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    CHAPTER: 1




    Mayumi stared at the last of the three telephone contacts left on the crumpled piece of paper in front of her and slowly dialed the number. She held her breath as on the other side, someone picked up the phone and a young woman’s voice called out, “Hello? Hello? Who’s there?”




    “Hello,” Mayumi answered at last, she prayed that it was this one or weeks of intensive research would have just gone down the drain and it would be back to combing museums, record offices and libraries all over again! “Can I speak to Mrs. Rika Kobayashi, please?”




    “Yes, of course, that’s my grandmother. Just hold on for a moment and I’ll go and call her,” the voice on the other side answered and Mayumi let out a huge sigh, so far so good but things could still go wrong. After all, Rika Kobayashi was not an uncommon name, even for an old woman matching the age of the one she was looking for.




    The waiting seemed to go on forever although it couldn’t have been more than two or three minutes before the crisp dry voice of an obviously old woman called out with the formidable “This had better be important” sharpness of someone who had been interrupted from doing something more meaningful than being called to the phone, “Mushi mushi…hello? Who’s that?”




    It was not a voice that encouraged lengthy conversations and Mayumi’s heart was beating at the rapid and unsteady pace it always did whenever she was closing in on a long and difficult trail and she answered in a breathless rush, ”Hello, are you by any chance Sayuri Miyamoto?”




    There, she had said the name aloud and if it was the right person, there would be reactions. If not, hard luck and she would just have to move on to Plan B.




    A sharp intake of breath and long silence punctuated only by heavy breathing on the other side followed this announcement and it told Mayumi triumphantly that maybe, just maybe, she had hit the jack pot with the last number on her list and her search could very well be over.




    “Who is this? And why do you call me by this name? It hasn’t been used for 60 years!” the crisp, irritable voice had changed to a soft, quivering whisper, like the moaning of an injured animal and it made Mayumi uncomfortable at her unwelcome intrusion into someone’s obviously painful past.




    But she was a historian with a case for which she had been paid a handsome sum to crack and this was no time to be sorry for anyone so Mayumi replied determinedly, “My name is Mayumi Onodera and I’ve been hired by a producer of documentaries in NHK to find you…”




    “No…no…no television or media, go away and leave me alone,” the anguished voice on the other side cried out. “Sayuri Miyamoto is dead, buried with all the other war dead in Yasukuni Shrine! Go away and look for her there!”




    “Wait…please, don’t put down the phone on me,” Mayumi implored. “This is not about the media or simply the commercial hunger for a good story, it’s not what you think, Miyamoto san. This is about Sayuri and her rightful place in Japanese history, so please don’t cut me off just like that. At least listen me out!”




    “Just one short meeting, I promise you and if you don’t like what you see or hear, I’ll go away and you will never be bothered again,” Mayumi continued as the silence on the other side lengthened but there was a flicker of hope because at least, the mysterious Sayuri Miyamoto hadn’t put down the phone on her and appeared to be listening.




    That had been a week ago and now Mayumi was here, right in front of an unassuming wooden gate which opened to reveal a neatly tended stone path leading up to a traditional sliding door of the small but beautifully kept house in the depths of the small town of Kurihashi. After weeks of searching and that crucial telephone call, Mayumi had finally tracked down Sayuri Miyamoto to this unpretentious house in a part of Japan that no one would think to look. As she gazed at the modest house with its plain unremarkable wood tones, Mayumi found it hard to believe that it could very well hold a twisted piece of Japanese history that had been hushed up for decades and would never be openly admitted or accepted.




    For a moment she hesitated, afraid to open the pandora’s box which would stir up the war history of Japan that was already controversial and perhaps best left alone. Then she firmly pushed aside the lingering doubts, raised her hand to slide open the front door and called out softly, “Konichi wa, hello, is anyone in?”




    In the small town of Kurihashi, most residents knew one another and had very few secrets from each other, or so they thought. No thieves or robbers were expected so as in most homes there, the front door of Sayuri’s house was left unlocked most of the time. But behind the closed doors of Rika Kobayashi’s heart, a secret past lay hidden from the friends and even family she had lived amongst for decades in close knit Kurihashi.




    Mayumi held her breath as footsteps whispered across the polished wooden passage and a pretty young woman in her twenties appeared, bowing politely and placing a pair of house slippers in front of her. Rika Kobayashi’s grand daughter looked so normal and uncontroversial that Mayumi felt a ridiculous sense of relief. Maybe she had been wrong after all and there was nothing in here and it was true that there was either no Sayuri Miyamoto or she lay buried in Yasukuni Shrine, together with her secret and that piece of Japanese history had best be left alone.




    She was about to turn away when the young lady spoke and for some strange unexplainable reason, Mayumi felt the familiar rush of adrenaline and, somehow, she knew that she had to stay because there was something or someone in that house just waiting to be discovered!




    “Come inside, my grandmother is waiting for you,” Rika Kobayashi’s grand daughter said, taking Mayumi’s light spring coat and hanging it up on a coat hanger tacked on one side of the wall.




    Mayumi followed the young lady down the short passage that opened out into a small sitting room furnished simply with a cream colored western sofa facing a highly polished dark wooden table and two high backed chairs. The western furniture seemed strangely out of place with the rest of the room which was all traditional Japanese sliding doors and tatami mats but the thing that caught Mayumi’s eyes most and left her mesmerized was a black and white picture which hung discreetly but determinedly in a special inset of the wall over a simple ikebana flower arrangement display. The picture showed two smiling young men in pilots’ fatigues with flying goggles perched saucily on top of their heads posing in front of a Japanese war plane and the bold inscription at the bottom left hand of the picture read “April, 1945.”




    The whole room was bright and airy and there was not a single curtain to shut out the natural light from outside as if the owner couldn’t bear to miss out on any piece of sunlight and air!




    There was a movement in the rocking chair facing the window which overlooked a tiny, carefully arranged rock garden with its single elegant, matsu tree and trade mark small pond teeming with colorful carp and the old lady in the beautiful silver kimono sitting there turned round to face her.




    It was obvious from the lines that criss crossed her face that she was very old but even amidst the ravages of time, one could see the remains of a woman who had once been a remarkable beauty of her time, in a classic kind of way.




    From her heavily lidded eyes, the old lady studied the nervous young woman perched precariously on the edge of the chair in front of her. Sayuri didn’t know why after so many years of tight lipped seclusion, she had agreed to see this historian who had appeared from nowhere but perhaps it was the transparency and the earnestness in the young historian which reminded her a little of her own youth and that had struck a chord in her.




    Every year, on the 24th of April, she made a trip to the Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo to pray for the souls of the war dead and her beloved Takushi who was buried deep in the corner of her heart that she had never allowed anyone to enter. She always went to the shrine alone, never permitting her husband, Hiroshi or her daughter, Mika to follow her because it was at Yasukuni that she communicated with Takushi and that was their time alone together. No one else had the right or permission to intrude.




    Yasukuni always touched her soul because it was hard to relate the serene, peaceful shrine with its muted natural colors set in tranquil grounds of a carefully sculptured garden and wide spreading trees with the tortured souls of hundreds of thousands of people who had lived and died through the war with her, some with great honor and bravery and others in disgrace and shame. But they had all ended up in Yasukuni, the good, the bad and the reluctant products of war.




    24th of April when she had made her last trip to Yasukuni had been just a few weeks ago. Sayuri had told Takushi she was getting so old and frail and didn’t know whether she would be able to make the long arduous trip alone to Tokyo the next year. Perhaps it had been the loneliness and the poignant desire to connect with her past that had softened Sayuri and made her agree to meet the young historian from nowhere.




    Today Sayuri Miyamoto had put on her best kimono and allowed her grand daughter to dress her hair in an elegant chignon because she wanted to look her best for the historian from NHK.




    The minute Mayumi sat down on the cream colored upholstered chair clutching a pen and notebook as if her life depended on it, Sayuri could see how nervous she was and that touch of human frailty was strangely intimate and heart warming and the old lady felt a sudden longing to share her story and release the pent up emotions that had grown increasingly heavy and difficult to bear alone with the passing years. But first of all, there were some things she needed to know.




    “Tell me,” she said, holding Mayumi’s eyes in an amazingly steady gaze. “Why have you come to look for me? And how did you find me?”


  




  

    CHAPTER:2




    Earlier in the day, as the taxi brought her closer and closer to the address she had scribbled hastily into her address book, Mayumi thought about the events of the last few months and how a chance lunch appointment had brought this strange case to her when she least expected it.




    It was a bitterly cold December morning and Mayumi had just decided that she deserved to take a day off and hurdle down in her apartment with her cat when the phone rang. Too warm and comfortable to get up and answer it, she let it ring and when the answering machine came on, her friend, Sumiko’s trademark high pitch voice blared out, the one that demanded immediate response.




    “Mayumi, answer the phone, I know you’re there! I’m going for lunch with someone that I think any self respecting historian like you should meet and I want you to join us.”




    When she didn’t respond, the phone rang again and the same voice blared out insistently, ”Come on, get out of your futon and meet us, you won’t regret this!”




    Mayumi groaned, she really didn’t want to go out on such a nasty day but Sumiko’s message was impossible to ignore because there was always the nagging question of what if she missed out on something or someone she really should meet? Besides, she knew Sumiko would keep calling till she responded so what was the point of holding out and pretending she wasn’t in!




    Then she loosened up a little and smiled as she thought of Sumiko and her endless ways of entertaining herself right down to the “lady’s bar” in a snazzy part of Shinjuku that she had bribed Mayumi to go one day. It turned out to be a bar where ladies actually paid in drinks and generous tips to have young men some barely out of their teens talk to women and flatter them with some down right bizarre compliments! Mayumi sat through three hours basking in the outrageous compliments of a suave, smooth cheeked and smooth talking young man with hair gelled up to the hilt and they eventually left the bar satiated with wonderful things about themselves that were pleasing but too good to be true.




    Two hours later, she was braving what the TV had announced was the coldest December day in 50 years to meet Sumiko and her friend at an Italian restaurant in Shinjuku.




    “This had better be good,” she mouthed through frozen lips to Sumiko who was already seated at a corner table with a man who had his back to her.




    Sumiko’s friend turned out to be a producer of controversial documentaries in NHK by the name of Sugamo Arai and the minute Mayumi set eyes on him, she knew that the trip had been worth it.




    Arai was a somewhat eccentric man with an avant garde sense of style and did not bother with the painfully polite and long drawn preliminary introductions of most Japanese professionals that Mayumi could not stand and she liked him immediately. He even spotted a couple of ear rings and long hair tied back into a scrungy pony tail, a style that would certainly not win him any points in Japan’s “correct” corporate world. Mayumi smiled again as she took the seat opposite Sugamo Arai.




    “I am currently trying to work on a documentary that I can only describe, frankly speaking, as extremely hard to produce,” Arai said as soon as the bare minimum introductions and exchange of name cards rituals were over. “But, as Sumiko will tell you, I am quite insane and the harder it is to produce a story, the more I want to do it!”




    “I’ve been looking for someone who can help me dig really deep into Japan’s war history and when Sumiko told me that you are a hard nosed historian who will not let go of any subject once you have sunk your teeth into it, I told myself that maybe you are the woman for my story.”




    “Really, I don’t know whether I deserve such an honor,” Mayumi replied, inwardly groaning at Sumiko’s over enthusiastic marketing of her skills. “But if you will tell me what kind of story you are trying to do, maybe I can have a better idea of whether it’s within my hard nosed perimeter! But okay, let’s give me a try anyway!”




    Arai shuffled some papers on the table dramatically and began, “As I told you earlier, I am making a documentary on the Second World War specifically on what was politely called the “re-education” camps for pilots set up shortly before the end of the war. My investigations led me to a very mysterious camp called Shinbu and one day quite by chance, while drinking at a bar in the town, I got talking to an old man who used to supply goods to the camp.”




    “Apparently he was in the habit of dropping in at the bar to talk to anyone who would listen to him about his war experiences and that night he was in luck because for the first time in a long while, he had found an avid listener in me. One of his stories particularly caught my attention, the one where he spoke of a rumour circulating in the town that there was a woman among the pilots, a rumour he dismissed as absurd and far fetched till one day, he received a note from someone at the camp. It said simply ”Thank you” and was signed Sayuri Miyamoto. He was puzzled wondering who among the many inmates at Shinbu he regularly helped to smuggle letters out to families and loved ones it was from.”




    “Sayuri, a woman’s name made the note even more mysterious but he eventually dismissed it as a code name perhaps for some dark homosexual impersonator in the camp. But something made him keep the note and he fished it out of his pocket and pushed it towards me saying, “Here, you might as well have it since you are doing a documentary about the war and took the time to listen to the ramblings of an old man.”




    “Somehow this story intrigued me and I decided to get to the bottom of it. I managed to get a friend who works at the war records office in Tokyo to search the top secret documents for that camp and her findings puzzled me. The camp had two lists, one for pilots “checking in” and one for those “checking out.”




    “I traced the name Sayuri Miyamoto to the check in list but none of the records showed that she “checked out” at any point because all the other names on the list eventually made it to the check out list. The other disturbing thing was that another name that was not in the check in list was “checked out”, that of a Rika Kobayashi. So the point is where is Sayuri Miyamoto and what happened to her or him if that was a kind of code name for a male pilot and who was Rika Kobayashi and why was there never any record of her checking into the camp?”




    “I’ve tried to find out who Sayuri Miyamoto was, what happened to her and is there any connection between her and Rika Kobayashi but so far all my investigations have drawn a blank. So I decided maybe its time to get expert help from a highly recommended historian and that is what today’s meeting is all about.”




    “My God, what a fascinating story,” Mayumi whispered. “But a woman in an all male pilot’s camp? There’s nothing in any historical records that supports this contention and, as a historian, it’s hard for me to accept any claim as bizarre as this one unless supported by evidence!”




    “Exactly,” Arai replied. “Don’t you see? The forces that be tried to expunge that fact from our history because they were ashamed of it but somehow, like cancer, one tiny cell got away and we’ve got to find that cell, so tiny , so elusive but we have to find her. But again, we have to accept that at the end of the day, we may find that perhaps all this is only hot air and Rika Kobayashi was just a maid or cleaner in the camp.”




    By the time they made it to dessert, Mayumi found herself agreeing to take on the case and three months of practically living in war and citizens records offices, museums, libraries later, Mayumi finally narrowed down her search to a formidable list of 104 Rika Kobayashis scattered all over Japan.




    “And that is how and why I found you,” she told the old woman who was leaning back on her chair, eyes closed and a deep frown creasing her brows as if she was in deep pain.




    “Please go back now, I need to rest,” the woman called Sayuri Miyamoto whispered abruptly. “Maybe tomorrow we can continue this conversation…”




    Mayumi’s heart sank, had she said something to offend Sayuri Miyamoto and she had changed her mind? With a woman that old anything could happen within 24 hours but when she saw that nothing more could be done that day and putting pressure on her subject would do more harm than good, she got up and silently, followed Sayuri’s waiting grand daughter to the front door and out of the house.




    Mayumi spent the rest of the afternoon looking for a hotel to spend what she anticipated would be at least the next couple of days to get Sayuri Miyamoto to open up. There was not a lot of choices in a small town that didn’t expect many visitors so Mayumi finally settled on a small inn which later turned out to be a bonus because of its delightful onsen or hot spring bath.




    The chatty ryokan owner was another bonus especially as she had moved to the area just after the war and made it her business to know everyone around. But Sayuri Miyamoto had kept her secret very well from even the most prying eyes and ears and beyond commenting that the old woman was a little strange and kept herself so private that she had to be hiding some secret, the ryokan owner didn’t know anything about the town’s confirmed recluse, except that she made a very comfortable living from turning pine cones into beautiful pieces of handicrafts that were sold all over Japan.




    Although the futon at the inn was soft, fluffy and faultlessly comfortable and the invigorating soak in the spa had loosened every tired muscle in her body, sleep eluded Mayumi and she lay awake thinking of a lonely old lady weighed down by her secret past and she could hardly wait for morning to come.




    That had been over three months ago and Mayumi didn’t know how it happened but she went away from that lunch clutching a thin file with several loose sheets of sketchy instructions and case history and a promise to nail what Arai called “the cell that got away.”


  




  

    CHAPTER: 3




    25th of August, 1941, it was one of those warm dense summer evenings with cicadas buzzing up a storm in the trees outside and the Miyamoto family were gathered round the low dining table for their evening meal of rice, grilled fish and the compulsory steaming miso shiro soup. There were four members in the family, Sayuri, her brother Hiro and her parents, Michio and Tomi. Michio had just returned from his work at a low key unassuming factory which, behind its drab grey façade, actually crafted the best, most exquisite kimonos in Japan and boasted of patronage from even the royal residences of the Imperial Family.




    Sayuri watched her mother going through the ritual of making her husband comfortable with the pre dinner cups of steaming hot sake in winter and cold sake in summer and a plate of boiled green peas or mame. Come rain, sun or snow, this ritual never changed and Sayuri was sure that her mother could do it even in her sleep. Recently, as she approached her 19th birthday, Sayuri had started wondering what her own life would be, whether she would end up exactly like her mother, going through the same rituals of being wife and mother and wishing for nothing more in life.




    A recent highlight of their lives was the announcement that her father had received a generous bonus that year and brought home a brand new radio with shining lacquered woodwork and on that warm summer evening, their pride and joy was playing some soft koto music which filled the room of domestic tranquility with a kind of surreal peace and harmony. Suddenly, without warning in a moment which would stay frozen in the minds of many Japanese, the fluid music was interrupted by a grainy voice sternly announcing that Japan’s military might had successfully attacked and destroyed an American base called Pearl Harbor in Hawaii.




    All activity at the small dining table stopped as if someone had pressed a button and turned the whole Miyamoto family into stone. Sayuri would never forget that breath taking moment of suspended life and the grainy voice that went on and on, glorifying the victory of Japan.




    “Did you hear that on the radio? Japan has attacked and actually overcome the Americans in Pearl Harbor,” Michio repeated at last in a kind of wonder.




    “Yes, we heard that, father but the Americans are so powerful, this makes me uneasy and somehow I feel that maybe we are just waking up a tiger and this will not be the end of it,” Sayuri replied and the thought sent a shiver down her spine.




    “Don’t say that, Sayuri, you should be loyal to our nation,” her father admonished sharply. “Maybe this will make the Americans treat us with respect and lift their embargos at last. Do you know how much Japan has suffered from that embargo?”




    The table shook a little as Tomi set a bowl of soup down with such terse force that some of it spilt.




    “Stop talking about attacks and wars on this dining table,” she said. “I’m scared enough already as it is! We’re just small town folks so let’s leave politics to the people in Tokyo.”




    “But, mother, if war breaks out, we will all have to fight for our country, every able bodied man, whether we are from Tokyo or from the small towns! I know I want to be there striking down the enemy!” Hiro declared.




    “Stop it, Hiro!” Tomi cried. “Do you even know what you’re talking about? This is no boy’s game of soldiers and enemies, this is the real thing where real blood is shed! Stop talking about it and let’s eat our dinner in peace!”




    She walked up to the radio and turned it off, shutting down the special news bulletin on Pearl Harbor as if by doing that she could remove her family from the reality of what was happening in Japan and the rest of the dinner continued in somber silence.




    The next day as soon as the dishes for the mid day meal were done, Sayuri escaped with her friend Reiko to a grassy knoll a few hundred meters away from their homes. Their baskets were filled with flowers that bloomed abundantly in the fields they passed along the way and with a couple of lazy bees droning half heartedly around, it was a peaceful afternoon. The drums of war and the consequences of Pearl Harbor seemed a million miles away.




    Reiko had just turned 18 and was crazy about her childhood sweetheart, Yukio and this afternoon, she had called her best friend to their favorite spot to proudly announce that she and Yukio had decided with their parents’ blessings to get married in the autumn of 1941.




    “Oh, I’m so happy for you, Reiko!” Sayuri hugged her friend. “I’ve always known that the two of you will get hitched up sooner than later and I started making a wedding present for you both. Now I had better hurry and finish it before autumn!”




    “Thank you, Sayuri,’ Reiko replied and then on a serious note, she asked, ”What about you? Don’t you want to get married too?”




    “Well, I guess I will eventually, after all, it’s every girl’s destiny!” Sayuri replied laughing lightly. “But seriously, Reiko, don’t laugh if I tell you this, promise? I just feel inside of me that there is something I need to do first before I can settle down.”




    “No, you know I always take what you say seriously,” Reiko said solemnly. “Maybe you are thinking of going to Tokyo to become a nurse at one of the war hospitals?”




    “Yes, that could be one option but what would you say if I tell you that I don’t rule out joining the air force and be a fighter pilot?”




    It was Reiko’s turn to burst out laughing, more out of amazement than actual mirth.




    “I know, I know I promised not to laugh but a fighter pilot? You know that’s impossible! For one thing, pilots are all men and for another you have never been any way near a plane and don’t know the first thing about them! Whatever made you think of it? ”




    “I’m sorry, Sayuri,” she added quickly as she saw the shutter come down on Sayuri’s face. “I don’t mean to ridicule or discourage you but you know there are very few things a woman can do in Japan and being a fighter pilot is definitely not one of them! And do you know something? I’m glad because I never ever want you to do something crazy like that and die on me! Please, Sayuri, promise me, that you will never even think about such morbid things again!”




    “Although I do feel bad that so many of our citizens are dying to protect us and we are not doing our part but I guess some of us have to stay alive to rebuild our country and become strong and powerful again when the war is over, do you see what I mean?” Reiko finished lamely because the guilt of being safe and not sacrificing anything especially her fiance Yukio weighed heavily on her mind.




    Sayuri’s face cleared at Reiko’s obvious distress and she hugged her friend again, she shouldn’t be too hard on poor Reiko who worshipped the ground she walked on and would never openly ridicule her. She was just a simple girl with simple wants and needs and had been stunned by Sayuri’s crazy and unexpected announcement, that was all!




    “It’s all right, Reiko! I know you didn’t mean it and anyway, I’m mad to even think of such things! Sometimes these kind of crazy thoughts enter my mind and I just blurt them out! It’s probably a passing craze I have and will soon fizzle off.”




    They spent the next hour happily discussing Reiko’s wedding plans and the elaborate kimono her mother had already started preparing for her. The war had tightened supplies of luxury goods and it was fortunate that Reiko’s mother was an accomplished seamstress and could turn the few pieces of beautiful materials she had been hoarding into a spectacular wedding kimono for her daughter.




    But on their way home, their spirits were dampened by a couple of military planes thundering across the sky, flying so low that the two girls ducked instinctively as they ran the rest of the way home. Lately more and more planes had been flying over their skies as if surveying the area and Sayuri shivered as she felt the war beating a steady drum towards their doorstep.




    A few weeks later, Michio came back from the factory with a bunch of tickets for a special film screening of Japan’s “victorious” Pearl Harbor attack at the only cinema in the town. Tomi refused to go at first but after some persuasion relented and the whole family trooped down to the cinema and jostled with the crowds already gathering there for seats.




    “There was so much excitement and I could feel the hearts of the whole audience beating as one with burning pride and patriotism. When the images of our brave pilots launching wave after wave of attacks on an enemy of such great might came on the screen, even my mother with her anti war sentiments was moved.”




    After the movie, the whole family joined the throngs of excited people celebrating with sake and senbei distributed free in the streets and it was the last time they would be together like this, happily celebrating anything at all.


  




  

    CHAPTER: 4




    Three days later, there was a frantic ringing of the bells hanging over their front door and Sayuri’s Aunt Michiko from Tokyo appeared at their home to seek refuge for three inconsolable days. It took Sayuri’s mother three cups of boiling hot green tea and fifteen minutes of gentle coaxing to get anything coherent out of her.




    “A week ago, a missive came from the Japanese Imperial Army for my son, Toshiki, to report to a high command in Tokyo for enlistment into military service,” she sobbed after Sayuri’s mother managed to calm her down. “I’ve lived in fear of this nightmare ever since they started the enforced enlistment thing and I couldn’t believe that it was happening! I even considered hiding Toshiki but there’s no where we can hide, the Kempetai will find us in the end and the punishment for trying to escape enlistment will be severe and relentless!”




    “And now they have taken my Toshiki, my only child! He has just turned 20 and what does he know about war and fighting? Do you know he can’t even bear to kill an insect in case it had a family to care for? I heard from the other mothers that they will train our boys to kill or be killed and then ship them out to South East Asia! Oh Tomi, I fear I will never see my poor Toshiki again!”




    Although Tomi soothed and consoled her sister as best as she could, Sayuri could see the sudden fear in her mother’s eyes because she too had a son who would be 18 in a couple of weeks’ time. She was comforted by the fact that the fall out from the war was fastest and greatest in the cities and was taking a longer time to get to the small towns and villages sheltered deep in the largely ignored interiors of Japan but it was a temporary respite because everyone knew that sooner or later, the long arms of the military would reach for their boys.




    Even in Michio’s factory, things were changing, with the drums beating a steady and inevitable route to a fully fledged war in Japan, demand for exquisite kimonos had fallen steadily and there was talk that soon the factory would be ordered by the government to produce military uniforms instead.




    “Military uniforms?” Tomi exclaimed, aghast that her husband’s factory for the most exquisite kimonos in Japan would soon be turned into a mass producer of rough ugly military uniforms.




    But so far the only signs of war in Sayuri’s idyllic small town was the occasional drone of war planes sometimes flying so low in the sky that their house practically shook. These were planes flying out on “missions” or for training, her father explained offhandedly, totally unaware of his daughter’s interest in the grey squat monsters that streaked across their skies polluting the clear air with their lingering trails of smoke and fumes.




    “I don’t care where they are going,” Tomi replied. “I just want all of you to run back into the house or take shelter when you hear one of these planes approaching. What happens if they should crash or drop something and you are out in the open, unprotected?”




    “As if the house would be any protection if a plane decides to crash on us!” Sayuri thought wryly but she kept her mouth shut because she knew that her mother was just trying desperately to keep her family safe and the least she could do was to let her be comforted by this misguided illusion of safety.




    But they would not stay on the sidelines for long and just a couple of months later, a group of uniformed officers arrived from Tokyo to set up a recruitment center in the local town hall causing a great deal of excitement and apprehension in Matsumoto. Everyday they combed the streets of the town and knocked on the doors of every home with a conscription notice for young men twenty years old and above.




    Even Tomi had to admit grudgingly that these recruitment officers could really influence and rally young hearts for the war cause of the nation and within a day, they had men queuing up in throngs to join the military.




    By the second day, even the peace loving Michio’s sense of duty and patriotism saw him joining the queue above the tearful pleas of his wife who could only collapse with relief when he was rejected because of a crippling injury to his right hand from a factory accident. But to her mother’s horror, Sayuri herself started to develop an “unhealthy” interest in fighter planes and Japan’s much feted victory in Pearl Harbor.




    Tomi tried to turn her daughter’s interest from what she considered unfeminine and interfering with “men’s domain” and constantly nagged at her husband to stop encouraging Sayuri to discuss politics and concentrate more on improving her skills on cooking, sewing and the art of finding a good husband to fulfill what should be every girl’s dream and desire, even as the dark clouds of war began to gather momentum and break into the inevitable storm.




    In 1941, things were happening in their country which bewildered and frightened the majority of ordinary Japanese, all this talk about the emperor ordering the nation’s army to march out to conquer the world. They couldn’t believe what had happened to their gentle, absent minded and affable looking emperor who didn’t seem capable of harming a fly! And the more brutal and ruthless their country’s leaders got, the more Tomi wanted to throw the protective blanket of indifference and ignorance over her children.




    But Michio had different ideas from his wife and fully believed that his children should know what was happening and be prepared to do their part for Japan when the time came. So he came back each day with stories of Japan’s incursions into China and their small radio belted out grainy accounts of the Japanese army in various stages of invasions and victory overseas, stirring up powerful emotions of pride and patriotism in the hearts of almost every Japanese in the country. Even to the young Sayuri, the powerful military propaganda made everything seem so right and the hearts of a whole nation were encouraged and incited to beat as one for the cause of the Rising Sun.
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The haunting story of a female Kamikaze
pilot the world never knew about.





