his family and make his own dreams come true.”

Sugihara pushed back from the table. “I will leave you to think.”

Akira watched him walk to the young server and pay her for the meal, then walk out the door.

He sat at the table for a while longer, keeping the thought that his father would never agree. But then, what other path existed? His uncle had been correct that teaching would not provide the funds for his desires. He had held onto them in a childish wish for what could not happen. With his uncle’s words, a new possibility opened.

As he left the restaurant, the young woman gave him a shy smile, which he returned. His steps were lighter now, returning to school. Never had he given any real thought to being a boy, a son, or a man. True, his actions had been those of a boy. When his father had made clear his expectations a month ago, he had not responded—a quiet, rebellious response that belied his age. Frightened of his father crushing his dreams. Was he worthy of more respect when his actions did not justify it? How strong were dreams, if a few words from his father destroyed them? What life did he want, and was it worth fighting his father for?

The clouds were thinner now, as the winds calmed. Cooler now, his thick, black school uniform kept him warm. He climbed the three wide steps up to the school and found his roommate, Uehara, coming out.

“Akira, I was looking for you. Was your visit with your father acceptable? Did he demand you go home?”

“No, he did not. My uncle told him about the game. He only came to watch and had to leave after it was over.”

“Good. I was worried; he never looked happy during the game. I am going to the dining hall. Do you wish to join me?”

Akira shook his head. He wanted quiet, to let his thoughts roam.

“Alright.” Uehara turned, took a step and stopped. “I am so foolish, I almost forgot. The mail came, and I believe Miki sent you something.” He handed over a small package and a couple of letters. “When I get back, do you want to talk about the game?”

“Yes, that will be fun.”

With a wave, Uehara walked away.

Uehara had been such a good friend since Akira had come to school. The two had shared everything. Uehara was studying to be a chemical engineer. He wondered what Uehara would think of this new possibility.

He glanced down at the small package. Miki sent me something. That was thoughtful of her. 

Small rays of sun were seeping through the clouds, inviting him to follow their path. He walked to the Okuma Garden. Because of the rain, it had few people, but a couple of dense pine trees protected the ground from the rain, so Akira could sit and enjoy the afternoon. Several small children from the neighboring school were kicking a ball on the far side of the open field, their teacher watching over them. A pair of Japanese Tits flew in and out of the trees above him, and made him smile; perhaps their sweet song caused it, or perhaps it was their formal attire of black coat, white shirt and black tie.

This had been such a strange day. The early excitement followed by the tension with his father. The wonderful game, which he was sure they would have won if the weather had not stopped it. His uncle’s idea. And now the weather, clearing into a nice evening.

Stimulated by the pine fragrance, Akira brought his thoughts back to his future. At twenty-four-years old, he was a man now. After all, his parents planned his wedding to Miki to take place this time next year, after he graduated; he would then be a husband. Akira’s eyebrows popped up at that realization. He never thought about the actual wedding; it had always been in the future, but that future was closing in, and bringing him closer to his responsibilities.

Which brought him back to his problem. If he took some different courses this next year, which would teach him about running a business, then that might help him find a clearer path. Would Miki want to travel with him? Regardless—the wife follows the husband. He had never shared his dreams with her, either. She was pretty, though.

I wonder what she sent me.

He picked up the package, running his fingers over the words on the outside. Miki’s handwriting. He pulled the string.

“Akira Tanaka?”

He looked up at the stranger, surprised he never heard him walk up. Once on his feet, he bowed. “Yes, I am Akira Tanaka. May I help you?”

“Mr. Tanaka,” the man said, pulling an envelope out of his bag and extending it to Akira, “I am with our Military Affairs Office, and I am honored to congratulate you on your opportunity to serve our emperor. Your instructions are on the card.”

Akira had reached out to take the envelope, but stopped short at these words.

The man pushed it into Akira’s hand, then bowed. “This is a great day for you, is it not?”

Like a robot, Akira nodded his head. “Thank you.” Knowing those words were a complete lie, he watched the man until he walked out of the garden.

I am the only son. I should be exempt. This must be some mistake.

Reality hit his body, while the mind continued to question. With shaky legs, he sat back down on the ground. His heart pounded hard against his ribs. Breathing became cumbersome. His hands trembled so hard that he dropped the envelope in his lap.

With a last hope, he opened it and saw the red paper. The order instructed him to report to Tokyo’s Naval Conscription Center on Hirohito 19, February 10, for his physical examination and preliminary testing. It took him a moment to remember that the military required strict adherence to the traditional Japanese calendar system; Emperor Hirohito had been on the throne for nineteen years.

Akira gazed up at the garden in front of him and the buildings behind. All his dreams of traveling, of becoming a teacher or now a businessman, vanished. Only one more year. No more freedom and laughter with friends. No more games of catch.

The Tit stopped singing. The breeze ceased to blow. Sunshine was no longer bright. Cold seeped into his uniform. He had known that this day might come, yet he had pushed it from his mind.

“Akira, are you ill?” asked Uehara as he sat down beside him.

His friend’s voice penetrated his daze. Without moving his head, without changing his gaze, Akira handed the envelope to his friend. “It is my time.”
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I Can Try





“Someone would have to be nuts to do this,” said Grace, once they were outside and away from the hospital. “Those Bataan nurses are still prisoners—if they’re still alive. The Japs don’t care about the Geneva Convention. That ship, like all other ships, will just be another target for their pilots.” She continued talking and mumbling thoughts as they walked down the sidewalk to their barracks. 

Though Jeannette listened to her friend, one word was repeating in her head: time.

“I’m not thinking about this anymore. I want to go out and enjoy this night.” Grace stopped and looked at Jeannette. 

Her mouth dropped open. “Please tell me you’re not thinking about volunteering.”

Jeannette didn’t respond. A tingling sensation ran through her, energizing her mind.

“Honey, listen to me.” Grace grabbed Jeannette’s arms. “I was here during the Pearl Harbor attack; words can’t describe that kind of hell. Those guys came in looking like they had gone through a meat grinder and then burned. Memories haunted me for a year. To this day, that smell triggers memories I’m trying to forget. You get upset with each guy that dies here; you aren’t ready for this kind of duty.”

Jeannette stepped back and paced back and forth on the sidewalk. “I may not have experience, but I can get it. I’m not a fool to think this will be easy.” She stopped and gazed at her friend. “Look, I became a nurse to save lives.”

“You are saving lives here. You are valuable here. We never have enough staff. You’re needed here.”

“Danny died today, and he might have lived if he could have gotten his surgeries earlier. The battles are getting farther away. We need to have the care closer to them.”

“Who’s Danny?”

“Private Jenkins.”

“How do you remember their names?”

I remember because they deserve it. Not a rank, not a serial number, not a casualty, not a soldier, not just another one… They deserve to be a person, seen by another person, acknowledged by another person, recognized by another person.

Grace shook her head. “You don’t know that he would have lived. We can only do so much. And here you’ll be safe enough to continue to help.”

“Is anyone safe anywhere during a war? You were here when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Two years ago, a Jap sub bombed an oilfield near Santa Barbara, and sunk a few ships along the coast. I was in school, but a friend who lived up there told me about it. Besides, I can die just as easily in a car wreck.”

“But your odds go way up when you consider diseases. That nurse came in today with cerebral malaria. Exposure to that and much more is unavoidable, and you can’t help someone if you’re the one in the bed.” Grace put her hands on Jeannette’s shoulders, shaking her head, her eyes pleading. “Honey, don’t go. I don’t want to lose you.”

“I have to go.” Her own eyes begged her friend to understand.

“You can’t save everyone!”

“I can try,” she whispered.

“You’ve already decided, haven’t you? Is there anything I can say that will change your mind?”

Jeannette stood there looking at her friend, hating the fear she saw in Grace’s eyes. “There are a lot of reasons for me to stay, but this is right for me.”

“I give up.” Grace pulled her shoulders back and took a deep breath. “I’ll see you later.”

Jeannette continued to walk down the street, giving her friend time alone to get ready. The neighborhood calico cat, which someone had named Princess, joined her walk. As the sun set, porch lights cast just enough light for her to stay on the sidewalk.

“What do you think, Princess? Am I crazy?”

The cat rubbed against her leg in answer.

The more she thought about it, the more certain she became. For whatever reason, this was her next step.

“I’m going,” she said as she rubbed under the cat’s chin. “Sweet dreams.”

Her mind moved on to what she needed to get done, in case the Army moved fast. Answering Nick’s letter had to be first, so it got in the mail.

When she went in, the barracks were quiet. Grabbing her stationery from her drawers, she sat at the table in the common room.



11 February
Dear Nick,

I got your letter. It’s been crazy here. We’ve been working 12-hour shifts for the last several weeks, and many days have been a lot longer. Most days, all I can do is eat and then fall asleep. But I have been able to watch a few sunsets and sometimes share our stars. I sit there thinking of you, wishing we were together, and hoping every night you will be home soon.

You mentioned in your letter that sometimes you’re bored. I have this book, The Little Prince, and love it. I thought you might like it as well. Inside the book, you’ll find several crossword puzzles. Grace and I have been cutting them from the newspaper for you. You don’t get the answers. You and James will figure them out. I thought this might be a better use of your spare time than losing at poker. Ha ha.

You never write to me about the hard things you’re facing. I hear quite a bit from the wounded guys that come through. I’ve got a pretty good idea of what’s going on. The less you tell me, the more I seem to hear. I can handle it, though, if you ever want to share.

Please write soon, even if it’s short.

Jeanne




      [image: ]For once, the Army processed her transfer immediately, and two days later she waved goodbye to Grace from the deck of a cruise ship—both in tears. The song “Aloha Oe” played from the nearby Royal Hawaiian Hotel.

Like the first crossing, a very plush ocean liner transported the military personnel. Eleven days of zigzagging—accompanied by a destroyer—with wonderful food, parties and dancing in the evenings, before the ship blacked out each night. She spent her days on deck, looking out to the horizon, willing her stomach to get used to the rolling. Though she didn’t regret her decision, she had forgotten about getting seasick on the trip to Hawaii. By the last day, she could handle the rolling and rocking.

A pleasant surprise after volunteering was a week’s leave. Because home was about a two-hour bus ride north of the pier at Long Beach, she could spend almost all of that time with her family.

Watching the mainland grow closer brought such relief. The year away from her family had been hard, except for the time she spent with Nick. Masked by the busy schedule, she was fine, as long as she didn’t think about it.

With her first step on land, it moved. Oh, no, not this again. The ground rolled up and down to meet each step. Jeannette laughed. Now that I’ve mastered seasickness, I’ll have to master land-sickness. It took a full week in Hawaii to get her land-legs back.

Passing through the terminal building, she stopped to exchange her dollar bills stamped with “HAWAII” for normal US dollars, and bought a bus ticket and a phone token; the phone booth stood near the exit. She slid the door closed behind her, dropped in the token and dialed home.

“Hello, Crawford residence.”

“Mom, is that you?”

“Jeannette? Where are you? Are you calling from Hawaii?”

“No, I just got into Long Beach. I’m on the four o’clock bus to Ventura. Can someone pick me up at the station?”

“Of course, but why didn’t you write you were coming home? We could have picked you up.”

“No time. I’ve got to go; I only put in one token.”

“Okay, dear. Are you—”

Jeannette pulled the handset away and looked at the phone. I guess tokens don’t get as much time as they used to. Oh, well. Mom knows.

She had an hour before her bus: enough time to eat a sandwich.
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A Thousand Wishes


Hirohito 19, February 23





Akira stepped off the train at Hachiōji Station. To obtain a seat on short notice, he had to take the earliest train, arriving before the town woke up. The quiet enabled him to enjoy the walk through the town without people stopping him because they recognized him or his uniform. 

Clean and crisp is what he smelled with a deep breath. Exhaling, the knots that had taken over his shoulders for the last week unwound. Home—or, at least, standing in his hometown. He zigzagged his way a few blocks over to Koshu Kaido Street. This was the main east-west corridor through not only the town but most of Japan, extending all the way to Kyoto and maybe beyond; Akira had never made it that far to verify. Several thousand people lived in Hachiōji, though it was still tiny compared to Tokyo. It provided the best of both worlds: a person could be both well-known and invisible. It was a testament to the good people of this town that they had maintained its small-town culture while, with the thriving silk and textile business, it had easy access to Yokohama’s ports and Tokyo’s industry.

Heading due west, he ignored the shops, focusing only on the hills. Mount Tanzawa on the left, and Mount Kumotori on the right, both still covered in snow, towered over the surrounding hills, which formed a horseshoe around the town. His home was up in those foothills. Boyhood memories ran through his mind, of climbing and camping, imagining himself as a god, looking back down this valley leading to Tokyo. Those memories entertained him on the long walk up the road.

When he found his street on the right side, he stopped. It had only been a month since he was here last, and nothing, yet everything, had changed. As much as he wanted to go home, this time was not a fun, brief break from classes. There was nothing fun about this visit. He admitted to himself that part of him had hidden in school, but he understood his role and hoped his acting skills would be strong enough. With a deep breath, making a circle with his lips, he blew it out and started up the street.

His home was one of the last houses on the left—the one with the enormous tree. Akira’s great-grandfather had said he remembered the tree fully grown when he was young. More than just beautiful, it provided a wonderful wind block, and it was fun to climb. He stood looking up at his tall friend. The hours they had shared as he explored its branches, or just sat listening to the birds sing and the wind blow through the fan-shaped leaves. Now the leaves were gone, but they would bud out late next month.

Nami Tanaka came out from behind the house, carrying a clothing basket. She set the basket down and hung shirts and towels on the line to dry. As a child, Akira would have run at her. Now he took a moment to appreciate her movements, steadiness, dependability. She wore her thick teal kimono and, as usual, her long, black hair curled in a bun on top of her head, held in place by knitting needles. Shorter strands escaped, hanging down, framing her face. No longer as young as his frozen memories portrayed her. His arms shook as he watched her, only then realizing how much he needed to see her, needed her comfort, her strength. As a child, if he misbehaved, his father would rage at him, yet he endured the words with minimal regret; however, if his mother shot him the look, he could not bear it. She was the one person he most wanted to see, but also the one who would be the most upset.

He walked up and opened the front gate. When it creaked, she turned. Her eyes lit up for a moment before her knees gave out. Dropping his bag, he ran over to her.

“Mama, are you alright?” Putting his hands under her arms, he helped her up, noting how easy her frame was to lift. His hands encircled her small arm bones. Was the change recent, or had he been so wrapped up in himself during his last break to notice her frailty?

She nodded her head and kept nodding, as if fighting to come to terms, blinking her eyes. A few tears escaped. Her gaze followed her hands as they moved up his arms to his shoulders, following the stitching of the uniform. Still nodding her head, she tried to make a smile.

“How long?” she whispered.

“Five days.” His own voice was lower than he remembered.

At that, she stopped nodding, losing the fight with her tears. Her trembling hands came up to frame his face. “Not long enough.”

Akira pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her slight frame, and loving her arms clinging to him. He inhaled the light spring fragrance from her homemade rose water she made every summer. With her head cradled against his chest, he could not stop his tears, either, even knowing they were falling on her head. A small part of his mind remembered when she would hold him and tell him everything was going to be alright. How he wanted those words from her, but he wanted to protect her far more. “Mama, I will not be gone for long.”

She pulled back and started nodding again. This time, her smile was stronger. “Does your father know?”

Her smile failed to conceal the fear in her eyes, ripping Akira’s heart.

“No.”

“Go tell him,” she said in a quavering voice. “He is out feeding the goats. I will get tea and breakfast ready.” She stepped back, allowing him to leave.

Akira smiled at her, walked over and picked up his bag, then walked around the house. He placed his bag by the back door and spied his father at the side of the shed.

“Father.”

Takeshita, dressed in his old black work pants and brown wool jacket, sat on a stool, milking the goat. At Akira’s voice, he glanced up to acknowledge him and froze, staring at his son.

“Did you enlist?” he asked, his face stoic as he pushed to sit up.

“No. The evening after the game, I received my red paper.”

The older man jumped to his feet, pushing his boots further into the moist soil. “But you are my only son! I thought you were exempt. Did you let your grades fall?”

Of course, it has to be my fault! 

“No, my grades were all As. Only those students who are studying engineering and science may keep their exemption. They informed me that the emperor required my service.”

“Did you choose the Navy so that you could travel?”

Why the sarcasm existed, Akira did not care to find out. Grinding his teeth, he took a moment to answer: “No, they assigned me to the Imperial Navy Air Service. Because of my education, my flight training will not take as long.”

“Could your uncle not get you an exemption?”

That is it; I am not taking any more. “No, Father.” Akira emphasized the title. “You and Mama are the only family members I informed. And from my understanding, there will be no extension of my exemption. Mama said that she is making tea, if you would like to join us.” With that, he left.

Stopping at the steps to the veranda, he left his shoes and put on his slippers. His bag was no longer there.

Another voice he wanted to hear came through the shoji door and made him smile. Sliding it open, he joined the family in the big room. On the left side was a sunken dining area, with their table in the middle; the right side featured the large, rectangular, sunken firepit. His father had covered the dirt floor with tiles and built a brick cooking platform to make it easier for his mother.

“Akira,” said his grandmother, “come here.” She sat on the edge of the firepit, with her legs hanging in. Heat from the fire filled the room, the only place in the house that was warm and inviting on the cooler winter days. A yeasty, pungent aroma wafted from a pot above the fire.

He knelt down to give her a big hug, looking deep into her brown eyes. “How are you, Grandmother?” Wrapped up in her warm, lavender kimono, and with her white hair pulled up, fixed in place with a seashell comb, she was beautiful. Akira had never met his grandfather, but he had been a lucky man to win her heart.

“So much better now that I can see you.” She patted his cheek.

Akira now turned to the old man, who was sitting in one of the few chairs in the house. On his knees, he bowed low to the floor. “Great One, I am not worthy.”

“Ah, total subjugation. As it should be.” His great-grandfather laughed as he pushed himself to stand. His booming voice softened with age. “Come over here, you impudent child.”

With a wide smile, Akira jumped up. Together, they wrapped their arms around each other and held tight. Akira’s arms were firm and gentle. Tanaka men all shared the same sturdy build; however, this hug revealed a new level of fragility in the older man.

“So, Great One, what mischief have you been causing?” Akira asked, stepping back to evaluate the old man’s health. Gone were the days when they stood eye to eye.

“Me? I lead a quiet life. You…” he took a long breath and sighed, “are no longer a student.”

The two men, so alike, communicated through the same dark-brown eyes. If he made it to ninety-three, Akira was certain this was the face he would see in the mirror.

“Here, Akira, sit.” His mother placed the bowl of soup and teacup on the stone floor. “Would you like a cushion?”

“No, thank you.” He made sure the old man sat before he took a seat next to his grandmother. “This smells wonderful, and I am quite hungry.” Miso soup with sweet potato noodles. “Where is Suni?” he asked, picking up a slice of mushroom with his chopsticks. His great-grandfather had made them for him when he had finally mastered the tool. Each with alternating tiny suns and moons carved around the top half.

“She has a new position in one of the silk factories. It is a farther walk, so her days begin early. She can tell you about it when she arrives home tonight. Takeshita, would you like some tea?”

“Yes, thank you.”

His father came in and sat on the other side of his mother. “Akira, have you spoken with Miki?”

He shook his head while he swallowed a cube of tofu. “No, I will go to see Mr. Setsuko this morning, then I will speak with Miki.”

Takeshita nodded his approval. “We will need to hold a celebration to send Akira off.”

His matter-of-fact voice gave no indication of whether he intended this as a joyous occasion or an obligation. Neither version appealed to Akira, but he kept quiet; whatever happened was for his family, not him. He noticed that his mother halted her movements for a moment. Without comment, she resumed her tasks. No one else contributed any thoughts on the subject.

“The Neighborhood Association meeting is Monday night,” Takeshita said. “We shall host Akira’s party the following evening.”

“Please allow me to help prepare for this celebration,” said his grandmother, though her face showed no sign of excitement at the event.

“There is much to do,” said his mother. “We shall get started.” She kept her voice light, but Akira saw her face as she turned away.

“Thank you, Mother, for the soup. The memories of your food sustained me during the meals at school.” Akira got to his feet. “I will change my clothes and go talk with Mr. Setsuko.”

Walking the few paces, he took off his slippers and stepped up into his room. Sliding the door closed, he walked across the tatami mats to the closet, not surprised to see his clothes in the drawers. “Thank you, Mama,” he said to himself, touched by her thoughtfulness.

The dresser brought memories from many years ago. He knelt to open the bottom drawer and smiled. You’re still here. He picked up a small wooden horse his father had carved for him, running his fingers up its tail to the nose. Vague memories of watching him whittle the piece of wood down, forming the animal, played in his mind. There was a time we were close, when he was happy with me. Several other animals sat in the drawer. Many had been his father’s toys, passed down: an older tigress and dragon that the Great One gave him, but he couldn’t remember who had been the original owner.

From a back corner, he pulled out his small, stuffed Baku. Akira sat back, leaning against the wall, and stared. Oh, Mama. He could still remember her words:

“This is for you, Akira, to help if you are afraid. He is called Baku. The gods made him from the leftover animal parts. If you suffer a nightmare, just say: ‘Baku, come and eat my dream.’ But you must also be careful, for if you call on him too often he can become too hungry, and will eat all your hopes and dreams.”

Akira smiled, running his hand over the stuffed elephant’s head, down the bear’s body, tiger’s legs, and oxtail, the different fabrics sewn together with so much love, eyes painted on.

Happy childhood memories were a wonderful gift. His parents gave him a good life, full of love. Now well past childhood years, he must navigate the adult world on his own.

I got through all of those times of fear and uncertainty; I will get through these as well. And I will save all of you for my son. Akira stopped at that thought, the first he’d had of becoming a father himself. He rather liked the idea.

Then he shook his head. Let’s survive the war first. With that, he put his toys away.

He changed out of the uniform, hung it up, then put on his one suit, as would be appropriate for calling on Miki’s father in town. On the adjacent wall, he slid another shoji open to the view of the city. Their home was just high enough in the hills to see over most of the structures. Beyond those, farmland dotted the landscape until Tokyo’s distant edge became visible. One day, that space would fill, joining the two towns. Will I see that day?

Closing the door to those dark thoughts and chilly morning, he picked up his nicer shoes. Out in the big room, only his great-grandfather remained.

“Everyone is off on their tasks,” said the old man. “You look very nice in my old suit. I am surprised it has not fallen apart.”

“Like you, Great One, it was built to live a long time.” Akira hoped the quip would put a smile on the old man’s face. “I am off on my tasks. May I bring you back a treat from town?”

The old eyes twinkled as he recognized the words he used to say to a young Akira. “Yes, meme beans.”

Akira laughed out loud. “I shall bring you some, Great One.” With a deep bow, he left the man smiling with his memories.

The downhill walk back into town took less time, maybe because his steps were lighter after sharing the news.

Mr. Setsuko’s barbershop was the fourth store on the main road. He looked up from his client when Akira walked in.

“Akira, come in. This is a delightful surprise. Is it time for the school break already? Time seems to slip away faster each day. Please, sit. I will be with you in a few minutes.”

He glanced around the shop. It had not changed in all the years that he could remember. The photo of his wife and daughter hung in its usual spot; in it, Miki was just a little girl. Akira had a vague memory of Mr. Setsuko’s wife’s passing soon after the photo. His own mother and grandmother spent much of their time helping with little Miki as she grew up. A photo of Miki taken last year hung next to it.

“If you are wishing to speak to Miki, she is at the elementary school, helping with their air-raid drills and first-aid instruction. You can find her there if you wish.” Mr. Setsuko removed his client’s cover and brushed off the excess hair.

Mr. Koichi paid for the cut and greeted Akira. “Welcome back home. How were your classes? Are you keeping your grades up?”

Akira rose and bowed. “Thank you, Mr. Koichi. I am very happy to be home. My classes were very informative. And yes, I work hard to maintain good grades.”

“Good boy. Please give my regards to your family.”

Akira held the bow until the older man was gone.

“Mr. Setsuko, I was hoping to speak with you before I see Miki. I have received my conscription notice and will leave in a few days. I will be gone a long time, and do not know if I will come back.” He paused when he realized that this was the first time he had spoken those thoughts out loud. He took a breath, then focused on his words. “I do not wish Miki to be obligated to me in my present questionable situation. I care deeply for your daughter, and it is only honorable to terminate our arrangement, so that she will be free to marry someone who can provide her with a safer future.”

The other man nodded. “I cannot say that this comes as a surprise. With so many of our young men leaving, I wondered when you would be called. I appreciate what you are doing for Miki, though I do not believe she will wish to end the agreement; she has very strong feelings for you. As her father, I will accept the end of the agreement for both of your sakes. I also hope this eliminates one more distraction for you. Will you tell her, or do you wish me to do it?”

“I will tell her. When should I return?”

“She will be back home this evening.”

“Thank you.” He bowed again and left the shop. Once outside, he took a deep breath and released it. The town looked the same as it always did, yet not. Never one to enjoy shopping, today he took the time, maybe his last opportunity, to wander down the street. The buildings that aligned the street had various ornate tile roofs. Most were two stories, with windows and shutters on the second floor; walls were brick of some shape, or wood painted in shades of gray or black. Storefronts were open now.

“Good morning, Akira. Welcome home,” said Mrs. Arisu, as she swept the walkway in front of her store. She and her husband sold soaps and scented candles. This gave him an idea. He had some money that he had saved from odd jobs he picked up during the school terms; this was a good time to spend some of it. This might be the last time I walk through this town, but I will make it a happy time.

Ignoring the banner that read: “Extravagance is the enemy”, he walked in and out of shops, picking up little items that were not of any great expense but all very personal. His spirit rose with each purchase. Happily, he spoke with each owner. As he departed, the room filled with smiles that had been absent upon his arrival.

He observed faces as he walked between shops, many heads tilted down, as if each step was unsure. Akira greeted everyone. Even to those unfamiliar, he bid good morning. Some strangers looked at him with suspicion, but most responded well. He was glad that he had worn the suit. Its Western-style was now common, and most men also wore hats. A few men and women still wore traditional colorful kimonos. However, most of the women had sewn the skirt portion of their kimonos into pants, now known as monpes—which were far more practical for work.

Up ahead, the old grocery store now had a new sign above: “Food Distribution Center.” Another banner hanging by the entrance read: “Think of the troops at the front.” Akira did not like this. They had already rationed so much food; why should people be told to think of themselves last?

Near the bookstore, music played from an outdoor speaker. As he walked closer, he could hear the song “The March of the Pacific”, which he had heard often at school. By the entrance, a newsstand displayed copies of Shashin Shūhō. He picked the two most recent issues, acknowledging that he would need to follow the news more closely now. Pulling out two ten-sen coins, each with a chrysanthemum on one side and a double cherry blossom on the other, he paid the owner. This newspaper was far cheaper than any other. A news broadcaster was speaking through the speaker as he left the store. Whoever was speaking did not give any real details, just kept repeating various words that their side was winning and pushing back the enemy. Akira walked out of range of the broadcast; he preferred the music.

Soon he walked by a school. Young children were out doing their exercises, all in nice, straight lines, and chanting: “Japan is a fine country, a strong country, a glittering and great world country.”

They should be playing and having fun. But Japan doesn’t allow fun anymore.

Before he turned back toward home, he spotted his grandmother down the street. Wandering closer, he saw his mother talking with another woman, extending something out. Both heads looked down. The unknown woman lifted her hand to do something, then left, with his mother bowing. She repeated this with the next woman.

“Grandmother,” he said behind her, “what are you two doing?”

“Oh, Akira, you startled me. We are working on your Senninbari belt.”

He had completely forgotten about that tradition. A thousand stitches for a thousand wishes. “I do not believe there is time to gather that many.”

“Do not worry. Your mother was born in the year of the tiger; which allows her to finish it. However, the security is stronger with more women contributing. Now, go. I must help direct women to her.”

Akira watched her walk away. He didn’t truly believe a thousand-stitch sash would protect him from enemy bullets, but the love in its creation filled his heart.
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