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    CHAPTER: 1




    For the past few days, the local newspapers and media had been screaming in bold headlines, “Prominent US entrepreneur and CEO, reunited with his secret Japanese sweetheart after 38 years!”




    At first, James Robertson, an intensely private man, had been mortified at how it had all finally leaked out to the press after years of managing and manipulation to keep it under wraps, but after a few half hearted attempts at damage control, he threw in the towel and let it all slide off him like a detached layer of unsolicited grease.




    Nosey paparazzi were no longer important, even if they were focusing relentlessly on him because James’ mind and heart were heavy with a decision he had to make within the next few days, a decision that could change his whole life from now on. Madeleine was probably by now fuming at the way her priviledged life had been rocked by the social humiliation and betrayal of this news scoop but he didn’t care about her or pretty much anything else any more.




    With a ragged sigh, James tossed yet another newspaper into the increasing pile behind him.




    Then he grabbed his “comfort” coat, the one with threadbare patches at the elbows that he always huddled into when he wanted to think and started to stroll down to his favorite beautifully tranquil Japanese garden the Japanese community of Little Tokyo in Los Angeles had got together to build. Halfway through, James changed his mind as it suddenly occurred to him that would be just the place some of the more persistent paparazzi could be lying in wait for him! Instead, he doubled back and walked briskly to another less remarkable park nearby where he eased himself down onto the springy green grass overlooking a little pond with at least a dozen ducks gracing its waters.




    Images of a girl’s face flashed by in the hazy afternoon sunlight, like slides, expressions of open and unbridled joy, shy diffident smiles, unaffected giggles that was sheer music to the ears, lips always in danger of bursting into mischievous grins, hurt bewilderment when something went wrong and that final lingering embrace from eyes shining with unshed tears.




    It had all begun almost five years ago when a chance encounter with a high school alumni announcement had brought on a whole deluge of memories which threatened to crack the armour of control James had lived his life by for decades, leaving him naked, exposed and vulnerable. He did not like that, it made the hairs stand at the back of his neck because, heck, at 57, wasn’t a man supposed to be immune to such pain and intense longing for a girl he had lost contact with for 38 years?




    That day, the Hawaii Jefferson High School, alumni newsletter had come through the post and James had idly flipped through its 15 or so pages while waiting for his wife, Madeleine to get ready for a night out at the theater. It was as he reached the last page that a name leapt out and gripped his heart so tightly that he could hardly breathe.




    They were just two words “Hanako Ishigaki” but they nearly blew him away as the emotions rushed into him, one relentless wave after another, and from a long distance he heard Madeleine’s voice insisting, “James, are you all right? You look so pale, perhaps you should stay home and rest, I can go on without you.”




    Thankfully, Madeleine’s last sentence pulled him out of this heart stopping panic attack as the ghost of a smile lifted the corners of James’ mouth and the thought flashed through his mind, bringing him back to the present and to sanity.




    “How like Madeleine to put her own interests and pleasures above everything else, even a husband who looked pale enough to expire!”




    The theater was the last place James wanted right now but after decades of living with her, he knew that it was far better for their domestic harmony to escort his wife barring any very obvious health emergencies.




    So he pulled himself together and replied, “No, Madeleine, I’m fine, too much walking today that’s all. Let’s get going or we’ll be late.”




    The performance was superb but James hardly saw or heard anything, the name Hanako Ishigaki had unleashed a deadly torrent of memories and for better or for worse, the dam of his past had burst and woken up the sleeping tiger in him.




    Even as the sweet syrupy voice of the lead player crooned out a beautiful song, James pushed away the voice of caution and made up his mind.




    “I have to find her!” he heard himself saying and for a moment, he froze, terrified that Madeleine had heard him. But her eyes were glued to the stage and there was a satisfied smile on her lips, as always, she had got what she wanted, the best seats at a premier play and her distinguished husband by her side. So she had every reason to smile.




    In the end, it took James almost a month to take the bull that was roaring the name “Hanako Ishigaki” in his head day and night by its horns. A whole month during which he agonized over rocking the foundations of his tightly exclusive but comfortable marriage and the possessive relationship with his only daughter, Marilyn, by raking up the past which had, after all, been buried for decades.




    Only his demanding work at the company’s main offices in Los Angeles with its usual lobbying and networking kept him focused but it was the nights that got really bad, when he lay beside Madeleine, listening to her gentle snoring, his mind thousands of miles, situations and years away, hearing once again the shy, diffident laughter of a beautiful girl, her black glossy hair flapping frantically in an unexpected gust of wind. That day, James, an avid photographer, had whipped out the camera which followed him everywhere and captured that exquisite moment in a photo which had later won him the best young photographer award in college.




    James knew it would be hard to trace a person who had been lost for over three decades in a search that could span half the world, disrupt his life and he tried to fight that growing obsession.




    “Yes, that is just it, an obsession,” what he called his inner voice of sense and sensibility concurred. “If you resist it long enough, the whole thing will go away and your life will continue along a predictable route, the pomp and glory of a retirement ceremony befitting a long illustrious career and then on to a peaceful life with Madeleine, and watching the three grand kids grow.”




    But this time, the voice of sense and sensibility worked only for a couple of weeks, and one night, after Madeleine had fallen into one of her deep, “not even an earthquake can wake me up sleep”, the strong irresistible pull of a brown manila envelope buried deep in the false bottom of a drawer in his study blew away all resolves and James could not have stopped himself from creeping downstairs even if he wanted to.




    When he reached his desk, he sat for a long moment staring at the drawers, all unlocked because Madeleine insisted he should not have any locked drawers or secrets from his family, and thought sadly, “Look at me, a powerful business moghul to be reckoned with at work and yet so controlled at home that the only way I can keep anything private is to have a secret compartment in an open drawer!”




    The thought of his family reminded James that sometimes his daughter came downstairs at night to raid the refrigerator when she couldn’t sleep and with trembling fingers, he reached inside to the back of the second drawer and pressed a button that was no bigger than a tiny peanut and watched, fascinated, as the bottom of the drawer slowly slid open to reveal another shallow compartment that had only one resident, a thick brown envelope.




    Even then, James suffered from an affliction that when he was excited about something, his fingers just either froze up or went beserk and this time, they trembled so much it was only after several attempts before he could make them open the envelope. There it was, the photo he had taken of Hanako that warm, sultry Hawaiian afternoon just before the storm broke and tore them apart with the relentlessness and ferocity of a force that intended to do a thorough job at destruction!




    They were all pictures of her, dozens of them, most blurry and yellow with age now, pictures James had developed himself in his secret photo studio at the basement of the large sprawling house his family had owned in Hawaii before the war.




    The room started to spin and from a long distance James heard the voice of his daughter, Marilyn calling out, “Dad, what are you doing down here so late?”




    With supreme effort, James shoved the envelope back into its hiding place and cleared his throat to drown the soft almost imperceptible whirring of the secret compartment sliding shut just as Marilyn walked in and draped herself round his chair, a tub of ice cream in one hand.




    “Are you up to any mischief, Dad?” she asked and although it was half in jest, a muscle in the left corner of James’ eye started twitching as it always did when he felt irritated, aggrieved or guilty.




    “A man of my age and position still under constant surveillance, it’s ridiculous,” he thought angrily but thirty years of habit was hard to rebel against so James quelled the desire to tell Marilyn to mind her own business and just go away and said agreeably, “No, dear, just like you, I couldn’t sleep and came down here to look at some papers for tomorrow’s presentation. But I should really try to catch some sleep so good night and watch that ice cream!”




    Marilyn’s face clouded a little, any allusion to her thickening waistline didn’t go down very well and for some reason. James was pleased that he had irked her. It was too early for him to realize it but the sparring had already begun.




    


  




  

    CHAPTER: 2




    1935




    That year Hanako Ishigaki had just turned 9 and life in the tranquil suburbs of Kyoto with its beautifully tended gardens and cooing doves was wonderful. Home was by pre war Japanese standards a good sized house built of sturdy natural timber with a veranda that ran all round and Hanako and her brother Yoshio never tired of running its whole length, their wooden clogs pounding the floor with bone shaking resonance.




    Sometimes, if their father was at home, that would provoke loud orders from him to stop that commotion or face corporal punishment but of course, both children knew that their gentle, bespectacled father, partner of Hanabi, one of Japan’s up and coming textile factories, would never harm a fly much less inflict corporal punishment on anyone. So more often than not, his “orders” fell on deaf ears.




    It was their mother, Seiko, who could suddenly appear wielding a mean looking cane that they took seriously because when she warned in that deadly quiet voice which didn’t need to raise an octave, “Stop that din or I will take the hide off your backs!” they knew she meant it!




    She was a powerful and manipulative woman cleverly hidden behind the smiling face of a good submissive Japanese wife and Hanako grew up with her mother’s philosophy that “No matter what, you must always let your husband believe that he is the head of the house and never ever make him lose face in front of his friends, colleagues, neighbors and family! In the privacy of home and hearth, you can do what you like with him but in public, always remember to walk one step behind.”




    Hanako loved her family’s textile factory and from the age of six, she would tag along as often as she could when her father went to work. The sounds of the machines whirring as they turned out what appeared to her to be miles and miles of cloth mesmerized her and sometimes the workers would let her feel them. From the rough coarse texture of canvas material to the soft swirls of the finest cotton and silk materials, she loved them all.




    Her mother objected to Hanako being encouraged to “work”, being of the opinion that any self respecting girl from a good family in Japan should spend her time learning to read and write poems, play fine music and master the art of tea ceremonies, flower arrangement and all the “skills” she would need to land a good marriage.




    But this was where Kazuo refused to give way in an unprecedented show of rebellion against his wife’s unspoken authority in the house, declaring that he was proud Hanako was showing interest in the family business. None of them could have imagined how her father’s encouragement was to affect Hanako’s life many years down the road when a childhood interest blossomed into a lifelong passion with textiles and the creation of an empire beyond her wildest dreams.




    Her older brother, Yoshio, on the hand, showed no interest at all in the textile business, preferring instead to spend his time, reading anything he could get his hands on and writing the beautiful poems that his mother called “unproductive trash.”




    It saddened Yoshio sometimes that Seiko was so practical to the point of insensitivity and would never know the gut wrenching joy and magic of letting go and doing something for sheer love and passion. But he knew she loved her children as only a mother could love and although it was obvious his sister, Hanako, with her vivaciousness and curiosity for life stole the show wherever they went, Yoshio was prepared to take the back seat and be considered the nerdy odd ball of the family.




    In a twist of irony, it was the feisty Hanako who came home with bloodied knees from the occasional scuffle with the neighboring children who called her brother a queer. Of course his mother would not let an opportunity like this slip by without making insensitive comments and at times like these, Yoshio actually disliked Seiko for constantly drawing comparisons between her two children.




    “It’s like when your life is so nice and perfect that somehow, you never know or expect that it’s all going to be dislodged at some point and for me, it happened that unforgettable spring of 1935,” Hanako recalled many years later in a rare interview about her life.




    That year, spring came earlier than usual which meant that by the end of March the cherry blossoms had gone into full bloom instead of their usual early April debut.




    “Let’s all go for a sakura viewing picnic this weekend,” Hanako’s father, Kazuo, suggested unexpectedly one evening in a rare burst of non business related energy, much to everyone’s surprise because he almost never took the initiative for any family outings or decision making, preferring to leave it all to Seiko.




    “Really? You really mean that, father?” Yoshio screamed and all hell broke loose as the two children scampered round the room in an unbridled burst of energy.




    Such gestures of interest in the family that did not clash with her own views and plans pleased Seiko immensely and in a rare display of emotions outside the bedroom, she laid her hand on her husband’s arm with just the hint of a caress. Somehow this tiny act of intimacy between her parents made Hanako feel good and secured because even at this age, she lived in fear that at the rate her mother was nagging her father, he would leave them. And in a way, her initial interest in textiles which eventually became a full blown passion in later life was a subconscious bid to make up for her brother’s total apathy and please their father.




    The next morning, Seiko woke up early to prepare their picnic lunch and Hanako could tell by the glow on her face and the lightness of her movements that her mother was as excited as she and her brother were. She turned out a magnificent spread of cold fish and meat cuts, dainty wedges of omelette and five different types of onigiri, the rice balls no self respecting Japanese picnic basket would be complete without.




    “There, I’ve made your favorite ume boshi onigiri, you’re the only one in this family who likes them so make sure you finish everything, always remember the saying, waste not, want not.”




    “Oh, ume boshi rice balls!” Hanako clapped her hands in delight and promised earnestly, “I’ll finish them all, mother, you know I can!”




    Although they did not know it then, it was to be their first and last sakura viewing experience as a whole family and in later years Hanako would remember with great nostalgia, that cool, crisp April afternoon and the frothy clouds of pink blossoms etched against a clear faultlessly blue sky and the whole family sitting on a plastic sheet under this pink roof.




    The whole park was already alive with hundreds of families singing and dancing to the swaying cherry blossoms when they arrived and an occasional gust of wind sent little galaxies of pink petals fluttering to the ground.




    “I feel as if I am floating in a pink cloud, soft as silk, like the swathes of frothy materials in the factory, Father!” Hanako declared and her eyes were shining with awe.




    Kazuo took out a small harmonica and the whole family belted out popular hit songs of the day, even the normally restrained Seiko and Hanako was surprised that her mother had actually kept up with all the jazzy tunes that were the current rage.




    As the sun began to set, throwing its warm orange light over the mosaic of people gathered to admire the cherry blossoms at their peak, the mood changed from gay festivity to one of pensive reflection as the voices of the “sakura viewers” sank to low contented murmers as if a wave of euphoria had swept over them en masse and they were soothed and at the same time, spell bound by the magic of such delicate beauty.




    One by one, the little paper lanterns the town had put up for the sakura viewing festival began to light up and their yellow and red glow cast shimmers of light over the sakura trees, their branches heavy with the weight of so much beauty.




    Then from a far corner of the park, a lone koto began to play a catchy enka tune and as if it was a cue for everyone to resume the festivities, the park sprang back to life again, filling the air with laughter, songs and music late into the night, it was a moment frozen in time that Hanako would never forget.




    


  




  

    CHAPTER: 3




    Spring came and went swiftly and surely and the sharp buzzing of thousands of cicadas lodging in the trees around them started to herald in the onset of summer. Hanako did not like the long summer vacation from school because there was nothing to do and to learn so she joined the scores of children combing the woods to capture fireflies and cicadas in little plastic boxes. She would watch them for a while but she could never bear to keep them imprisoned for long when she saw how the helpless little creatures fought and struggled to get out and have a chance to live their short lives.




    But that summer was different, Hanako could feel a strange kind of energy and tension simmering in their home, it was her father who came home each night, nervous and distracted. Hanako was sure he was keeping something from them and wondered with a sinking heart whether he was planning to leave them.




    Then one evening, without any warning, Kazuo suddenly stood up as they were having dinner and said firmly, “The factory has offered me the chance to move to Hawaii to work in a big textile company there and learn their technology to bring back to Japan and I have accepted. We will all move to Hawaii at the end of summer.”




    The silence that followed this announcement was like a death shroud thrown over them and the only sounds were the heavy breathing of Seiko and the pair of chopsticks that had slid quietly from Kazuo’s hands to land with a soft thud on the tatami floor.




    The normally unruffled Hanako was the first to recover and even she stammered on her words, “ Hawaii! Did you just say Hawaii, Father? Isn’t that like in America?”




    “We learnt about this place in school just last week and it’s really far from Japan, right the other side of the world!” she continued, her voice cracking a little at first and then sinking into a hushed reverence, overwhelmed by the very idea that they would ever live anywhere but in Japan.




    Another part of Japan maybe but Hawaii? Why, the people were different, they spoke a different language, ate different food and had a whole different culture. That was what her brand new glossy geography book said, her family would never fit in, they would never be understood or make any friends and would live like hermits in a cave, what was her father thinking of?




    When Seiko found her voice at last, it was to voice the same sentiments but her outpouring was harsh, relentless and even abusive.




    “You are not uprooting this family to some strange outlandish place where we will have to start all over again and maybe never be accepted,” she ranted. “Why, Kazuo? Why? We are Japanese and we should live here till the day we die.”




    “Moving to another part of Japan is bad enough, but this Hawaii place?” Seiko shuddered as if the very idea revolted her. “No, I won’t let you break up this family and all we have built up here.”




    For the next few days, she ranted and cried intermittently, trying to bully her husband out of his mind boggling decision to uproot the whole family for no apparent rime or reason. She just couldn’t understand why he had to do that, it was not that they didn’t have a good life in Japan that they needed to seek greener pastures elsewhere. But for once in his life, Kazuo stood firm and refused to budge from his stand.




    “As sure as a willow tree stood up to the furious lashings of a typhoon, this was one time my father refused to be felled,” Hanako recalled. “Even the threat of a divorce, unheard of in those days especially initiated by a woman, didn’t move him and in the end my mother had no choice but to cave in and the tension in our house eased a little.”




    Ironically, Hanako had never seen her father so alive and animated before as he tidied up things at the factory, getting together thousands of fabric samples that would launch his career in this new land. She loved the light in his eyes and the new confidence with which he “handled” his wife and wrestled back some of his authority as the head of the house. But at what a price!




    In the days before their impending departure, steady streams of their large extended family and friends flowed in and out of a house that was slowly being stripped of all its familiar things. The whole atmosphere of tearful good byes and sobbing felt more like a funeral than a family leaving to face exciting new challenges in a land few knew or cared about or would ever have the chance or wanted to go. Those who had heard of Hawaii spoke of it in whispered awe.




    “America!” they breathed. “Isn’t that like the greatest country on earth?”




    Kazuo had told his children that they would be leaving in a huge ship and one afternoon, he brought them down to the bustling port in Yokohama to watch the mammoth ocean liners docked there. To the 9 year old Hanako, the steel giants in somber shades of black and grey were like nothing she had ever seen in her whole life. Their sheer immensity and power both intrigued and terrified her.




    “Did people actually built these things?” she whispered to her father in awe as she clutched his hand in a tight sweaty grip. “And are we really going to this place Hawaii in one of them? It’s so far, Papa, what happens if our ship stops in the middle?”




    “No, Hana chan, such things will never happen so stop thinking about it,” Kazuo replied but there was a lump in his throat. Now that the time was drawing near for them to leave, he was beginning to have some misgivings. Had he made the right decision? What if it was true that they would never be accepted in this new land and his children suffered because of it?




    But the dye had been cast and it was too late to turn back, Kazuo sighed deeply, lifted Hanako onto his shoulders the way she always liked it, and hurried away from the docks. There would be plenty of time for ships on the long journey to Hawaii, a journey that still had risks he refused to think about, despite the recent surge in maritime technology.




    Two weeks later, after an eternity of sayonara parties, good luck gifts and safety amulets, when the whole family finally walked up the gangway of the “Hinomaru” which would be their home for the next few weeks as they ploughed further and further from Japan, alternating between days of rough ocean and agonizing retching followed by stretches of wonderful calm and peace under a tantalizing moon and a magic carpet of stars at night.




    Hanako could not contain her excitement as her hand circled the cold steel of the gangway’s railings, she was still too young to realize that this would be no journey to another town in Japan from which they could return home when they had had enough of it.




    “Walk faster,” Seiko ordered harshly but her voice was trembling and tears coursed down her smooth unlined face uncontrollably. “Or we will not get good spots on the deck to wave good bye to Uncle Masao, Aunty Michiko and everyone who have come to send us off.”




    She had earlier thrown most of their luggage at Kazuo to struggle with because she blamed him for everything, the loss of their home, the fact that they were walking up this shaky gangway to be cloistered for weeks in a ship she had a great phobia for and the life ahead she was sure they would never be comfortable with.




    “Why, why did you feel you have to do this?” she asked her husband for the hundredth time the night before they were to leave. “We are Japanese and Japan is where we belong!”




    “What’s this Hawaii? We’ll never fit in and our children will be treated as second class citizens!”




    These words, so lightly brushed aside now, would echo ominously in later years as the rumble of war drums became louder and more eminent.




    They managed to get a good spot on deck after all and years later, when Hanako thought of that day, it was to remember being confused by the grief and sadness of the hundreds of passengers gripping the steel railings of the deck and waving fiercely with handkerchiefs, hats, scarves, anything they could find to family and friends left behind on the pier as the ship slipped slowly away from the shores of Japan.




    The escalating waves of emotions and grief eventually frightened Hanako with their intensity and, for no apparent reason, she began to cry, whispering in between sobs, “Papa, if we are going to a better place, why is everyone crying?”




    “Because we are going to a place so far away that we can never return to Japan again for a long, long time, stupid,” her brother replied.




    “Rubbish, you are talking rubbish,” Hanako screamed shoving her brother so hard that he almost fell off the railings. “We will return to Japan, you’ll see!”




    Years later, when the young Hanako clung to the railings of another ship, watching the hazy shoreline of a country she hardly knew any more, she would remember these words spoken with such passionate innocence and faith.




    Mercifully, the shrill wailing of the ship’s siren distracted Hanako as she realized that they had started pulling away from the pier and the scramble for that last look and that last farewell wave grew more frantic. It was only after the shoreline of their homeland had faded into a thin faint line that a somber silence fell on the hundreds of migrant Japanese straining their eyes for any lingering sight of Japan and their loved ones left behind, for many, never to meet again.




    Even the most hyperactive children on the deck respected the breath stopping silent unity as they sensed that broken moment when the umbilical cord of their homeland was cut and another wave of Japanese migrants swept away to an unknown future.




    


  




  

    CHAPTER: 4




    The company in Hawaii that was sponsoring their passage had paid a generous sum so the Ishigaki family had a whole cabin to themselves. True, it was a tiny, drab and dark cabin, the size of a four mat tatami room furnished with metal bunk beds and a single scuffed wooden table and one solitary folding chair but at least they could all be together in a journey that would give them a real beating in the weeks to come.




    “Look, mama,” Hanako called out after trying out the bunk beds. “Everything’s stuck to the floor, even the table is stuck!”




    “You’ll find out soon enough why they have to do that,” Seiko replied sourly and refused to elaborate further.




    The first few days were peaceful and tranquil and apart from the grinding and chugging engine sounds, the ship was so stable that, despite herself, Seiko began to feel that her fears had, perhaps, been unfounded and the journey wasn’t going to be so bad after all.




    Hanako and Yoshio had found a pack of kids their own age to run all over the ship with and Seiko hated to see her children’s lives in a limbo. She was an orderly person, a stickler for routines and it pained her to see the children running wild in a ship when it was term time and they should be in school getting an education. She spent sleepless nights wondering what kind of schools Hanako and Yoshio could go to in Hawaii, whether they could catch up and would be bullied for being Asian. Some nights she felt so alone and overwhelmed by these disturbing thoughts that she wanted to run out of the tiny cabin, turn the ship round and return to Japan. Seiko was pretty sure more than half the passengers on the Hinamaru, especially the women, felt the same way as she did.




    She didn’t know how many times she prayed that she would wake up and find herself back in their comfortable house with the fresh smell of newly laid tatami mats and the pigeons from the nearby temple cooing in a brand new day. But each morning without fail, Seiko woke up to find herself clinging to the very edge of the narrow steel bunk bed with her husband lying above her in another identical bed instead of beside her on their warm comfortable futons and the nightmare continued as the Hinamaru ploughed further and further away from Japan.




    Seiko could only bring herself to go up to the deck to take in fresh air at night when it was dark and she couldn’t see the huge expanse of endless water which reminded her how vulnerable they all were, trapped in a metal vessel and at the mercy of a bottomless ocean. The very idea made her shudder and go into a panic attack but on fine nights, the sky was beautiful, dusted with little sparkles of star dust and the occasional galaxy of shooting stars. Even Seiko had to admit that nights like these with the moonlight shimmering across the still calm water, broken only by white lines of froth left behind by the ship’s powerful engines, were magical, touched her soul and was like nothing she had ever seen before.




    In fact, everything was so calm and peaceful that the skeptical Seiko felt there had to be a catch somewhere and that they would probably have to pay a price for this tranquility sooner or later and she was right.




    On the fourth day, things changed and Hanako was the first to feel it. It was still pitch dark when a slight jolt woke her up, followed by a second one which sent the remains of last night’s dinner swimming in her tummy.




    Unable to sleep any more, she groped her way to her mother’s bunk and whispered, “Mother, the room is moving and I don’t feel so good.”




    Seiko stirred and with the sharp intuition of a mother, reached out for her daughter and said, “It’s nothing, Hana chan, probably your imagination. Come and sleep with me here and in the morning when the sun is up, you’ll see that everything’s fine!”




    Reassured by her mother’s comforting words, Hanako was about to climb into the narrow bunk bed when the floor of the cabin began to shake in earnest and a flash of lightning seared in from the tiny port hole followed by loud cracks of thunder, so virulent that they were all afraid that the ship would be smashed into pieces by such great force.




    All through the night, the Hinamaru shook as the lashing winds and rain whipped the ocean into a frenzy and she was tossed about at will. They had ridden straight into the teeth of a massive storm and it became worse as day broke and they could see the water crashing furiously against the rough glass of the porthole, demanding entry.




    It was the first time Hanako saw her mother pray, alternating between throwing up into a plastic bag she shared with the rest of the family and muttering softly over the prayer beads in her hands. Things had be to serious then if Seiko was actually praying and as the day wore on the storm became so bad that no cooking could be done and meals were just some cold onigiri rice balls.




    Thankfully, no one really cared what they ate as they huddled together, throwing out more than they were taking in. The main concern was that the huge barrels of drinking water would not spill out too much water or topple over and the crew had a hard time trying to stabilize the ship and shore up the water barrels to minimize spilling. They sang skippy enka or Japanese folk songs to keep their spirits up and it helped the passengers to see their crew battling with this mother of all storms and still remain upbeat.




    “When will this storm end?” Hanako groaned as she spent yet another night in the tiny cabin which was beginning to reek of vomit and stale rice balls. The journey felt like it would never end and she missed her home in Japan and her friends at school terribly.




    Lying on her bunk and watching the never ending crash of water against the misted pothole because there was nothing else to do, Hanako kept her spirits balanced by visualizing what her friends and classmates were doing at school, picking on poor Yamaguchi san, the newest teacher who was terrified of her rowdy students, lunch at the school dining hall, jostling with each other in competitions on who could slurp miso shiro soup and noodles the loudest and trudging home at 3pm sharp, bone tired but filled with the day’s “knowledge” and happy.




    And suddenly it dawned on her that in some ways her mother was right, look at Yoshio and herself now, they had been taken from their safe, routine lives and were just literally drifting into the unknown. A panic started to build in her, oh God, would they have a school to go in this place, Hawaii? Suzuki sensei, her form teacher had told her the day she went to say goodbye that they spoke a language called English in Hawaii, what if Yoshio and her could not be understood and people made fun of them and they ended up without any friends?




    Suddenly, without warning, the growing panic became too much for the little girl and Hanako started screaming, “I hate this ship, I hate this new place, Hawaii! I want to go back to Japan, to our house, please take me back!”




    Her father came over and tried to take her in his arms but she pushed him away and screamed even louder, “No, go away, I hate you, Papa! Why did you take us away from Japan and now we’re all going to die in this ship!”




    “Stop it, Hanako! Don’t you dare speak to your father like that!” Seiko grabbed her daughter as the ship lurched forward throwing them all against each other and gave her a slap across the face.




    The sharp sting of that blow brought tears to Hanako’s eyes not so much from the pain as from the humiliation of being hit by her mother for the first time in her life but it did bring her back from the brink of hysteria.




    She was only nine years old but when she saw her tall, strong father hanging his head in despair and crying out, “Yes, maybe you are right, maybe I have been selfish to force my family to leave Japan on this journey to a life I cannot even guarantee will be good! Oh God, what have I done?” Hanako could not take it and she ran to him, shaking him with the force of her own fears that her family was crumbling around her.




    “Stop it, father, please, stop blaming yourself!” she screamed. “I’m sorry for what I said, I really am!”




    Yoshio came over and the whole family clung together as Seiko whispered over their heads ,” For better or for worse, we are in this together for the long haul so we have to be strong and prepared for what is to come.”




    Hanako swore later that it was at that very moment that the storm broke and the ship stopped shuddering as if someone had turned off a switch.




    “Listen, we’re not shaking any more!” she exclaimed and rushed over to peer through the porthole that did not have any water crashing against it at last. “Come over here, everyone, I think the storm is over!”




    As if a magic wand had been waved over them, the Ishigaki family’s tight embrace disintegrated and Yoshio led the scramble out of the dank cabin to the fresh air outside. Even Seiko could not wait to get out to the deck that was already filled with other excited passengers and children prancing out their pent up energy of the last two days.




    But if they thought their ordeal was over, they were very much mistaken because hardly two days of relative calm later, an announcement came from the captain that the storm had cracked a number of drinking water barrels and they were facing an acute water shortage. Every passenger had to be rationed to just 3 cups of water a day and no wastage was allowed in using any single drop for washing. Next came the announcement that even food supplies had been destroyed and strict food rationing among the passengers started, more so because the storm had slowed them down and they were behind schedule to reach Hawaii by almost one week. A week extra to feed everyone on a water and food supply that had been reduced gravely by the storm, life would not be easy on the Hinawaru for the rest of the journey.




    Having lived comfortable lives of plenty, the Ishigaki family found the new restrictions on food and even water very difficult to bear and by the second day, Hanako and Yoshio were gasping with thirst at the end of each day and their parents had to save their own rations of food and water to feed two hungry and thirsty children who needed much more sustenance than they were getting.




    “How many days more are we going to be on this wretched ship?” Seiko demanded of her husband. “Look at our children, they are not in school as they should be and now they are not even receiving proper food! If this goes on, we are all going to be sick! The water today tasted terrible or you didn’t even notice that?”




    “According to the first officer, it’s only a few more days and once we reach Hawaii, everything will be fine,” Kazuo replied with more confidence than he really felt. “Mr Thomas Harris from our related fabric company will be there to meet us and settle us in and life, although different, will become stable again, I promise you.”




    Seiko knew that she should trust her husband and be comforted by these words but something in her refused to take this easy way out. She would believe in this promise of stability only when she actually saw it, not a day earlier!


  




  

    CHAPTER: 5




    “Land! We see land!”




    “Oh God, land at last!”




    Hanako was woken by the shouts from the deck and the thundering of hundreds of feet down every passageway in the ship.




    “Mama, papa, listen to that!” she whispered still hazy from sleep. “People are shouting that there is land! Does that mean we are arriving in Hawaii?”




    The morning mist was still lingering in the air and in the first light of an early sunrise, the Ishigaki family saw a barely discernible thin line in the distant horizon and at the same moment, the crackling voice of the captain floated over everyone on deck dispensing the good news that they were approaching Hawaii like star dust sprinkled from a magical wand.




    “Banzai! Banzai!” the crowds roared as a unanimous wave of clapping began, becoming louder and more frenzied as friends, families and even strangers hugged each other and the tears of relief flowed freely and unrestrainedly down the faces of hundreds of Japanese immigrants.




    “We’re going to be all right,” Yoshio sang. “No more stale bad water and dry onigiri balls!! We’re going to have fresh food finally!”




    He tossed his little cap so high it flew right out of the deck and down to the ocean below but for once his mother did not scold him, she was too busy scrambling down to their cabin to drag the three trunks of all their possessions out from under the bunk beds so that her family could be among the first to disembark the minute they docked.




    The mist had cleared and from the porthole Seiko could see the tiny strip of shore line becoming thicker and more distinct and little buildings had even started to appear. Her heart was beating so fast that she could hardly breathe, here they were on the dry land she had longed for all these weeks, she should be ecstatic but instead all she felt after the initial relief was an overwhelming sense of anxiety.




    Even as they disembarked from the Hinamaru to the welcoming sight of hundreds of friends, relatives and perhaps co workers waving frantically from the pier, the feeling of anxiety and impending doom continued to plague Seiko, giving her little fluttery jitters. She wondered how many people from the ship were like them, without the warm security of relatives waiting at the pier and relying solely on the goodwill of a stranger called Thomas Harris they had never met apart from the sketchy image of an old newspaper cutting.




    “How are we going to find our sponsor in this crowd when we don’t even know what he looks like?” she asked her husband.




    “We’ll manage because I remember the company said he will be carrying a paper with his name on it so we can spot him easily, just let this crowd thin out first, we’re really in no hurry,” Kazuo replied but Seiko knew by the way his eyes were anxiously scanning the crowds that he was more worried than he cared to admit.




    An initial search did not show any one holding a paper with “Thomas Harris” on it waiting for them so Kazuo found a quieter spot behind some containers for the rest of the family to wait with the trunks while he went to search for their sponsor.




    Seiko made the children sit on the trunks with her for fear that they might get lost and Hanako spent the time studying the crowds which was of a mixture of Orientals like them and a good smattering of dark skinned people. But it was the caucasians who towered over everyone else and stood out, with their fair skin and hair of interesting shades ranging from yellow to brown.




    The only Westerners Hanako had ever seen were a Roman Catholic priest and his assistant who once traveled through their town trying in vain to spread Christianity to a community deeply entrenched in Shintoism. Their sheer numbers in this new place both bewildered and fascinated her.




    The sun had risen high in the sky making them sweat profusely in their warm spring clothes, Kazuo had been gone for almost an hour and Hanako was beginning to feel the hunger pangs tearing at her stomach. But she kept quiet because she knew from the pinched worried look on her mother’s face that Seiko was near breaking point herself and needed support from her children, not trouble.




    By noon, the crowds were almost all gone except for the dock workers and a couple of families waiting with trunks, just like them. The emptying pier suddenly seemed too quiet and forlorn and Hanako tugged at her mother’s dress despite her earlier resolution not to cause any trouble.




    “Almost everyone is gone,” she said. “Why is father taking so long? Do you think he’s lost?”




    “I don’t know, Hanachan,” Seiko started to say then her face lit up with sheer relief. “Look, I see Papa! He’s coming back to get us, mostly likely he has found Mr. Harris then! Hurry up, children, help me with these trunks, we don’t want to keep our host waiting!”




    They had just started to lift up the trunks when Kazuo reached them and said, “I’ve searched everywhere and I didn’t find anyone with a paper identifying himself or looking like that newspaper picture we have of Mr. Harris. However, don’t panic yet, maybe there’s some misunderstanding, probably he couldn’t find us in the crowds and has left. Or maybe they got the dates mixed up, after all, our arrival is delayed because of the storm, remember?”




    “All right, that may be so, Kazuo,” his wife replied and her voice was trembling. “But what do we do now? Remember, we have two very tired and hungry children to think of.”




    “We’ll find a place to stay for the night and tomorrow I’ll go to the company’s offices and sort it out. You’ll see that it’s a mistake and everything will be settled tomorrow,” Kazuo replied.




    But they didn’t know where to start looking even for a place to stay, they had put their whole trust in Thomas Harris meeting them without a glitch and did not have any information of the town in Hawaii they had landed and, suddenly lost and stranded in this new place and not knowing where to go, Seiko longed for the safety of even the Hinamaru where at least they had a cabin to sleep in. She didn’t have any strength left and her face started to crumble, losing the battle of a whole day trying to stay calm and controlled for the sake of her children who had to be more frightened than her.




    In the end, Seiko’s day was saved by the family waiting nearby who had heard and seen their predicament and came over to join them.




    “I am Rumiko and we are the Matsuda family. I happened to overhear your conversation and we seem to be in the same position,” the lady of the family introduced herself. “We have come to Hawaii to work in a sugar cane plantation and someone from the plantation was supposed to meet us but as you can see, he never turned up and we are, like you, stranded.”




    “My husband found out there is a lodging house a short distance from here and we’re going to get a room there for the night,” she continued. “Would you like to join us?”




    Seiko let out a sigh of relief, she was prepared to grab any offer of help or alliance at the moment and the comfortable feeling that they were not alone in this new country which, in her mind, had failed them the very first day they stepped on its shores. In the years to come, she would go back over and over again to remember this first day of failure and betrayal.




    “Yes, we’d really be happy to join you,” she replied. “Our company sponsor didn’t show up either and we really don’t know where to go.”




    The lodging house Rumiko and her husband, Naruto brought them was just five minutes walk from the port and to the two families, travel weary and hungry, the drab brown timber two storey building was heaven.




    The many heavy set Hawaiians they had seen at the dock did not prepare them for the huge olive skinned receptionist at the counter who greeted them with a smile that showed a set of the biggest whitest teeth they had ever seen. Seiko managed to kick the gape mouth Hanako just before she came out with some direct, potentially offensive comment.




    It was then they realized that they could not communicate with the receptionist except for Naruto with his smattering of English words and some universal hand gestures that eventually managed to get them two rooms for the night.




    Too heavy even to get off her chair, the receptionist passed them the keys and pointed to a narrow, dimly lit passageway just off the small lobby where presumably their rooms were.




    Rooms 102 and 105 opposite each other were fairly large with two double beds and a small table in between, old and worn but at least clean. Hanako was fascinated by the window with its green wooden shutters but it was the view of the garden that gave her a pleasant surprise when she threw it open. Prepared for more drabness, she was shocked by the feast that met her eyes, a square patch of fresh green filled with a riot of exotic flowers, red, purple and orange splashes of vivid colors spilling out of huge clay pots and creeping up walls. Used to the softer colours and more dainty flowers of temperate Japan, these bold bright blossoms were like nothing she had ever seen before.




    “Bougainvilleas and hibiscus,” she breathed. “We learnt this in school about tropical flowers, I never thought I would see them here!”




    And suddenly, overcome by the innocent beauty of the garden outside the window of their drab colorless room and the ordeal of their long journey across the Atlantic Ocean and faced with an uncertain future for her children and the foolish fact that they had placed all their bets on a company called “Sintex Textiles” and a no show man called Thomas Harris, Seiko’s resolve broke and she crumbled onto the floor in shuddering sobs.




    Alarmed by her normally unbreakable mother’s collapse, Hanako sank down on the floor and cradled Seiko’s head in her arms. Years later, they would look back at this role reversal incident where nine year old Hanako had to be the pillar of strength for her mother and laugh sadly about it. But that was to be the only time anyone would see Seiko’s indomitable spirit defeated and cowed.




    “Don’t cry, Mama,” Hanako pleaded. “I know everything seems so strange and so hopeless but we have one another and together we will make it through.”




    Eventually Seiko pulled herself together, ashamed that she had allowed her children to see her like this and said brusquely, “Come on, everyone, its time we wash all the dirt of weeks of water rationing from our bodies! Children first and no arguments about this!”




    Hanako was glad her mother had recovered her spirits and was taking charge once more and from that day onwards, she vowed never again to complain about Seiko’s near authoritarian style of running her family.
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