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			Advance Praise for In the Realm of Ash and Sorrow

			“This is an extraordinarily imaginative and compelling exploration of love, death, race, and patriotism with countless unusual twists to keep the reader guessing. Thorough research and stylish execution make for a striking tour de force.”

			—Kirkus Review (Starred Review)

			“Harmon skillfully mines the brutality of WWII and the desire for redemption in this ambitious story of tragic characters overcoming hate, cultural indifference, and duty. Any reader will be moved by this graceful, original take on Japanese-American relations and life in japan during WWII.”

			–Publishers Weekly

			“In the Realm of Ash and Sorrow is gentle, hopeful, and thoroughly engrossing.”

			—D. Donovan, Senior Editor, Midwest Book Review

			“To say it is a remarkable story would be a complete understatement and I find myself struggling to express the impact this novel had on me, and the impact it is likely to elicit from everyone who reads it.”

			—Reader Views

			“A sensitive, restrained, and deeply affecting tale of love under extreme duress and conflict.” (5 Stars)

			—Book Pleasures

			“A compelling and thought-provoking novel, indeed!” (5 Stars)

			—Readers Favorites

			“This powerful story of guilt, suffering, and sacrifice transitions into a beautiful tale of otherworldly love while gifting readers with unique insight into Japanese culture.”

			—Indie Reader

			“A tremendously visual, enthralling and thought-provoking read, In the Realm of Ash and Sorrow is sure to win Harmon a host of enthusiastic followers and is recommended without reservation.”

			—Book Viral Reviews 

			“A touching and important story.”

			–Laila Ibrahim, Amazon bestselling author of Paper Wife and Yellow Crocus

			“In the Realm of Ash and Sorrow is a breathtaking spiritual journey that will cause you to reconsider your view of those in the world around you and make you think more deeply about how we all treat one another.” (5 Stars)

			–Indies Today 

			“To read this marvelous book is to steep yourself in a magic realism narrative that is a fantastical imagining by author Kenneth W. Harmon.”

			—Nina Romano, IPPY Award–winning author of The Secret Language of Women and The Girl Who Loved Cayo Bradley

			“Kenneth W. Harmon gifts us with a historical fiction, magical realism odyssey that explores the individual effects of and reactions to World War II. Funny, loving, and harrowing, this novel is sure to encourage you to hug the ones you love and take a chance on those you wish to love.”

			—Independent Book Review

			“I got lost in the poetic, lyrical quality of the writing, enveloped by the story, and felt if I closed my eyes I could imagine myself in Hiroshima. The narrative is lush, evocative, and surrounds the reader with the beauty of Japan and its cultural history.” I give this book (a rare) 5 Stars.

			–The Book Delight 

			“A fascinating, heartbreaking read and a beautifully human balance to the often heavily militarized view of the war.” 

			—San Francisco Book Review

			“The unusual combination of historical fiction as seen through ghost/fantasy, the experiences of the dead, and dreams create a tale with moral lessons of love and forgiveness. The author’s research and personal knowledge of WWII, and the bombing of Hiroshima, ‘blast’ this novel to the top of the culturally enlightened historical genre.”

			—Authors Reading

			“An exceptional World War II story set in Japan that gives the reader a complete package of spectacular descriptions, history, romance, and the paranormal.”

			—Sublime Book Review

			“I had a blast reading this book. It’s heartwarming, sweet, has an interesting premise and likable characters, and is very well-written. If you like historical romance with a side of the supernatural…you will love this book.”

			—Online Book Club 

			“In this riveting merging of magical realism and historical fiction, Harmon goes above and beyond to portray the destruction and devastation of World War II Japan. Harmon spectacularly portrays that even amidst the horrors humans cause, there is still hope and beauty in humanity, even if just in the simple kindness of strangers.”(Recommended)

			—The US Review of Books

			“In the Realm of Ash and Sorrow is a nuanced historical relationship story. It’s a great read for anyone interested in Japanese life at that time as well as WWII fiction.”

			—Love Reading

			“An engrossing story that combines feelings that are terrifying, whimsical, and humorous. The words craft vivid images. It is professionally researched and beautifully written. In the Realm of Ash and Sorrow has something for everybody.” (5 Stars)

			–Book Junkie Reviews

			“History and fiction meld seamlessly in this novel to deliver a captivating story.” (5 Stars)

			–Literary Titan Book Reviews 

			“Poetic writing and a beautiful, heart-wrenching plot that will leave you thinking about this book long after you’ve finished it.” (5 Stars)

			–Reedsy Discovery

			“The prose is elegantly constructed, bringing to life the emotions and experiences before and after the atomic bomb. Harmon has created a tale of improbably love, redemption, and finding hope in the midst of destruction. (Recommended)”

			–Historical Novel Society
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			This world—

			To what may I liken it?

			To autumn fields

			Lit dimly in the dusk

			By lightning flashes.

			—Minamoto-no-Shitago

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Death followed Micah Lund like an ever-present shadow.

			It hovered in briefing rooms and Quonset huts, in the form of empty chairs and bunks. It lingered in the conversations of men tired of fighting a war. Death even invaded his sleep, where, night after night, he dreamed of his brother, Levi, killed on Guadalcanal, and his mother, who died of a heart attack soon after.

			Micah pressed against the hard bombardier’s seat in the forward dome of the B-29 and sighed. Through the bomber’s Plexiglas nose, the sapphire water of the Philippine Sea brushed past as if paint applied to canvas. Sunlight glistening upon the swells cast silver sparks. The surrounding beauty failed to improve his sullen mood. He had seen too many friends plummeting through the Japanese night sky toward an uncertain fate, toward a wave of fire rolling across bombed cities.

			Behind him, Commander Adams nosed the giant plane upward. “How are we looking on those engine temperatures?” his voice crackled over the interphone.

			The flight engineer responded. “Number four is a little hot, but holding at two-thirty.”

			The atmosphere inside the plane changed the closer they drew near Honshu. Joking and small talk stopped. Skin tightened over weary faces. The dark outline of an island appeared in the distance. 

			Micah picked up his interphone. “Commander, we’re approaching Shikoku.”

			“I see it. Everyone at battle stations.”

			As the plane passed Shikoku, the grey shape of Honshu arose from the sea. Heavy smoke blanketed the shore on the starboard side.

			“Take a good look, boys,” Commander Adams said. “That’s Osaka burning. The 499th paid them a visit last night.” He swung the aircraft to port. Below, lay the Seto Inland Sea, the passage dividing Honshu from Shikoku and Kyushu, and connecting the Pacific Ocean to the Sea of Japan. Tiny islands with sandy beaches dappled the route. “We’re coming up on Hiroshima. Are you ready to enter the data into the bombsight, Lieutenant Lund?”

			“Yes, Sir,” Micah responded. He went to work setting the values for speed, altitude, temperature, and barometric pressure. When he had finished, Micah consulted his book of mathematical tables to synchronize the sight and aircraft speed. He paused as a nagging thought took hold, and then picked up his interphone. “Hey, Commander, why are we on a public relations mission for the Army? Aren’t we supposed to be dropping bombs on the enemy instead of leaflets warning them to run away?”

			“The leaflets will make their factory workers flee and hurt war production.”

			“Killing their factory workers will end war production.”

			Commander Adams smiled. “You really hate the Japs, don’t you?”

			“After what they did to my family? Hate doesn’t begin to describe how I feel.”

			Hiroshima appeared ahead. Located on the broad, flat delta of the Ota River, the fan-shaped city stretched across six islands formed by seven estuarial rivers that branched out from the Ota. Green, rolling hills surrounded the city. Whenever he’d flown over Hiroshima, Micah was reminded of Bellingham. An odd yellow haze hovered over the Nakajima-Honmachi district like a desert sky after a sandstorm.

			Puffs of grey smoke burst beneath the plane. “We’ve got flak, but it’s coming in low,” Commander Adams said. “Switching over to bombardier control.”

			Micah leaned over the bombsight eyepiece. Near the bank of the Motoyasu River, the green copper dome of the Industrial Promotion Hall glinted in the sun. He adjusted the mirror that measured the changing approach angle until he located the T-shaped Aioi Bridge. A shudder tore through the bomber.

			The shrill voice of the flight engineer exploded over the interphone. “The prop windmilled on number four!”

			“Are we going to abort?” Micah asked.

			“No,” Commander Adams replied. “Stay on target.”

			“I can’t guarantee accuracy on three engines.”

			“To hell with accuracy,” Adams said. “We’re dropping leaflets.”

			The bomb bay doors opened with a metallic yawn. If Micah’s calculations were right, the bombs would release the instant the plane passed through a predetermined point above the bridge. The bomber lurched upward as the ordnance released. “Bombs away!” Micah said. He jerked around to follow the bombs’ progress. At the precise moment, the detonating cord blew the bombs apart. Millions of leaflets scattered across the sky like wind-blown confetti. He picked up his interphone to report the leaflets’ successful distribution and his nostrils twitched at the smell of something burning. Flint-grey smoke filtered through the cabin.

			“Set the cowl flaps on number three and pull the fire extinguisher,” Commander Adams ordered. “If the fire reaches the wing spar, we’re dead!”

			Micah eyed his parachute resting at his feet. If their plane went down, certain death awaited through beheading, torture, or starvation. He would rather die on his own terms. But now that he faced the real possibility of dying, he found his courage fleeting.

			The plane continued north over the Chugoku Mountains. Commander Adams spoke into his interphone. “I’m going to turn around. If we keep heading northwest we’ll reach the Sea of Japan. The Navy doesn’t operate rescue subs in that area. Our only chance is to come about. If we make the Pacific, a sub or PBY might find us.”

			Micah coughed as the smoke intensified. His eyes watered and ached. Commander Adams completed the turn and once again they were headed toward Hiroshima—the last place Micah wanted to see. A cracking noise carried from the burning wing. He turned toward the commander, whose knuckles whitened over the control yoke. Micah snatched his parachute off the floorboard. Smoke obscured everything behind the flight engineer’s table.

			“We’re not going to make the Pacific. Sound the alarm bell,” Commander Adams instructed. “Prepare to bail out.”

			Three short rings carried through the cabin followed by Commander Adams contacting each crewman in the forward and rear compartments to obtain acknowledgment of the order. “Lower the front landing gear.” Commander Adams coughed and pointed at Micah. “As soon as the landing gear is down, you get your ass out of this plane. Don’t expect a warm welcome.”

			The front landing gear lowered with a grinding sound. After moving a few inches, the doors froze. “Son of a bitch,” Commander Adams said. “The fire must have affected the hydraulics. I want everyone to follow Micah out the bomb bay.”

			“We can’t squeeze through the connecting tunnel with our parachutes on,” Micah said.

			“Take off the parachute until you enter the bomb bay, then put it back on.”

			Micah clutched his parachute in one hand and crawled along the floor in the direction of the forward bomb bay. He hacked after breathing in smoke. His vision turned fuzzy. Mucus streamed onto his upper lip. He inched across the floor through billowing smoke, shifting to his right at the lower gun turret. “You still here, Blevins?” Micah asked, passing the navigator’s table.

			No answer.

			He bumped into the bulkhead and ran his hands along the steel wall, searching for the hatch that led to the unpressurized bomb bay. A blast of cold air washed over his face when he opened the hatch. Micah shoved his parachute into the tunnel and slipped in behind it. He wiggled through on his stomach, emerging in the bomb bay. The world began to spin and he closed his eyes. When his vertigo passed, Micah lowered onto the narrow ledge that surrounded the doors. Wind roared up inside the plane, threatening to suck him outside. He hesitated, his attention drawn to smoke pouring through the tunnel. Where were his crewmates? They should have been right behind him.

			As Micah dipped his left shoulder under the strap of the parachute, a thunderous crack erupted throughout the bomb bay. The plane heaved over and Micah pitched into the opening. The fingers on his left hand caught the lip of a door. Steel sliced flesh. His blood painted the sky. Micah lunged at the bomb bay door and the B-29 groaned like a wounded beast and spiraled away, leaving him in space.

			Micah clutched his parachute with all his strength while reaching to snag the dangling right strap. His stomach fell as if he were going down the big drop on a rollercoaster. Freezing air numbed his limbs. His fingers grazed the strap. A little farther. Almost there. A strong gust slammed into him. The parachute broke free and tumbled out of reach.

			The ground rushed at him in a blur of green and brown. The sky shimmered like asphalt in summer heat. Micah clawed at passing clouds as if they could somehow save him. Beneath him, the buildings of Hiroshima spread toward sheltering hills. Blue rivers stitched together the islands of the city like threads in a quilt. Overhead, the blazing sun dimmed and a curtain of darkness closed over him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The fürin swayed in the morning breeze, producing a gentle tinkling sound. Kiyomi Oshiro smiled at the glass wind-bell. She would have waited until summer to hang the fürin, but Ai insisted they put it out early. For once, Kiyomi was glad she gave in to the whims of her eight-year-old daughter. The pleasant chiming took her mind off the war. Kiyomi draped the last of the family’s futons over the veranda railing. The white bedding sagged as if they were yūrei—the ghosts exhausted after a night of haunting. She held little hope that the futons would be fresh when she arrived home from the factory.

			Yellow dust rose from Kakō-machi, where mobilized students worked to tear down houses and create firebreaks near the prefectural government offices. The sight sickened her, as did the dirty stench and taste of grit on her tongue. Two Kites flew in from the distant blue hills. The hunters fluttered over the city with cries of “Pi-yoroyoro, pi-yoroyoro.” The shadows of the Kites passed across the shōji paper and Kiyomi remembered an old proverb: when the shadow of a bird falls upon the sliding paper door, guests will come.

			Ai emerged from the doma in her socks. She carried her geta in one hand, her canvas emergency supply bag in the other hand. Before Kiyomi could scold her, Ai spun around and shouted into the house, “I am going.”

			Ai faced her with a sheepish grin. “So sorry, Mama.”

			“Let me guess. You’re running late because of your grandparents?”

			Blood rushed into Ai’s cheeks, turning them a soft pink. Kiyomi couldn’t help but smile as she stared into the dark, trusting-eyes of her daughter. She longed to reach out and pull Ai against her. To feel her heartbeat and warm breath. To smell the flowery scent of her velvet hair. To hold on forever. “Do you intend to spend the day in your socks?”

			“Please forgive my mistake.” Ai dropped the geta onto the veranda with a thud, slipped them on, then straightened like a soldier coming to attention. “I’m ready.”

			Kiyomi’s jaw clenched as she inspected her daughter. Ai should be wearing a sailor suit to school, not baggy grey monpe and wooden clogs. The war turned them all into peasants. She brushed a hand over the small wooden plate attached to Ai’s sash, engraved with Ai’s name and address to help authorities find Kiyomi in case they became separated during an air raid. “Do you have your first-aid supplies?”

			Ai held up her emergency bag. “Packed and ready.”

			“And your padded hood?”

			Ai gazed at her sandals. “At school.”

			“You forgot to bring it home? What would happen if Mister B returned to drop bombs? Your head needs protection.”

			“Please forgive my carelessness.” Ai looked up, her eyes seeking compassion.

			“You’re apologizing a great deal this morning.” She held out her hand. “Come along.”

			Kiyomi unlatched the side gate and led Ai onto Tenjin-machi Road. They walked hand in hand along the quiet street, past houses and small shops. Cramped buildings formed a narrow passage, their somber wooden walls and black tiled roofs adding to the wartime melancholy.

			“I had a nightmare last night,” Ai announced.

			“The same dream as before?”

			Ai nodded. “Someone chases me through the dark house.”

			Their geta tapped on the street, the sound echoing off the latticed windows.

			“Mama?”

			Kiyomi gave Ai a reassuring smile. “When I was your age, I too suffered nightmares. My Uncle Hideo told me evil spirits cause bad dreams. He said whenever I awakened from a bad dream, I should ask Baku, the eater of nightmares, to devour the dream. This will turn the nightmare into a good omen.”

			“Is that true?”

			“You must try to find out.”

			“All right. I’ll try, Mama.”

			They turned onto Nakajima-Hondori Street in the direction of Motoyanagi-machi and the Honkawa River. The street once bustled with traffic coming from the Old Sanyo Highway. Shoppers had crowded the many businesses. Now, kanban fanned and snapped in front of empty buildings, the shop signs advertising what had once been Hiroshima. They passed the shuttered Yano Shoe Store, Sawamura Print Store, and Ōmoto Lacquerware. Kiyomi paused outside the closed Tada Bookstore, recalling the many hours spent browsing through books. Mr. Tada smuggled her a copy of The Makioka Sisters before government censors forced the novel off the market a second time.

			Mr. Hamai swept the sidewalk outside his barbershop. His was one of the few businesses to survive the war cuts. He smiled at their approach.

			Kiyomi stopped in front of him and bowed. “Good morning, Mister Hamai.”

			Mr. Hamai brought the broom to his chest and bowed. “Good morning, Kiyomi-san, and Ai-chan, and what a fine day it is.”

			“How is business?”

			“Business is most favorable. Thank you for asking, Kiyomi-san.”

			“Good day,” Kiyomi said and bowed again before walking past.

			Ai leaned close and whispered, “Why is Mister Hamai’s shop still open when so many have closed?”

			“Stores cannot stay in business if they have no products to sell. Men still need haircuts.”

			An army truck rumbled along the street, tires stirring up dust. Soldiers with tired faces stood in the back. They looked nothing like the proud men who once marched through the streets of the city toward Ujina Harbor and war—cheered on by admiring crowds waving rising sun flags.

			At the former Matoya Clothes Store, Kiyomi steered Ai into the alley that led to her school. The alley swallowed the light and a chill moved through Kiyomi as she ruminated on Ai’s question. Typically, Ai never asked questions about the war, as if avoiding the subject would make it go away.

			The sky opened at the end of the alley. Warm sunlight greeted them. To their left, a cemetery stood in silent repose, black headstones absorbing the morning light. To their right, young life celebrated a new day on the playground of the Nakajima National School. Children’s laughter and shouting filled the air. The two-story wooden structure fanned out into an L shape. A section of the playground had been converted to a victory garden. The playground appeared larger with the children grades three and above evacuated to the Shōhōji Temple in Mirasaka-chō. Boys sheathed in air-raid hoods resembled miniature samurai warriors as they wrestled. Other boys spun tops or shot marbles. Girls played oranges and lemons, janken, or stood watching the boys and chatting.

			Ai pulled back.

			“What is it?” Kiyomi asked.

			Ai’s focus drifted to the playground, then back to her. Questions moved across her black eyes.

			“Is something wrong?”

			“Norio bragged about his father. He said he’s a war hero.”

			“Hai. He’s a naval commander.”

			“And my father?”

			Kiyomi wavered. She hated lying to her daughter but her in-laws had insisted this was the best course of action. “He vanished while fighting in China. Why ask now? We’ve spoken of this already.”

			Ai kicked a rock, sending it on a chattering journey. “Was Jikan my real father?”

			A flutter traveled through Kiyomi’s stomach as if a hundred butterflies took flight. She had anticipated this day would come, only…not this soon. She feigned ignorance. “I don’t understand your question.”

			“I heard Baa-baa and Ojiisan talking. They said my father came from Tokyo.”

			“Hai. We met before the war.”

			“You were married?”

			“We never married.”

			“Why?”

			Kiyomi jerked on Ai’s arm to get her moving. “We’ll have this conversation another day.”

			“Did you love him?”

			Kiyomi remembered the warmth of his lips in the darkness of Hibiya Park. A muscular hand working under her blouse, soft fingers climbing her ribcage. Months later she stood alone on the Ryōgoku Bridge beneath a full moon. A dagger in her hand shimmered in the darkness as a voice inside her head steered her away from the unseen world.

			“He was a good man,” Kiyomi lied for the second time that morning. She motioned with her chin at the silver moon necklace around Ai’s neck. “He gave me that.”

			Ai fingered the tiny moon resting at the base of her neck. The necklace had always been her most prized possession. “You loved each other?”

			Kiyomi sighed as her daughter’s repeated questions weighed on her. This wasn’t the time to have such a discussion.

			“Baa-baa says you’re possessed by a worm.”

			Kiyomi blinked. “A worm?”

			“Hai. The worm of depression.”

			Kiyomi choked back laughter. “The worm of depression? Nonsense. I can never be sad as long as I have you for a daughter.”

			“Mama, will the war ever end? I want to go to the horse market.”

			“The horse market? In Shiraichi?”

			“Hai.”

			“Why do you want to go there?”

			“To eat the cotton candy.”

			“Cotton candy, eh?” Kiyomi grinned at her daughter’s innocence. “We must be patient, my love. We fight for the Emperor. The Emperor alone decides when the war will end.”

			“Miya says the Americans will be here soon.”

			Kiyomi stopped and looked around to make certain no one listened. “Never repeat that to anyone. Listen to only half of a person’s talk. The mouth is the gate of misfortune.”

			“I understand, Mama.”

			At the edge of the schoolyard, Ai raised the flap on her emergency supply bag. “What did you pack in my bento box?”

			“What would you like me to pack?”

			Ai tapped a finger against her lips. “How about tendon?”

			“I see. So, I must travel to the ocean and catch shrimp, then hike into the hills to find wild vegetables.”

			“That would be most agreeable.”

			Kiyomi’s hands fell to her sides. “How about a rice ball?”

			A veil of disappointment moved across Ai’s face. “Again?”

			“Better than having the worm of depression.”

			Ai smiled and bowed. “Sayōnara, Mama.”

			Although customary to leave a child with a bow, Kiyomi leaned down to kiss Ai on her cheek. “Sayōnara, my love.”

			As Ai melted into the crowd of children, Kiyomi thought of the cherry trees that grew along the banks of the Honkawa River. She pictured the blossoms, falling like pink snowflakes to settle upon the placid water, and remembered how they floated out to the welcoming arms of the sea.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Kiyomi’s shoulders sagged when she reached the Aioi Bridge tram stop where commuters squeezed together on the concrete platform. If she didn’t catch a streetcar soon, she’d be late to her job at the Tōyō Kōgyō factory. Not that they would fire her. The government needed every able-bodied worker it could get. But her supervisor, Mr. Akita, might try to humiliate her in front of the other workers in an attempt to bring her to tears. She wouldn’t cry. No man could ever make her cry again.

			The people on the platform were united in their misery. Most were women in their twenties and thirties, dressed in baggy monpe and blouses, with dark crescents under their eyes and hollow cheeks. The few men in the crowd wore the government-recommended khaki uniforms with puttees and army caps. The men shared the women’s malnourished appearance. No one spoke, as if they were guests at their own funerals. Kiyomi missed how things had been before the war, back when women breezed along the sidewalks in western-style dresses or kimonos—their hair in curls, lips bright with lipstick. Once the government decided all things western were evil, that dresses and kimonos represented unnecessary extravagance, it had the Kempeitai, the military police, pressure women into wearing the work clothes of farmers.

			The crowd swayed like stalks of wheat against the wind, heads turning in the direction of Falconer Town. A blur of apricot and hunter green caught Kiyomi’s attention; a streetcar rattled on the rails, its trolley pole popping against overhead wires. People on the platform straightened in anticipation of boarding but the streetcar, overflowing with passengers, blew past without stopping.

			Kiyomi tightened her grip on her emergency supply bag and advanced onto the bridge. She paused halfway across to look out over the Motoyasu River, palms resting on the rough concrete handrail. A cool southern breeze carried the salty tang of the Inland Sea. An old man stood on the sandy riverbed, casting a leaded net into the water with a splash. Closer to the bridge, a woman knelt at the river’s edge to check an eel trap. Crows settled on the roofs of the buildings crowding the stone embankment that marked the division between river and city, voicing their complaints with harsh cawing. An oyster boat glided toward the bay. Two fishermen propelled the boat with long poles, their skin a rich mahogany from hours spent on the waves. Farther out, the white sails of fishing boats billowed against the yellow haze like Bedouin tents brushed by desert winds.

			If she remained on the bridge, she could almost forget the troubles of the world, but the First Noble Truth declared life was full of suffering, and so it was for her. Kiyomi remembered her conversation with Ai. Surely her in-laws hadn’t meant for Ai to hear about Kiyomi’s old lover. It was, after all, their plan to hide the details of Kiyomi’s past from Ai. Why would they change their minds now? Angered by their betrayal, heat rose into her face, but she tempered this feeling by taking a deep breath and focusing on the scene in front of her. Mono no aware, the impermanence of things, yes, this is what captured her eye as she created a memory of the morning. Would cherry blossoms be less attractive if they were a long-lived flower? Would this river and these people move her soul if she didn’t know they would one day vanish upon the wind? Life was an illusion, nothing more.

			She resumed her journey. The Tōyō Kōgyō factory stood miles away in Fuchū-cho. With luck, she could be there in less than an hour. To the east, brilliant sunlight slanted onto the green summits of Tanna Mountain and Shira Mountain. Hiroshima came alive with the rising sun. People crowded the sidewalks, most heading to factory jobs. The clacking of their geta filled the air like the tapping of woodpeckers. On the road, streetcars went by with a grinding of steel. Military trucks rumbled past, belching exhaust clouds that carried the stench of burnt motor oil and left a smoky taste on her tongue. There were no cars, due to the gasoline shortage, but the street remained congested with evacuees. Entire families trudged along behind handcarts while others rode in horse-drawn wagons, their wooden wheels creaking as the horse’s hooves clopped in rhythm to the song of the geta. Men on bicycles weaved between the pedestrians. Most rode on rims because their tires were worn beyond repair. The evacuees headed toward mountain villages where family awaited. The government discouraged the practice and deployed soldiers to turn people back. As more cities suffered incendiary attacks, the military found it impossible to stop citizens from fleeing. Hiroshima had been spared the horror of firebombing, but no one expected this to last.

			A line stretched from the entrance of the food distribution center. What did people wait for on this day? Maybe rancid sardines or brown rice. The government had long ago stopped rationing the more popular white rice. With the food situation in their own house growing more desperate, Kiyomi questioned why her mother-in-law, Sayoko, refused to stand in the distribution line. Did her swollen pride keep her nose lifted above her empty mouth? Kiyomi could endure whatever hardship resulted from her mother-in-law’s laziness but to make Ai suffer was incomprehensible.

			She had been walking an hour, her legs burning with fatigue and hunger slicing through her belly like a dull blade, when the shrill blast of an air-raid siren erupted across the calm morning. Birds recoiled from the shrieking alarm and flew off toward the hills. On the sidewalk, people stopped and gaped at the sky. A bomber had struck the city two days prior and the memory of that attack left citizens rattled. Three women hurried past toward a shallow ditch. Two men huddled in the trench waved the women over. “Hurry! Hurry!”

			Kiyomi continued walking. If the Americans arrived in force, a trench offered no protection but she might survive if she reached the factory.

			The deep droning of a B-29’s engines approached from the bay. Kiyomi squinted against the sun. A lone bomber flew in the direction of the city, aluminum fuselage shining, and contrails stretched out behind it like white serpents. Antiaircraft guns on Mount Futaba boomed. Shells exploded across the sky in bursts of grey and white, but nowhere near the American plane. Kiyomi tracked the bomber’s path toward the Aioi Bridge. An image of Ai outside on the playground flashed through her mind. Blood drained from her head leaving her lightheaded. She leaned against a telephone pole. Black sticks tumbled from the bottom of the B-29.

			Bombs!

			She glanced down the empty sidewalk, resisting the urge to run back to Nakajima-Honmachi. Would she be cradling her dead child before the day ended?

			The bombs broke apart, filling the sky with leaflets, and Kiyomi relaxed. The B-29 flew past the city moving northwest, black smoke marking its passage. Had the army guns managed to hit the great machine? As she neared the East Hiroshima Freight Yard, leaflets fluttered onto Hiroshima. Kiyomi stopped. She considered the leaflets surrounding her. Should she dare read one? The Kempeitai arrested any person who read a message from the Americans. Satisfied no one watched her, she knelt to pick up a leaflet. One side featured the image of B-29s dropping bombs and the names of a dozen cities, including Hiroshima. The other side had words written in Japanese.

			Read this carefully as it may save your life or the life of a relative or friend. In the next few days, some or all of the cities named on the reverse side will be destroyed by American bombs. These cities contain military installations and workshops or factories which produce military goods. We are determined to destroy all of the tools of the military clique which they are using to prolong this useless war. But, unfortunately, bombs have no eyes. So, in accordance with America’s humanitarian policies, the American Air Force, which does not wish to injure innocent people, now gives you warning to evacuate the cities named and save your lives. America is not fighting the Japanese people but is fighting the military clique which has enslaved the Japanese people. The peace which America will bring will free the people from the oppression of the military clique and mean the emergence of a new and better Japan. You can restore peace by demanding new and good leaders who will end the war. We cannot promise that only these cities will be among those attacked but some or all of them will be, so heed this warning and evacuate these cities immediately.

			Kiyomi gnashed her teeth. Lies. All lies. Where were the American humanitarian policies when they burned Tokyo and killed her aunt and uncle? They did not wish to injure innocent people? Then why kill thousands of mothers and their children and old people who could hardly move, let alone lift a rifle?

			“Put that down! Put that down!”

			A man in civilian attire ran at her waving his arms. Sweat glistened on his brow. Kiyomi let the leaflet slip from her grasp.

			“They’re bombs,” he said, his voice rising. “A new paper bomb that explodes in your hand.”

			“Please excuse me, so sorry.”

			“Did you read it?”

			Kiyomi shook her head. “Why would I want to do that?”

			“Are you certain?”

			“Of course. I must leave now. I’m late to work.” She hurried away from the man, glancing over her shoulder to make certain he didn’t follow. Around her, people emerged from their hiding places. Their faces held curious amusement as they followed the swirling leaflets. The air raid sirens stopped. The groaning and banging and straining of industry returned as people resumed their routines. Kiyomi thought about Ai. Did Mr. B frighten her as it passed? Ai was such a brave girl. Kiyomi smiled while imaging Ai standing on the playground shaking a fist at the American airmen.

			She cinched her emergency supply bag tight against her shoulder and picked up her pace. The sun climbed over the surrounding hills bringing warmth to the streets. Sweat trickled down her temples. Kiyomi stopped. Her mind raced as she tried to comprehend her sudden apprehension. Air raid sirens began to scream once more. A B-29 flew toward the city from the north with thick black smoke trailed out behind it. Something red flickered over the wing. Fire! Yes, it was fire. How was this possible? People crowded onto the sidewalk. Their faces betrayed shock. No one believed the powerful Mr. B could be humbled.

			She continued toward the factory, her trepidation growing with each step. Kiyomi gasped and covered her mouth as the B-29 broke apart. She forced herself to look away because to observe felt indecent. But her curiosity pulled with magnetic force, raising her eyes to the scene above her. Kiyomi’s attention shifted from the dying aircraft to a solitary image captured in the bright morning light—a dark spot growing larger with each passing second. A man falling through the sky. “My God,” she whispered.

			The airman clawed at the air as if expecting a ladder to materialize. She debated turning away from the unfolding horror but this seemed dishonorable. The man might be her enemy but he deserved respect for his courage.

			She followed his path to a vacant lot, not fifteen meters away, where kabocha vines snaked across the dry ground. He arrived without a sound, his body thumping against the earth, then leaping upward as if launched by a spring, before settling amongst the vines. Kiyomi crept closer. Her heart thundered like a taiko drum. Her skin crawled and tingled. When she reached the lot, she expected to see a bloody pile of flesh, not an intact man. She moved within a few meters of the airman. He had hair the color of ripe wheat. His eyes were as blue as the sky. Prior to the war, she danced with Americans at the Nichi-Bei Dance Hall in Tokyo over the objections of her aunt and uncle. She found Westerners fascinating, despite their strange odors and brazen manners. The fallen airman was the most attractive American she had ever seen. Have I lost my senses? The sound of pounding footsteps came rushing up behind her. Four Kempeitai ran toward her, waving their batons. “Get away! Get away from him!”

			Kiyomi faced the airman and put her raised hands together. “Peace be with you.”

			“What are you doing?”

			She faced the nearest Kempeitai officer who glared at her through narrowed eyes. “Nothing.”

			Another Kempeitai pointed his baton at her face. “Did you pray on behalf of this man? He’s our enemy.”

			She knew they could drag her off to a dark cell, but guessed the Kempeitai men would be too caught up in the turmoil of the moment to want to mess with her. “I’m on my way to work.”

			“Where do you work?” one of the men inquired, his mouth curled into a snarl.

			“Tōyō Kōgyō factory.”

			“You live nearby?”

			She shook her head. “Nakajima-Honmachi.”

			“You walked this far?”

			“The streetcar didn’t stop.”

			“You shouldn’t be here.”

			Kiyomi bowed deeper than the men deserved. “So sorry, please excuse me.”

			“Go now,” an officer commanded.

			She bowed again, then dared reproach by glancing over at the fallen airman one last time, before hastening away from the Kempeitai men.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Darkness enveloped him in a state of limbo. How did he arrive in this black void? The mission. Hiroshima. What else? Micah rapped knuckles against his forehead. Think. Think. There has to be more.

			A sound emanated from the darkness. Distant, then growing louder. Gentle pattering. He strained to recognize the source. Could it be…rain? His body trudged forward, but he couldn’t feel the ground. Grey light bled through the dark ceiling. The sky? The surrounding landscape emerged and took on form. A forest bathed in white mist that hovered near the ground. Towering Douglas fir and Western Hemlock—ancient sentinels of the natural world—mounted the slate-colored sky.

			Micah cupped his hands around his mouth and called out, “Hello? Hello? Anyone there?”

			No answer.

			Cold raindrops splattered against his face. Am I back in Washington?

			Birds chirped in the trees. A deer leaped through the mist. He shouted once more and again was answered with silence. I need to find a landmark to tell me where I am. Maybe I’m in the Snoqualmie Forest. Where is Mount Baker? I should be able to see the mountain. He squatted beside a creek and splashed cold water on his face. A memory flashed through his mind. An engine fire. Smoke flooded the forward compartment of the bomber. Had to escape. But how? Crawl. He had crawled through smoke and fire until finding the tunnel that led to the forward bomb bay. Yes. He had gone into the bomb bay. The plane broke apart. He dropped outside without his…parachute. No. This was wrong. It had to be wrong.

			Micah had explored for what seemed like hours when the ground began to shake. Pinecones scattered across the forest floor twitched. Shrieking birds burst from trees in a blaze of colors. The tremor intensified and he pitched onto his knees.

			An earthquake?

			Wood cracked and splintered. The giant trees vibrated, faster and faster until their trunks blurred, and the ground around them erupted in craggy blocks. Tree roots, like arteries connecting to the heart of the earth, tore out of the dirt. The roots shimmied about like spider legs climbing a web. Trees threw off dirt showers as they ascended en masse. Boulders and ground cover ripped from their anchorage in a thunderous roar, along with screaming animals.

			The forest swept upward, leaving behind a barren plain. Micah failed to notice his body rising. He moved slowly at first as if caught in a gentle updraft, but soon his body picked up speed and he soared higher until he found himself surrounded by flying trees.

			Wildlife swirled around him like debris caught in a tornado. A rabbit looked him in the eye and said, “Did you do this?”

			Micah blinked. Did that rabbit just talk to me?

			“Something wrong with your hearing?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Figures,” the rabbit said and turned away.

			The forest soared beyond the clouds, into a brilliant luminescence that grew brighter and brighter. Heat cascaded over his body. Around him, trees burst into flames, scarlet and golden fire dancing through space. Above the inferno, the light erupted into a blinding flash.

			Micah slammed into something hard and stopped.

			He found himself on the ground, enveloped by green vines. Someone stood nearby—a woman. He pushed up into a sitting position and took in the view. Buildings encompassed by distant green hills. Bellingham? No, not Bellingham. Something was odd here, but he couldn’t place it. He eased onto his feet, his body swaying. Three men came running down the road. Olive uniforms. Wooden clubs. Flesh the color of potato skins. Eye openings compressed. They shouted in a language he’d heard before but didn’t understand. Think. Think. What could it be? And then it hit him and his stomach clenched.

			Japs.

			The soldiers drew closer and Micah thrust his hands skyward. The men rushed up to the woman and started talking. When their conversation ended, the woman walked away.

			The soldiers brushed past, their attention drawn to something behind him. Micah turned and spotted the body of an American airman. His throat and stomach burned as if he’d swallowed a red-hot coal. The soldiers ignored him as they pointed at the body and laughed. Bastards. Micah inched sideways for a better look. As the face of the dead man came into view, he trembled. No. This isn’t possible. But there was no escaping the truth. The body was his own. Oh, Jesus. What the hell? I’m dead? I can’t be dead. And yet, in his heart, Micah knew the truth. The soldiers paid no attention to him because they couldn’t see him. He surveyed the road and spotted the woman in the distance. Something told him to follow her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			By the time Kiyomi reached the factory on the shore of the Enko-Gawa River, her thoughts lay scattered like puzzle pieces waiting to be connected. In her mind, she pictured the dead airman. Kiyomi wished she could have studied his eyes longer. What would they reveal to her? This man was her enemy. He would kill them all given the opportunity, and yet she could not bring herself to hate him. Perhaps this was due to the nature of his death. He had to have been terrified as the earth rushed toward him. She knew she shouldn’t care, but her capacity for empathy did not die when the drums of war sounded.

			Miko, the old guard, greeted her at the gate with a bow. His once portly frame had diminished due to food rationing. “Good morning, Kiyomi-san.”

			Kiyomi returned his bow. “Good morning, Miko-san.”

			“Did you see the B-29?”

			“Hai.”

			“You think the Army brought down that monster?”

			“I cannot say,” Kiyomi said, before continuing to the factory.

			The Tōyō Kōgyō plant manufactured everything from aircraft parts to the Type 99 rifle. Kiyomi worked in a section that produced rifle barrels. She paused at the entrance to the factory floor. Her colleagues were hard at work operating their machines. Gears whirled with a metallic squeal. The air reeked of sweat and machine oil. Patriotic posters hung from the grey walls with slogans such as One hundred million hearts beating as one, the eight corners of the world under one roof, and We’ll never cease fire till our enemies cease to be! The words lost their meaning once the struggle against starvation commenced. She hastened to her assigned locker to stash her bento box and emergency supply kit. Before she could get away to her lathe, Lee-Sam Yoo stepped in front of her with a broad grin on his face.

			“Are you well today, Kiyomi-san?”

			The company had constructed a two-story dormitory near the beach and brought in Korean workers to make up for the absence of Japanese men drafted into military service. Because the Koreans were the only young men available, some of the Japanese women took an interest in them, and vice versa. At one time, Lee-Sam had been enamored with Kiyomi, but she did not reciprocate his advances. Although she found him somewhat handsome, with his strong jaw and sharp eyes, she knew nothing positive could come out of such a relationship.

			“Hai. I’m fine. Thank you.”

			“You are pale this morning. Have you eaten?”

			She found his question irritating. Lee-Sam knew of the food shortage in Hiroshima, and rumor had it the company fed the Korean laborers better than what the average Japanese person received. She smiled to mask her petulance. “I had a long walk. I feel better now.”

			“I have extra food if you’re hungry?”

			Her stomach growled at the thought of eating, but she wouldn’t wear his on. She would not be indebted to him. “Thank you, Lee-Sam. I’ve brought my lunch.”

			He stepped aside to let her pass. Haru followed her progress with inquisitive eyes. She left her station and approached Kiyomi, a grin on her face. Kiyomi knew Haru fancied Lee-Sam. She hoped Lee-Sam wasn’t aware of Haru’s infatuation. Like many of the women who worked in the factory, Haru was a war widow. Her husband, Masa, died most gloriously at Midway according to the Naval Department. Kiyomi had her doubts.

			“Good morning, Kiyomi-san.”

			Kiyomi stopped at her lathe machine. “Good morning, Haru-san.”

			“Did you see the bomber crash? Everyone cheered.”

			Kiyomi checked to ensure the spindle work had the cup center embedded, and the tail, stock, and tool rests were clamped leaving clearance for the rotating stock. “I heard about the plane. I didn’t see what happened.”

			“How could you not see? The bomber went down over the city.”

			“So sorry. My mind remained with Ai.”

			Haru offered a weak smile in response and Kiyomi knew she wouldn’t criticize her for worrying about her child.

			“What is this?” Mr. Akita crept up behind Haru.

			Haru’s eyes widened at the sight of their supervisor. “So sorry, Mister Akita-san. I’ll return to work.”

			Mr. Akita puffed out his chest like a rooster spoiling for a fight. A diminutive scarecrow with fierce black eyes, Mr. Akita never passed an opportunity to stress his authority. “Why are you away from your machine, Haru-san? Are you bored working on behalf of the Emperor?”

			Haru’s cheeks bloomed red. Mr. Akita had questioned her sense of duty and Haru could not save face. “So sorry,” she said in the frightened voice of a child. “I did not mean to offend.”

			“The Army drafts my workers and what am I left with? Old ladies and schoolgirls. It takes ten of you to do the labor of one man.” His attention shifted to Kiyomi, but before he could speak, the sound of chanting echoed throughout the building.

			The mobilized students from the Hiroshima Girl’s Commercial School marched into the factory, dressed in matching navy long-sleeved blouses with white collars over lighter blue monpe. They wore white headbands with the rising sun emblem in the center. A nametag over their left breast and an armband on the left side identified them as members of the school corps. Their smooth young faces shined with optimism. They believed with hard work the war could still be won. The girls chanted, “…for the purpose of victory, for the purpose of victory.”

			“They may not produce like a man, but at least they bring energy to their work.” Mr. Akita stabbed a bony finger at Haru. “Which is more than I can say for you.” The scarecrow continued down the line, snapping off commands as he went.

			Haru glanced at Kiyomi before returning to her machine. Haru kept her head low, the red remaining in her cheeks.

			Kiyomi pitied Haru, but she had no time to dwell on the matter. Instead, she was thankful the chanting students spared her from Mr. Akita’s wrath. She went to work rifling a barrel. 

			She had been operating her machine a few minutes when a chill crept across the back of her neck. Kiyomi peered over her shoulder and saw no one. She went on working but the cold sensation never left her. It wrapped around her shoulders like a winter breeze.

			At lunch, Kiyomi sat alone at the end of a long table. Typically, she sat with Haru, but on this day, Haru joined Lee-Sam. Jealousy stoked a fire in Kiyomi’s heart as they talked and laughed. Why do I feel this way? I have no interest in Lee-Sam or any other man. Kiyomi opened her bento box, which contained a rice ball wrapped in wilted amanori. With this diet, she would be a pile of bones in no time. Her thoughts turned to the American airman. She tried to clear the image of his death from her head without success. Instead, she developed questions as if playing a game. Did the American come from a small town or a big city? A place like San Francisco perhaps. Did he have a wife? A big round woman with heavy breasts who rolled through life like a tsunami, or someone petite who floated through rooms as a wisp of smoke? Was her hair the color of summer wheat or as black as the night? A dull pain resonated throughout Kiyomi’s heart when she imagined the airman holding a child. Children were the real victims of war. So many orphans, so many dreams scattered as windblown ash.

			By the time her shift ended, Kiyomi’s sweat-dampened blouse stuck to her flesh, and the muscles in her arms and legs smoldered. She willed her feet to shuffle toward the door. Head low, she made her way to the nearest tram stop. On a nearby street, soldiers chased after blowing leaflets. Eyes closed, she tried to steal a moment of sleep.

			“Kiyomi-san, I had hoped to find you.”

			She opened her eyes to discover Umi beside her. Umi belonged to the student group at the factory. Umi had a broad, plain face and pleasant disposition. She lived in Otemachi and often accompanied Kiyomi during the ride home. On most days, Kiyomi enjoyed their conversations, even though Umi spoke with the naiveté of youth. In a few more years the words coming off Umi’s tongue would be darker and less hopeful. After all she had experienced, Kiyomi wanted to be alone. She needed to envision herself at the sea under a night sky, floating on her back, a mere speck in the darkness, stars twinkling above her.

			“How are you, Umi-san?”

			A streetcar arrived with the hissing of brakes. Kiyomi fell in behind four women who waited to board. Umi joined her. “A most exciting day, neh?”

			Kiyomi knew Umi wanted to discuss the bomber, but Kiyomi remained quiet as she boarded the streetcar. The streetcar driver was a girl no older than Umi. The Hiroshima Electric Railway Company trained schoolgirls to operate their streetcars because male drivers had been drafted into the military. She acknowledged them with a subtle nod. The passengers sat with their heads bowed, the effects of hunger and fatigue tearing down their fortitude. When the war with America started, and the Army rolled to victory after victory across the Pacific, the people of the nation walked proud. The impossible became possible. With cities reduced to wasteland and hundreds of thousands of civilians killed, what had once been righteous seemed foolish and misguided. But she could never share this sentiment. To do so in front of the wrong person might lead to arrest and prison. She must at no time doubt the mind of the Emperor. The Emperor knew the best course for Japan and her people.

			Kiyomi took a seat near the front of the streetcar. Umi sat beside her, an optimistic smile lifting the corners of her mouth. The tram jerked ahead, a jolt traveling from the rail up through the seats.

			“The tide of war is turning,” Umi announced in a voice that carried throughout the streetcar. “When we shot down that bomber today, it was a sign. You’ll see.”

			Iwo Jima lost. Okinawa under attack. And Umi wanted to discuss signs. Kiyomi remained quiet and stared out the window. The May sun had swung westward and settled above the mountains.

			“Did you notice Haru and Lee-Sam together at lunch? I could never be with a garlic-eater.”

			“I didn’t notice them.”

			Umi tugged on an earlobe. “I have a secret. Would you like to hear it?”

			Kiyomi forced herself to nod. “Hai, if the secret is about you.”

			“I’m not a gossip.”

			“Of course,” Kiyomi said. Looking at Umi’s face, she noted the flushing of her cheeks and the glimmer in her eyes and realized Umi’s secret must be both personal and a source of great satisfaction. “What’s your secret?”

			“I’m in love with a boy from my neighborhood. His name is Yōshio. His parents are merchants. They own a furniture store. It’s closed now.”

			“Does Yōshio feel the same toward you?”

			Umi pressed a hand over her heart and sighed. “Hai. Isn’t it wonderful?”

			Kiyomi found herself at a loss for something to say. Having only once experienced what she considered at the time to be love, she hardly thought of herself as an expert on the subject. “I’m happy for you, Umi-san.”

			Umi babbled on about her boyfriend and their future plans together. They would wait until the war ended to get married. She would then move into his parents’ house and help with their business. She’d give Yōshio many sons. When the streetcar reached Umi’s stop, she kept talking all the way out the door. After Umi left, and the streetcar resumed its journey, an elderly woman glared at Kiyomi and shook her head. Kiyomi turned to watch Umi until she vanished between two buildings, all the while thinking how sad the world had become when another person’s happiness became the source of antipathy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Kiyomi found Ai waiting with her teacher, Mr. Kondo, on the playground. Mr. Kondo was an older gentleman who left instruction of militarism to the younger teachers. He once told Ai children should learn the beauty of poetry, not the follies of government policy. Kiyomi was surprised Mr. Kondo hadn’t been arrested on account of his pacifist beliefs. Mr. Kondo held something in his hands for Ai to see. Mr. Kondo and Ai looked up as she approached. Ai beamed. “Look, Mama.”

			Kiyomi bowed. “Good evening, Sensei-Kondo.”

			Mr. Kondo’s wrinkled hands unfolded to reveal a black and yellow chou. The delicate butterfly kept its wings still as if this would make it invisible to the giant creature that held it captive. “It flew onto my hand while we discussed Matsuo Bashō’s poem, ‘Taking a Nap.’ Have you heard it?”

			“Many years ago, as a child,” Kiyomi said.

			“Bashō’s poetry stirs my soul.” He brought his hands closer to Ai. “Shall we release our friend?”

			“Hai,” Ai said. “She has been a most splendid guest.”

			Mr. Kondo beamed. “How do you know the chou is female? Did she whisper this into your ear?”

			“She is delicate like a girl. Boys are grasshoppers and spiders.”

			Mr. Kondo chuckled. “You are a keen observer of life, little one.” He raised his open palms. “Here we go.” The butterfly fluttered off into the gloaming.

			Kiyomi held out a hand for Ai. When her daughter’s tiny, warm-fingers wove between Kiyomi’s, a feeling of contentment rose inside her. She bowed again to the wise teacher. “Arigatō, Sensei-Kondo.”

			He returned her bow. “It’s my pleasure. Sayōnara, Kiyomi-san. Sayōnara, Ai-chan.”

			Mother and daughter headed home in the inky darkness. Before the Americans arrived with their powerful war machines, lamps and lanterns cast squares of red and yellow light onto the streets and alleyways. People did their shopping at night because prices went down. At the public market, fishmongers displayed what remained of their catch. The pungent odor attracted neighborhood cats who sat in the darkness and meowed. Grocers sold eggplants, cucumbers, potatoes, and lotus roots. Merchants displayed shoes, furniture, or clothes. Now the night brought impenetrable gloom, due to blackouts. Bats fluttered through the murky sky, joined by ghostly moths. Factory workers returned home, their movements slow and mechanical.

			“Did you have a good day at school?”

			“We went to the playground for spiritual training.”

			Kiyomi’s eyebrows went up. “Oh?”

			“We practiced using wooden swords and spears in case the enemy arrives.”

			“Did you enjoy that?”

			“The boys did. I would rather draw pictures.”

			Kiyomi squeezed her daughter’s hand. “Me too.”

			“Mister B flew over today. Did you see it?”

			“Hai. I saw it.”

			“The Americans dropped leaflets again. A boy picked one up. He was taken inside and did not return.”

			“I’m glad you were not foolish enough to do the same thing,” Kiyomi said while recalling her own irrational behavior.

			A thin band of sunlight rested on the western mountains by the time they arrived home. “I cannot wait to bathe,” Kiyomi said, unlatching the gate. “I smell like a dead fish rotting in the sun.”

			“You smell good to me,” Ai said.

			“If you’re trying to get a bigger dinner portion, it just might work.”

			Kiyomi growled under her breath upon seeing the futons draped over the veranda railing. Laziness infected Sayoka like a virus. “Could you help me with the futons?”

			“Why must we always carry them into the house?”

			Kiyomi wondered the same thing but, rather than voice displeasure, it was her duty to prepare Ai for her future life. “Your grandparents provide us a home. They love you. It’s a little thing to help them with chores, neh?”

			Ai released Kiyomi’s hand and went to the nearest futon. Ai’s turned-down mouth and slumping shoulders told Kiyomi her daughter understood what was expected of her as she grew older. “First, our shoes,” Kiyomi said. They stepped past the shōji and paused at the earthen-floor entry. They removed their geta and arranged them in a neat line alongside the sandals of her in-laws. Next, they put on their house slippers before returning to the veranda.

			Ai grinned as Kiyomi helped her fold the first futon. “We can pretend the futons are clouds and we are carrying them to their beds.”

			“Clouds, eh? You have a wonderful imagination,” Kiyomi said.

			They each lugged a futon into the house. The screens that divided the rooms stood open. Banri sat inside the parlor on a pillow, hunched over his writing desk, his attention on whatever sutra he copied from the Tipitaka. With his bulbous head, receding hairline, and folds of wrinkled skin at the base of his neck, he reminded Kiyomi of the gama-gaeru toad in the garden. Sayoka sat nearby, holding a book of poetry. In Kiyomi’s eyes, her mother-in-law resembled a cunning snake, with her thin face, piercing black eyes, and long neck.

			“I have come back!” Ai shouted as she followed Kiyomi across the tatami mats.

			Banri looked up and smiled. “You have returned.”

			Kiyomi compelled a smile onto her lips. How could her in-laws sit in the same spot all day? Didn’t they know a war was going on?

			“How was school?” Sayoka asked.

			“We saw Mister B. The bomber was noisy like a crow.”

			After storing the futons in the cupboard, Kiyomi led Ai back to the veranda to collect the remaining two. She closed the amado that sealed up the house at night, the wooden screen clicking into place. Electric lamps inside the house stood dark while a kerosene lantern glowed white on a nearby table. Another no-electricity day. With all the windows and screens enshrouded by blackout curtains, shadows permeated the rooms. A thread of black smoke weaved upward from the lantern’s dome and gave the air a fetid stench that called to mind an unused room, buried in dust. Light ascended into the rafters where a pair of house swallows had built their nest. Her aunt told her birds flying inside a home brought good luck. Kiyomi wished this were true.

			Sayoka beckoned Ai to sit beside her. “I’ve missed you.” She placed a hand on Ai’s shoulder before returning it to her lap. Her attention shifted to Kiyomi. “After dinner, can you dust the house? And do something with that awful brown rice?”

			Kiyomi hid her resentment and offered a quick bow. “Hai. I’ll prepare the bath water now.” Prepare bath. Cook dinner. Clean the house. Pound the rice. I’m a slave to unrelenting masters.

			Sayoka called out in a cheerful voice, “Remember, happiness is measured by sacrifice.”

			Kiyomi fought back mounting anger as she entered the bathing room. She used balls made of half-burnt embers collected from the stove to stoke a fire in the copper charcoal box under the bathtub. Soon, steam rose out of the deep wooden tub constructed from a barrel. She set out towels, razors, a basin of room temperature water, and cloth bags containing rice bran and caustic soda that served as soap. With everything ready, Kiyomi reentered the living room and informed Banri.

			He pushed off the floor, his knees crackling. A raspy cough escaped his throat followed by wheezing in his chest. He faced her and bowed. “Arigatō, Kiyomi-san.”

			Banri had always treated her well. He showed her respect, unlike Sayoka. Kiyomi feared her father-in-law’s strength was declining at a time they needed him to be strong. She picked out a book from her tsuzura chest and returned to the living room to read to Ai, only to find her mother-in-law talking with her. Kiyomi simmered with indignation as she lowered herself onto a nearby pillow. Book open, Kiyomi pretended to read while Sayoka spun a tale of adventure from her youth, something about being caught on a neighbor’s fishing boat in a typhoon. Pure nonsense. When Banri emerged from his bath, Sayoka left Ai with the promise of finishing her story. Ai covered her mouth and yawned, which made Kiyomi smile.

			Kiyomi took Sayoka’s place beside her daughter. “Exciting story, neh? Raging storm, monster waves, demons from the deep.”

			Ai giggled. “You’re silly.”

			“I’ve brought us a book.” Kiyomi held it out for Ai to see.

			Ai’s eyes grew wide. “The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Mark Twain. Is it all right to read an American book?”

			“Why not? I read many books by American writers before the war and I remained Japanese.”

			Ai giggled once more as she snuggled against Kiyomi.

			Kiyomi had reached the part where Tom painted the fence when Sayoka returned. She tucked the novel under her arm, knowing Sayoka wouldn’t approve of her choice. Kiyomi had hid her books in the attic when the Shisōbu confiscated all things Western, but Sayoka turned over Kiyomi’s collection of jazz and swing records to the Thought-Police. Kiyomi never forgave her. She gracefully unfolded from the floor and sauntered to a storage trunk where she stashed the book under her wedding kimono. “I’ll hurry in the bath,” Kiyomi told Ai.

			“Do not hurry for me,” Ai said.

			Inside the bathing room, Kiyomi employed a straight razor to shave her cheeks and neck. Kiyomi next slipped out of her clothes and ladled water over her head and body. After washing with soap and rinsing off, she dipped a toe into the steaming water but pulled back when a rush of cold air swept over her shoulders, making her shiver. With a determined breath, she entered the tub and sat. Searing water enveloped her. She drew her legs to her chest and closed her eyes. Frigid air lingered around her head, raising hairs on the nape of her neck. What did it mean? Had a yūrei latched onto her soul? Could it be Jikan or Yutaka returned from the battlefields of China? When Kiyomi was a child, her mother, Ameya, took her and her siblings to the public bathhouse. They were taught nudity was a natural state and no cause for embarrassment. You trained yourself not to be conscious of it. But this experience proved peculiar. Alone, yet not alone, under the observation of an invisible guest, Kiyomi found herself mindful of her own nakedness. She stood, a chill passing over her, and hurried to dry off with a damp towel. Kiyomi slipped into her yukata, pulling the plain cotton kimono tight against her body.
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