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CHAPTER


ONE

This was the secret thing Hanako felt about old people: she really didn’t understand them. It seemed like they just sat there and didn’t do much. Sometimes they were rude to you, and yet you had to be extremely, extremely polite to them. And then when they were nice to you, they asked you lots and lots of questions. Lots!

Her mother’s parents were both dead—Grandpa from being run over by a tractor while he was drunk, and Grandma from drowning in a giant wave off the coast of Hawaii. They had already passed away when Japan bombed Pearl Harbor. But when Hanako had worked in her family’s restaurant, she’d encountered many old people with their families for dinner. Mostly, as said, they just sat there.

And now her family was on this gigantic ship, going across the ocean to live with her father’s elderly parents in Japan.

This was the thing about Japan: she had never been there. Her parents had told her for her entire life that it was important to be American. It was important to talk just a little more loudly than some of the girls who were being raised to be more Japanese. It was important to make eye contact and not cover your mouth when you laughed, like some of the more Japanese girls did. Basically, the way to be Japanese in America was to be more American than the Americans. And now she was being told she would need to learn to be more Japanese.

Her family had been imprisoned for almost four years—since she was eight—and now that she was kind of free, she did not know what was out there in the world for her, in the future. She had no idea. All she could hope was that from now on, and maybe forever, she would never be in jail and nobody would ever point a gun at her again.

“Hanako, do you have any candy left?” Hanako turned to look at her brother, who was standing in his underwear, his pajamas in his hands. He had pale eyebrows and a ton of black hair, with a big wine stain covering the skin around his right eye and beyond, like a pirate’s patch. She kissed his stain the way she liked to do, because it was so beautiful. It was shaped like Australia, except sideways.

Reaching into her pocket, she pretended to be searching, though her fingers were already clutching a candy. “Hmm, I don’t . . . oh, wait, I do!” She pulled the candy out and held it up triumphantly. Akira grinned and took it from her. She liked to make him happy—some days it was all she lived for, really. The candy was a butterscotch, his favorite. They had bought a bag of it a few weeks ago at one of the co-op stores in Tule Lake, where they’d last been imprisoned. Located in Northern California, Tule Lake was a high-security segregation center with almost nineteen thousand inmates. Each of the three camps where they’d been imprisoned had been different, all awful, but not in exactly the same ways. Plus, there was a different prison where her father had been held for almost a year. That was the most serious prison of all. In the freezing cold of Bismarck, North Dakota, he’d been housed with German prisoners of war. Hanako had never been freezing, but in Tule Lake she had been very cold for several days at a time, and she did not like it at all. Papa said that when you were freezing, your feet started to hurt a lot.

“Mmm, butterscotch!” Akira said now, holding it up like he was looking at a marble.

Akira had a teensy, squeaky voice—sometimes Hanako thought he sounded like he would fit in your hand. She had to admit he was a strange little creature, with his squeaky voice and with Australia on his eye and with the way he was several inches shorter than other five-year-old boys. When Akira was only a baby, Mama had said, “He was born sad.” She had rarely spoken of it again, but Hanako had not forgotten it. She was always looking for signs of sadness in his face, and she often found such signs. Sometimes, even when nothing bad had happened, he looked like he wanted to cry from something—maybe loneliness?

After Akira put the candy in his mouth, she put his pajamas on him because he looked so helpless.

“What if we sink?” he asked suddenly.

Hanako tried to think of something comforting to say. It was hard, because she didn’t know how something as big as this ship could stop itself from sinking. “It’s impossible for us to sink,” was what she came up with. “It’s a US Navy vessel. It’s probably one of the best ships in the world.” The ship they were on was called the USS Gordon, and it was about two football fields long. She didn’t understand how airplanes flew, and she didn’t understand how ships floated. She’d been quite scared about that. But at this point, who even cared? They were on the ship, and they weren’t getting off.

Akira grabbed her hand and started digging into it with his nails. Hanako always cut his nails into sharp spikes, because he liked them like that. He called them his “sharpies.” He said he needed to protect himself from . . . he could never say what. Hanako tried to wriggle her hand free. In response, he dug in harder.

She concentrated on keeping her voice calm like she (almost) always did with him. “Akira, can you hold on to my sleeve instead, please?”

“All right,” he said, grabbing her purple coat and pulling at it. She didn’t like him to pull on her purple coat—it was her favorite thing, and it was from a store instead of sewn by her mother. But she didn’t scold him, though that took a heap of self-control. She didn’t want him to say what he’d said to her twice in the past: “You like your coat more than you like me!”

She looked around but didn’t see where their mother had gone off to. Mama always liked to know what was going on. At the Tule Lake camp she used to go out every morning after breakfast and talk and talk to people. That’s what Hanako had heard, anyway; she was at school. Mama was obsessed with what was going on. It was like she was desperate to know more. Always more. Mama used to be a calm person—serene, even. She never used to care that much about what was happening in the outside world. But in camp her eyes became filled with a hunger to know things.

Hanako wondered if anybody here actually knew anything about what was going on. But how would they? It was very crowded here in the sleeping quarters, and you couldn’t see much because the aisles—the space between each set of bunks—was maybe two feet.

She scrambled up to the top bunk, looking around and seeing more bunks. But not that many. Sixty? In stacks of four, so 240 people sleeping here. Supposedly, there were thousands of Nikkei being sent to Japan on this very ship. Nikkei were people of Japanese descent, whether they were citizens of America, Japan, or any other country. Only women and children were in this room—all the men and older boys were on another part of the ship. It was strange how quiet the whole crowd was. Probably scared and depressed. Then Akira whimpered, “Hanako, I’m afraid. Why do we have to go on this ship?”

Trying to get down quickly, she tumbled to the floor and then immediately dusted off her coat. “Because we don’t belong in America anymore,” she said as she dusted.

Akira closed his right eye and tilted his head. That’s what he did when he was trying to decide something. “I think I do. I do belong in America.”

Hanako thought this over. That was a hard one, because she wasn’t sure about it. “Belonging” was a difficult concept at the moment. Really, for the people on this ship, they “belonged” with their families, if they had them. Where else was there to belong at this point? They had no country.

It was a complicated and confusing story, why they had to be on this ship. There was no way to think about it and have it make sense. First, Japan had bombed Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, in early December 1941, a little more than four years ago. Second, that caused America to enter World War II. And third, more than 110,000 Nikkei—mostly American citizens—living on the West Coast had been imprisoned in ten different places, for no good reason. And then about six thousand more had been born in the camps! What had Hanako’s family done wrong that they had to be held captive for almost four entire years? They ran a restaurant in Little Tokyo in Los Angeles!

They were sent to a temporary camp nearby, then a permanent one in Jerome, Arkansas. Jerome was a bad camp, because the director was really tough and made some inmates cut down trees for the whole camp for heat in the winter. Logging was one of the most deadly professions in America, Papa said. At Jerome it was grueling work with old equipment. The men—like Papa—who were forced to work as loggers there had no prior experience, so Hanako was always worried that her father would get killed. The other camps were provided with coal, but Jerome’s director, Mr. Taylor, wouldn’t stand for that. He was only thirty-four, and Papa said he did not have the least idea of what the difference was between right and wrong. But, still, he insisted Hanako and Akira call him “Mr.” She’d called him “Taylor” once, and Papa had reprimanded her for being rude. “But he didn’t hear me, he’s not even here,” she had replied. Her father hadn’t answered, just frowned at her.

One time she had complained to Akira, “I don’t know why we have to call him ‘Mr.’ ” And Akira had said patiently to her, “Because he’s the boss man, Hana.” And he was only three years old when he said that! Actually, Hanako had realized she agreed with him, because that’s the way she was raised: She could not stand the idea of not showing a grown-up respect. Even if it made her angry and sometimes made her cry, she could not stand it. Even if it ripped her whole heart out, she could not have stood it. So she always called him Mr. Taylor after that. Even though she hated him.

But now Akira was staring at her. “Why do you look mad?”

“I don’t! You need to get in bed,” she said in her most official voice, the one her brother usually listened to.

They had decided he would sleep right above her. The “beds” were hung by chains. Each one was only a sheet of canvas, maybe two feet above the one below. On every bed lay a muddy-green blanket, with no linen and no pillow. This is where the American soldiers had once slept when they were helping to save the world during the war, Hanako thought. And then she remembered the American soldiers who’d occasionally pointed guns at her in camp. Papa said the good and the bad thing about people like soldiers—and for that matter, all people—was that they usually did what they were told. That sometimes made them act bravely, and it could also make them act right sometimes, but wrong sometimes, too. So you needed to have the right people telling them what to do. Papa said that was the hard part. Maybe, he said, it was the impossible part. Hanako thought about how she sometimes did the wrong thing when she didn’t think her parents would find out. Like when she and some other kids found several empty glass bottles once and threw them against the barracks in camp. For no reason. Then they ran away. She wasn’t sure if it was easier or harder to always do the right thing when you were a grown-up. She actually had no idea.

Akira’s eyes were closed already. He could fall asleep anywhere, anytime, in about ten seconds. Sometimes you had to scream to wake him up.

She took off her precious coat and thought about hanging it on the hook where her duffel bag was. But what if the hook tore the fabric? She laid it on the bed instead. But what if she wrinkled it when she slept? Suddenly she felt like crying. She did not want her coat to get wrinkled! She did not want to spend two weeks inside this ship! She did not want to go to Japan! There was so much that she didn’t want, but at the same time she didn’t even know what she did want.

“Are you all right?” a woman asked.

She realized her eyes were tightly closed, tears squeezing out. She opened them quickly. In front of her was a tired-looking lady holding a baby. “Because we’re all here to take care of you,” the woman continued. “Nothing will hurt you now.”

“Thank you,” Hanako said, embarrassed. “I’m fine. I’m sorry . . . I shouldn’t cry.” Crying wasn’t very brave.

But the woman was now gazing down at her baby, who was suddenly whimpering. Beyond her, Hanako spotted her mother looking wild-eyed as she walked toward someone new. Mama laid her hand on the new woman’s arm, leaned toward her, and began talking. Mama had a habit of getting too close to people when she wanted to know what was going on. Hanako began to undress, having decided to lay her coat over her blanket while she slept.

Women and children all around were also changing into their bedclothes. Nobody was shy, because in the camps there had been showers and latrines with no partitions between them. So none of them had had privacy for years. When you’d been forced to be naked in front of strangers every day for years, you didn’t have much shame left.

She got into her bottom bunk and thought about a magazine photograph she had seen in camp, of American soldiers sleeping in a room much like this one. They were wearing their uniforms, though they were in bed. She thought about how some of those men might be dead now. Maybe a soldier who had slept in this very bunk had been killed in the war. For a moment she felt as if she could sense him. Maybe he had been scared, or maybe he had been brave. Probably both.

Her bunk was about two inches from the ground, but there was no sag, so she couldn’t feel the floor. There was so little sag, she could hardly tell Akira lay above her.

She touched a seam in her pajamas. The US government had allowed each family to bring only sixty dollars on board this ship. Mama was holding that money. This was because even though the war was over, the government wanted to control every last thing they did, until the last possible moment. But Hanako was carrying another twenty dollars that her mother had hidden in a seam in her pajamas. Akira’s pajamas held twenty as well, so altogether they had a hundred dollars. Maybe Papa had managed to hide some money too.

She felt her thick braid on her back. Briefly, she considered undoing her hair, but she didn’t want to lose her rubber band. It was her last one. She was quite concerned about it. She’d tried ribbons and string, but they always slipped out of her hair. Her rubber band was dear to her. When you hardly had anything, even a lowly rubber band could fill you with feelings.

But she needed to think of something happy. So she thought, Japan will be fine. It will be beautiful. Everyone will love me. She closed her eyes and pictured the three most beautiful places in Japan. She’d never been there, but in class at Tule Lake the children had painted watercolors of the three beautiful places: Matsushima, Miyajima, and Amanohashidate.

Matsushima was a group of more than 250 small islands in blue, blue water. Miyajima was the island of the gods. Amanohashidate was a sandbar covered in pine trees. So all three of the most beautiful places in Japan had to do with water. Miyajima was near Hiroshima, where they were headed. She hoped it would be beautiful too.



CHAPTER


TWO

When Hanako opened her eyes, Papa was by the bed, and there were men everywhere visiting the women. The ship was swaying gently. “Papa!” she cried out. Other than for the few hours while they were waiting to board the ship yesterday, they had not seen each other for almost a year.

Papa lifted her up and said, “You’ve lost a pound since yesterday!”

It was crazy, but somehow Papa could tell whenever she or Akira had lost or gained even a single pound. Mama said it was because he used to buy flour from a man who Papa suspected was cheating him. He used to lift the bags of flour one by one and contemplate them, to see if they all truly weighed the amount the man said they did. He thought the man had “fixed” his scale. Mama and Papa were funny in that they trusted everyone, and at the same time they didn’t trust anyone at all. It made no sense, but that’s the way they were.

“I haven’t eaten since yesterday morning,” Hanako said now to her father. Before Papa could answer, the PA system was announcing that men’s visiting hours were over! So soon! “Why didn’t you wake me up when you got here?” she asked accusingly, wriggling down.

“You looked so peaceful,” he said. He nodded toward where Akira still slept. “Him too.” He kissed the top of her head. “My sleepy, sleepy children.”

She leaned against his chest as he wrapped his arms around her. She was almost as tall as him, because she took after her maternal grandparents who had been tall for Japanese. Papa’s hug was tight—he was much stronger than he had once been, because he and some of his fellow prisoners in North Dakota had spent a lot of time exercising. Papa said that once they took everything away from you and all you had left was your body, it made you want to make yourself as strong as you could. He exercised for three hours a day, six days a week, sometimes out in the freezing cold.

Besides getting stronger, Papa had changed in another way. He looked older now, and kind of feral. Before, he had always seemed civilized, even sophisticated. Most days at their restaurant, he had worn a simple shirt and slacks with an apron and spent all day in the kitchen. But every Friday he would put on a beautiful suit and greet every person who came through the fancy wooden door. He remembered all their names. Just before he left the house on Fridays, he would admire himself in the mirror and say, “Your mother married a handsome man.” Hanako had heard him say that probably a hundred times. He owned just the one suit, and one beautiful blue tie, and he liked them as much as she liked her purple coat. He had brought his suit to camp, but then after they got there and he saw how they would be living, he threw it away. Just like that. “That part of my life is over,” he said. You did not need a suit when you were surrounded by barbed wire. He accepted this immediately as reality.

Mama walked with Papa toward the doorway—is that what it was called on a ship? Once her parents were out of sight, Hanako turned her attention to her brother.

“Akira!!” she shouted. People around her looked over in alarm, but that was the way to wake him up.

He opened his eyes and squinted at her in that defiant way he did when he thought she might be mad at him but he had no idea why. “What?”

“It’s morning.”

“So? Hey! It feels like the ship is moving.”

“It is. You have to get up.”

“Why?”

Hanako hesitated. “Because . . .” But there was really no reason. So she added, “Well, never mind.”

He closed his eyes again. Once, Mama had taken him to the doctor to see why he slept so much. But the doctor had just said that some children slept more than others. After he seemed asleep, Hanako spotted a group of kids by the door. She rushed over and immediately cried out, “I’m Hanako!”

They glanced at her, then a girl said, “We’re not supposed to go anywhere, but we’re going anyway! Come on!”

They sped through the doorway all at once. Hanako hesitated for just a second, then ran after them. It was suddenly just like in camp, where the kids went wild and the parents couldn’t control them. They stormed up some very steep stairs, hardly looking where they were going. Hanako’s face felt hot with excitement, just like that time they threw the bottles. Energy! She had so much energy!

She and another girl glanced at each other excitedly as they reached a different deck and sprinted down a long, long, narrow hallway. All that mattered was running! She didn’t even know these kids, but at the moment they were all one single entity. They reached a door and stopped—altogether. A boy flung it open, and one by one, they stood in the doorway and stared.

A bunch of soldiers were sitting around a table playing poker, and there was real money in the center of the table. More money than Hanako had seen in a long time. She thought soldiers didn’t get paid that much. They were big and looked strong. They gazed curiously at Hanako and the other children, and Hanako gaped at them. She tried to put her finger on why they were so . . . surprising. It was just that they were so different from her. You only needed to look at them to see they had lived totally different lives from hers. And not that long ago, maybe they could have been guards in her camp.

Then the boy who’d opened the door called out “Hakujin!” and slammed it shut, and they all ran away laughing hysterically. Hakujin meant “white person.” They would not have dared to call out such a thing in camp. But they were no longer in camp.

Hours later, lying down again, she thought about seeing those soldiers and remembered something Papa had said about Mr. Taylor when he was very angry. She didn’t remember his exact words, but it was something like, “Mr. Taylor has a life. He was a baby once. Maybe he has children, maybe not; maybe he will someday. He has hard days and easy days. He has emotions. These are the things that keep me from killing him.”

That was pretty shocking coming from a restaurant owner who had never hurt a fly. But that was Papa in camp.

And so. Those soldiers had a life. Maybe they had children, maybe not; maybe they would someday. They had emotions; they had been babies once. Just like her, really. Just like her.



CHAPTER


THREE

The next morning Hanako woke up smelling vomit and immediately retched. She realized that the ship was going up and down. It seemed to be swinging wayyyyy up and then wayyyyy down. Hanako knew exactly what was happening: the ship had left the harbor and was now in the ocean, and she was seasick. She leaned over the bed to retch more, trying to cough something up, but nothing came out. Then she couldn’t stop gagging, over and over, like she wasn’t in control of her body. It felt like a demon had taken her over!

“Mama!” she shouted. “Akira!”

Nobody answered, but she thought she saw the outline of her brother’s body above her. “Akira!”

“Shut up!”

So he was sick too. She had a sudden, desperate desire to get up and check on him, but there was nothing she could do, because she felt like she was on the verge of vomiting again.

“Hanako!” Mama was kneeling down, literally holding her own eyes open with her fingertips. She looked like she was insane!

“It’s going to be rough seas all the way!” Mama blurted out. “I must lie down! There are people who can help you!” Then Mama leaned over and went “HAHCH!” Then she gagged. Then she fell into her bunk, which was also on the bottom, directly across from Hanako’s.

The smell of throw-up was overpowering. Hours passed, or maybe it was minutes. Hanako closed her eyes, but all she saw in her mind were chaotic lights. She badly wanted to sleep—there was nowhere else besides sleep where she could go to feel better. She wished she knew what time it was, but on the other hand, what difference did it make?

She lived in a daze that wouldn’t end. Sometimes she slept. Sometimes she cried. Sometimes someone who wasn’t sick brought her food and water.

Sometimes, through the spinning, she thought of her brother and tried to will herself to feel better so that she could help him. But it was so hard to concentrate on feeling better. It was so hard to think. So she tried to concentrate on something that focused her mind and woke her up in camp: an anger that she always felt in her fists. She would squeeze them so long that her forearms hurt. But here, now, she could barely even close her fingers. She was too weak. She was trapped. She would rather die than live like this forever, but she kept murmuring to herself, “This will pass, this will pass.”

And yet it didn’t pass.



CHAPTER


FOUR

And then it did. One day Hanako opened her eyes and felt . . . nothing special. And she knew exactly what had happened—the ship was no longer in the ocean. She had lived all her life in America, and then she had spent the last two weeks in a dizzying half-world between America and Japan. And now she was in Japan! She had to be!

Women and children were milling about. Mama was standing up chatting with another woman, and Akira was laughing as Mama held him. None of it seemed real. Hanako tentatively stood up and still felt fine.

“Good morning, Hanako,” Mama called out, exactly as she might have on any other day.

“Hello?” Hanako replied like a question. Mama held Akira as if he were an infant, his hands around her neck the way he liked to do when Mama felt like babying him.

Mama nodded at the floor. “I brought you a tray of food from the mess hall. I didn’t want to wake you.”

Hanako stared at the food for a moment, then fell upon it and didn’t bother with the fork, just picked up the eggs in her hand and shoved them into her mouth. They didn’t taste good or bad; she was beyond caring either way. It took her about three minutes to eat the entire tray of food and drink the orange juice beside it.

Then the PA announced that they were in Uraga Harbor. They were in Japan! She’d been seasick the entire trip! She’d hardly eaten. She held out her arms in front of her—the bones in her wrists protruded. Mama said it was Saturday, January 12, 1946. They had left Tule Lake on December 26 and boarded the ship on December 28. All those days. Five thousand miles—America was five thousand miles away now. Americans were five thousand miles away . . . although she was American. President Truman was five thousand miles away. President Roosevelt, who had imprisoned her family, had died last year—his final words were supposedly “I have a terrific headache.” Nobody she knew in camp had cried when he passed. Her father hated him, so she did as well. But Papa never called him “Roosevelt,” always “President Roosevelt.” Hanako did not know if it was legal in America to even think about hating him. She thought for certain it would have been illegal to say out loud. Even in private, her father would only whisper it. This was the thing about President Roosevelt: he had personally made every decision that had destroyed their lives. She tried to think about how he was a baby once, how he had kids . . .

Now that her stomach was full, Hanako suddenly felt . . . stuff. Like she wanted to cling to her mother the way Akira was clinging. Like she wished Papa were here right now. Like she wondered if all the terrible things she’d heard about Japan right before camp were true, but she also hoped all the wonderful things she’d heard about Japan inside of Tule Lake were true. Like she still felt like throwing up, but not in the same way she did during the trip. Everybody was talking to everybody else: Where will you live? With whom? What will you do?

She changed her clothes and underwear, right there in front of everyone, and rebraided her hair. Akira changed himself, standing naked for about a minute as he decided what underwear to use. She tried not to pull too hard on her rubber band so it wouldn’t break. She concentrated on feeling calm, but instead she kept feeling overcome with the seriousness of their life now. It was an absolute fact that America had won the war, yet some people in camp did not believe it. Could they possibly be correct?

Her family was headed to her grandparents’ farm outside the city of Hiroshima, and she’d been hearing for months that a single big bomb had been dropped there and destroyed the city. But in camp rumors were constantly spreading, dying, and spreading again in different form. There were rumors about where the government was sending them next, rumors about the food supply, rumors about the war, and at one time even rumors about the government possibly killing them all. That was a rumor that had spread very early on, on the train to Jerome, Arkansas, a few years ago. But a giant bomb? How could a plane even carry such a thing? And what exactly would be the point? Was it more efficient than using a lot of smaller bombs?

These were the kinds of thoughts and worries and fears that had plagued her for years—thoughts and worries and fears about every rumor and every real thing that could fit into her brain.

Many times, to let her mind escape the worries that filled her head until it hurt, she had gone outside with an older girl who liked rocks a lot. Yes. Rocks. Ugly ones, too, not shiny or sparkly or colorful. The rocks in Tule Lake were volcanic and old—supposedly formed two and a half million years ago. They looked plain instead of pretty. But as Hanako had picked up and held those rocks that had formed so many years ago, she’d felt comforted, steady. Calm. She kept one of them by her bed. It was a dark gray basalt, and she used to hold it to her forehead, and it would immediately make her feel better: two and a half million years, right there against her skin. A few hours before they left camp for the last time, however, she had walked to an open area and flung her basalt among all the others over the fence. Then they had left for their train. She did not ever want to see that stupid rock again.



CHAPTER


FIVE

The PA was already making announcements about disembarking! They were starting with names from A through C. Hanako’s last name was Tachibana, so they would not be called for a while. “Tachibana” meant “tangerine,” and “Hanako” meant “flower child.” So her name was Flower Child Tangerine. That was why she liked bright colors, or anyway, that was her theory about why she liked bright colors: because flowers and tangerines were bright.

Mama had set down Akira, and his face was screwed into a grimace.

“What is it, Aki-chan?” Hanako asked. “We’re here now.” She paused. “And just think, we’ll positively never be sick like that again.” She didn’t know why she lied to him like that. That is, she lied to him to make him feel better, but sometimes she thought about how ridiculous some of her lies were, and she wondered if she should stop.

But now he looked very hopeful. “Really?”

He looked so hopeful, she heard herself saying, “Yes, never again!”

He hugged her hard, as if she personally had made it so that he would never be that sick again.

She spotted a soldier walking through the room, and her heart sped up. The soldiers always made her nervous. As he passed, he stopped for a moment when he saw Akira. Akira always caught people’s eyes. The soldier reached into his pocket and said, “Here ya go,” handing Akira a package of Juicy Fruit gum! Akira’s mouth dropped open; so did Hanako’s. The man walked on.

Juicy Fruit had been taken off the civilian market during the war, so Hanako had not seen any for years. Only soldiers got Juicy Fruit, although probably rich people could get it somewhere if they wanted. Papa said rich people could get whatever they wanted, except happiness and living forever. But Juicy Fruit would probably not be a problem.

Mama said to Akira, “You must share.”

“I will,” he squeaked. With a serious look on his face, he tore open the package and handed Hanako three of the five pieces of gum.

And that was why Hanako lied: to give him something, even if it was only a lie, just like he would give her anything. She really didn’t have anything else to give him but her lies. She put a single piece in her mouth, pocketed the other two, and said, “Mmmm, thank you, Aki!” It tasted like heaven. She let the juice flow through her mouth and found herself smiling. Akira smiled back as he chewed.

The taste was like something powerful, like the time her father was drinking some home brew that one of the inmates had made, and he let her have a couple of sips. She had felt it coursing through her body, through her blood, into her brain. It was the same with this gum.

Then suddenly came the announcement: “Japanese repatriates will begin disembarking beginning with R through V.” They were calling out of order! It was an American who didn’t know anything about Japanese making the announcement, because there was no V in Japanese.

Also, she knew, because her teacher had told her, that the proper word for her family was “expatriate,” not “repatriate.” A “repatriate” was someone returning to his native country, while an “expatriate” was someone withdrawing himself from his native country. Like her, many of the people on this ship had probably never been to Japan.

Suddenly, someone was scooping her up. Papa! He set her down quickly, though, and the whole family huddled in a circle, their heads leaning forward, touching. They had done this only once before: right after the announcement that they were going to be imprisoned. Then, Hanako had leaned against her family, thinking not about them or where they were going but about her cat, Sadie, whom they would be leaving with a neighbor. Hanako had paid the neighbor her entire savings of twenty-seven dollars, earned through working at the restaurant when she was six and seven years old. Sadie was an orange cat with eyes as green as a blade of grass. Papa had told her that cats were not like dogs in that they did not get their hearts broken when their owners left. Hanako hoped this was true. She would rather have her own heart broken than Sadie’s.

“In America you learn about having things,” Papa was telling them now. “You have a house, a restaurant, a car, and you work hard for the future. It won’t be like that in Japan. In Japan we’ll need to learn about something else. I don’t know what yet.”

“Do we have a future, Papa?” Hanako asked. She lifted her head to gaze at his face. His eyes were out of focus.

Then he said, “I’m looking . . .” And he did seem to be looking at something in the air. Finally, he said honestly, “I don’t see one. I’ll keep looking, though.”

“Why can’t we work hard in Japan and start a restaurant?” she pressed him. “That would be a good future!” The whole time in camp, she had dreamed of when they would be let out to work hard and start all over with nothing. Having nothing was not as bad as not having the chance to work for more.

“We can work hard,” Papa said. “We will. But it won’t be for the future. It will be to survive.”

Hanako wasn’t sure what that meant. To her, “survive” meant like if you were out in the desert or jungle or maybe the Alaskan wilderness. In school they had learned to speak simple Japanese and paint pictures of the three beautiful places. Things like that. Nobody had said “survive” and “Japan” in the same sentence.

Then they began following other people out—the PA had told them to head to where they’d boarded the ship two weeks ago. For some reason, Hanako kissed Akira’s cheek. “Thank you,” he said, which Hanako thought was a funny thing to say. So she kissed him again to see how he would respond this time. “Thank you,” he said again. Then suddenly she felt a little dizzy, like somebody had just whacked her on the side of the head: nervousness hitting her with a thud.

“Are you all right?” Mama asked. She squinted into Hanako’s face—Mama did that when she wanted to read her or her brother’s mind.

“Yes,” Hanako said, trying to open her eyes wide, like she wasn’t dizzy at all. “Yes, I’m fine!”

Mama kept squinting into her face—Hanako sometimes felt like her mother was physically trying to get into her brain. Then Mama relaxed, petted her nose, and turned away.

Everybody was crowded so closely together that all Hanako could see around her was people. They climbed down a ladder to a boat. It was overcast, and the sky looked exactly the same as it had in camp. For some reason, she had thought it would be different. Everyone stood crowded together without their belongings, which were being brought to shore separately.

Hanako buttoned her coat. Most of the small children on the barge wore knit caps, probably made by their mothers. Kids Hanako’s age didn’t wear hats so much, though some had scarves around their necks. The older boys—the ones who’d stayed with the men—had styled their hair into puffy ducktails, and they wore expressions like they were not afraid of anything in the world, and never would be. Like they had seen everything there was to see. Those were probably Los Angeles boys—they had picked up their hairstyles from the Pachucos, who were some of the young Mexican American boys and men in Texas and Los Angeles. There used to be some young Nikkei men who liked to dress like Pachucos. She remembered how she couldn’t help but stare at them, because they were so stylish.

Everyone wore neat, plain coats except for Hanako, who of course wore her purple one. She had always been a little desperate to fit in with the other kids, except for her coat. The moment she had seen the coat in the Sears catalog in camp, she knew she had to have it. Even after Mama had ordered it for her, she had longed for it with a passion that surprised her. She had never really wanted anything that badly before. And when it came, it was just as perfect as it had looked in the catalog! She’d had it for just five months.

Now she looked to her father, in his plain, old black coat that he’d come to camp in. His eyebrows were scrunched up. He almost looked like he was in pain. She tried to think of what she could do to make him feel better, and pulled at his arm. “When we get to Hiroshima, do you want to go see Miyajima, one of the three beautiful places?”

“Someday we will definitely see the three beautiful places.” He paused, then gave a slight smile. “I look forward to it. Let’s have something to look forward to. Why not?” He seemed like he paused a lot now. He must have become that way while he was locked up with the other prisoners of war. That’s what they all had actually been. President Roosevelt had decided to take Americans as prisoners of war as well as Germans, Italians, and Japanese.

The wind was hitting her face hard. This was the thing about Japan: the water was gray, not blue or pretty. The sky was gray, not blue or pretty. She didn’t see the sun; it was as if there were no sun. Nearby a woman was weeping. Nobody wanted to be here—Hanako was sure of that. Because most of them had been born and raised in America. And yet they were not really Americans anymore.

She could just make out the blob of land in the distance, beneath the plain sky. It was so depressing that she wondered if Matsushima, Miyajima, and Amanohashidate were famous because they were the only beautiful places in Japan. The way the boat moved across the water made it seem as if they were driving over a road, something solid. It wasn’t floating peacefully the way she would have thought.

When they reached shore, they were herded into trucks. “Don’t worry,” Papa assured her. But she was worried.

This truck wasn’t covered like the ones that had taken them to the first camp—called an “assembly center”—in America. An “assembly center” sounded like somewhere in a school where everybody went to sing songs or listen to the principal speak. Papa said naming things was a government specialty. He said government employees probably sat around a table and talked for an hour about what to call the camps.

Hanako gazed around at her new country.

Truthfully, Japan looked a little dismal. The road was rocky, and the buildings were made of cracked wood. Everything looked like it was a hundred years old and hardly ever repaired. She had a feeling that practically everyone in Japan was depressed. They were let off at some barracks that Mama said had been a center for Japanese soldiers who were being shipped out during the war. She had heard this somehow, like she heard so much. A Japanese man in uniform was telling them, in Japanese, to go inside the barrack for their ken. Ken were like states in America. Another man asked him a question, and after he answered, the two men bowed to each other. The one in the uniform seemed polite, yet Hanako wondered if he had killed people during the war. So many had—killed people, that is.

“There’s a sign,” Mama said.

There was a miserable-looking, old barrack with a sign reading “Hiroshima-ken.” The barracks here looked different from the ones she’d lived in for years in America. These seemed to be two stories. But they were plain, unpainted wood like the ones she’d resided in. She paused before going inside. She could not fathom it: living here before going off to war. On the wrong side of history. Then she went inside. She waited for her eyes to get used to the darkness. I’m in Japan, she thought. I’m here.
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As her eyes adjusted, Hanako could see that the barrack was long and plain and empty. A soldier was already moving through the room throwing out bags of what he called katapan to eat, and everybody scrambled madly. Hanako pounced on some bags, grabbing them up greedily. She wasn’t even sure what katapan was! She felt like an animal! Then she calmly handed all the bags to Akira, except for one each that she gave to Papa and Mama. Then Akira handed her a bag. “Here,” he said. “I’ll trade you for a piece of gum.” So she traded.

Katapan turned out to be crackers. The hardest crackers in history, maybe. Biting them was like a battle between her teeth and the crackers, but then Mama told her to suck on one until it softened.

The crackers didn’t have much taste, but they settled nicely in Hanako’s stomach, taking away her hunger. After they finished eating, Mama told them to go to sleep since there was nothing else to do. There were hard platforms to sleep on. She and Akira lay down in their coats like their mother told them to, and they tried to sleep. Hanako was chilly and knew her brother would be too, so she wrapped her arms around him.

She was wide awake. In the dark barrack she could vividly picture their restaurant, the way she liked to do when she couldn’t sleep. It was called the Weatherford Chinese & American Café. The restaurant had been their whole life, especially for Papa, but for Hanako as well once she got old enough to work, which was the day she turned six. During their last summer of freedom before the war, she would get up with Papa at four thirty a.m. to eat breakfast and go to work, even though she was only seven. In many Nikkei families, you began working as soon as you could, babysitting or cooking rice or cleaning floors. Or filling salt shakers. Wiping counters. When Hanako and her father arrived at the restaurant each morning, Hanako would heat up the grill and turn on the steam table in the kitchen while Papa made coffee. Then Papa would make the batter for the pancakes and waffles. Breakfast was purely American, though most of their customers were Nikkei. But first-generation Japanese Americans—called Nisei—had embraced America completely. They were more American than a lot of Americans. Hanako would take out ten flats of thirty eggs—one by one, so as not to break any—and place them near the grill. Then she would bring other foods—like hash brown potatoes, bacon, and sausage—out of the refrigerator and place it all near the grill as well, ready to be cooked when an order was placed. Throughout the breakfast rush, she would make sure whatever food was needed was in the kitchen for the cooks.
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