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For my father



AUTHOR’S NOTE


This novel is based loosely on the internment of Japanese Americans in the Colorado River Relocation Center during World War II. Except for the end note, it is a work of fiction and should be viewed as such. 
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THIS IS WHAT IT FELT LIKE TO BE LONELY: 




	Like everyone was looking at you. Sumiko felt this once in a while.

	Like nobody was looking at you. Sumiko felt this a lot. 

	Like you didn’t care about anything at all. She felt this maybe once a week.

	Like you were just about to cry over every little thing. She felt this about once daily. 



But not today! Sumiko jumped off the school bus and ran behind her house. Her family was working; she saw their small forms surrounded by bursts of color in the flower fields. “Jiichan!” she shouted to her grandfather. She waved an envelope at him. “I’m invited to a party!” 

“Can’t hear!”

“I’m invited to a party!”

Everybody was looking at her, but nobody seemed to understand what she was saying. Oh, forget it! She ran into the stable to look for her little brother, Tak-Tak, but he wasn’t there. Baba just looked at her expectantly. She patted the old nag’s yellow nose and said, “I’m invited to a party.” Baba didn’t change expressions. 

She hurried inside the house to change into her work clothes. That morning Sumiko and some other kids in her sixth-grade class had received invitations to a birthday party this Saturday. One of the popular girls was holding a party and had decided at the last minute to invite everyone in the class. The invitation was embossed, and the lettering inside was gold. Sumiko had read the inside about a dozen times: 

    We are pleased to invite you to a birthday party for Marsha Melrose
12372 La Mirada Terrace
Saturday, December 6, 1941
1-3 p.m.

The invitation reminded Sumiko of the expensive valentines her cousin Ichiro gave to girls he especially liked.

She changed clothes behind the blankets her aunt and uncle had strung across the bedroom. She shared the room with Takao, a.k.a. Tak-Tak. Auntie and Uncle had strung the blankets up three weeks earlier when Sumiko turned twelve. She felt guilty because she actually liked the blankets, even though Tak-Tak had cried over them. He was almost six and he followed her around day and night. She loved him like crazy. But she still liked the blankets. 

Sumiko stuck the invitation into her shirt pocket so that she could look at it now and then while she worked. This was the first class party she’d ever been invited to. 

Through a fluke, Sumiko lived in a school district with few Japanese. She was the only Japanese girl in her class, whereas if she’d lived a few miles away, several Japanese girls would have been in the same class. The white girls were nice enough to her during recess, but she had never been invited to play on weekends or sleep over at anyone’s house or anything like that. 

She didn’t used to worry about it as much as she did lately. The way Jiichan told the story, Sumiko had been born cheerful, had become sad when her parents died when Tak-Tak was a baby, had begun to get cheerful again, and now was just “starting to act like a female.” He’d said that because she had asked for a mirror for her bureau so she could decide when it was time to start curling her long hair. Instead of a mirror, she’d gotten the blankets. 

“Hurry!” Tak-Tak called out. “Or we won’t have time to brush Baba.”

She stepped around the blanket divider and saw that her brother had come in. “I’m invited to a party.” She waved the invitation at him. 

He looked at her blankly. He wore black-framed glasses that stayed attached to his head with an elastic band Auntie had made. The lenses were so thick, his eyes always looked big. 

Tak-Tak clearly didn’t understand the significance of her invitation. Finally he said, “We have to brush Baba. You promised me before you went to school.” 

He looked a little forlorn over the thought that she might have forgotten what she promised him. “Did you clean Baba’s brush?” she asked. 

He held up a clean horse brush. “I’ll race you!”

She let Tak-Tak stay one step ahead of her as they ran outside to the stable. “You beat me!” she cried as they fell into some hay. 

Sumiko smiled as Tak-Tak jumped up from the hay to brush the horse. Tak-Tak really adored Baba. Her nose dripped all the time, but that worked out fine because Tak-Tak liked gooey things. Sumiko sat up and looked out the stable door. Her cousins Bull and Ichiro were still tending the flowers, nineteen-year-old Bull wide and strong and twenty-three-year-old Ichiro slender and lean, graceful even in his farm clothes. Uncle was working at the far end of the fields among the carnations, which he always liked to take care of himself. The carnations grew in a makeshift, open-field greenhouse, where they were protected from extremes of sun or wind. Uncle was cutting some for tomorrow’s wholesale flower market. Ichiro and Bull were pulling weeds among the stock. Local flower farmers called flowers grown in the field kusabana—“weedflowers.” Stock were weedflowers that emanated an amazing clovelike fragrance. Of all the flowers her family had ever grown, Sumiko loved them most. 

Ragged white cheesecloth rippled above parts of the fields. Last spring Sumiko and Auntie had sewn cheesecloth tarps for the men to hang over the fields to protect the flowers—except the stock, which didn’t need protection. 

Uncle dreamed of setting up a glass greenhouse someday and growing perfect carnations, but so far that was just talk. Only the wealthier Japanese farmers owned glass greenhouses. Uncle said you could control the elements better with a greenhouse. Perfection was the Holy Grail to Uncle. Sumiko thought that a lot of the flowers were perfect, but Uncle often looked critically at his carnations and said things like, “They would be perfect if we had a glass greenhouse.” He never even considered whether the stock could reach perfection—after all, they were just weedflowers. 

Most of the greenhouse growers came from families who’d moved to America before laws were passed preventing those born in Asia from becoming citizens. Uncle and Jiichan had both been born in Japan. People born in Asia were not allowed to become American citizens, and those who weren’t citizens were not allowed to own or lease land. Because her cousin Ichiro was born in the United States, the farm’s lease was in his name instead of his father’s. 

Sumiko turned her attention back to the stable to check on her brother. Tak-Tak had climbed a stool and was brushing Baba’s mane. Tak-Tak loved Sumiko best of anything in the world. But Sumiko thought maybe he loved the horse second best. 

Now she saw her grandfather walk into the outhouse. That was always the first thing he did when he finished working. “I have to start the bathwater,” she told Tak-Tak, who barely noticed as she hurried away. In the bathhouse she got kindling from a pile and placed it under the big tub. She lugged a few logs off the woodpile and placed them atop the kindling and started a fire. As soon as the bathwater started steaming, she would place a wooden platform in the tub so the bottom wouldn’t be too hot to step in.

“Sumiko-chan!” her grandfather called from the outhouse. There was a crack in the wood that he always peered out of. Sometimes he liked to talk to the family right through the outhouse wall! He had no dignity because he was so old. Still, he made Sumiko smile a lot. She ran to the outhouse. 

“Yes, Jiichan.”

“When is party?” he said.

“I thought you didn’t hear me.”

“Whole neighborhood hear you,” he said.

“It’s Saturday.”

He didn’t speak. Sometimes he just stopped talking, and you didn’t know whether you were supposed to wait at the outhouse or not. If you asked him if he wanted you to wait outside, he would snap that you had interrupted his train of thought. If you waited without asking, he would look surprised when he came out. 

“I thinking, maybe it better I drive you to party instead of your uncle,” he suddenly said. “I wait in car nearby in case you get hurt.” Though Jiichan had lived in the United States for several decades, he didn’t sound like it. Sometimes he spoke chanpon, which was a mix of Japanese and English; sometimes he spoke Japanese; and when he talked to Sumiko and Tak-Tak, he spoke mangled English. 

Jiichan already seemed as obsessed with this party as Sumiko was.

“Jiichan! I’m not going to get hurt at a birthday party!” she said to the outhouse.

“I just thinking. But if you got no respect for old man opinion, never mind, never mind.”

Sumiko laughed. “I’m going to be fine. Maybe they’ll ask me to sing a song!” Was that what they did at birthday parties? She liked to sing. Once she’d even been chosen to sing a song alone during a school assembly. She’d gotten a little flustered and sung the same verse twice, but otherwise, she’d done great. She imagined a crowd of classmates surrounding her at the party. 

“Sumiko!” Jiichan said. “Are you listening?”

“Sorry, Jiichan. What did you say?”

“I say go get your uncle!”

She shouted out, “Uncle! Jiichan wants you!” Uncle looked up from the fields and headed in.

“You break my eardrum,” Jiichan said.

Sumiko returned to the bathhouse to check the water (not hot enough yet], went into the stable to check Tak-Tak (still brushing Baba), and hurried to the shed to grade the cut carnations Ichiro had just brought in from the field. He smiled as she passed. 

The shed was yet another drafty building on the farm. Empty taru—barrels—that soy sauce came in were piled on top of one another along the walls, waiting to be filled with carnations for tomorrow morning’s market. Sumiko was supposed to grade the flowers and put them into the taru. That was one of her main jobs. 

Flower farmers charged more for their most beautiful, biggest, nearly flawless flowers. Sumiko graded the best carnations #1 and the next best #2. Only carnations were graded inside the shed. The stock were graded right out in the field. 

The worst carnations that farmers sold were splits—flowers where the calyx didn’t hold the petals together right. They were still pretty, but they were bought by funeral parlors or else cheap markets like street-corner flower vendors. Jiichan said men bought street-corner flowers on the way home from work on days when their wives were mad at them. He said someday he was going to write a book of all his theories. 

Sometimes Sumiko slipped a #1 flower into the splits because she felt sorry for the poor dead people who were getting defective flowers. But she also felt guilty that a good flower might be wasted on dead people who wouldn’t even notice. So either way she felt a little bad. 

As she picked up the first stem from the pile, Sumiko remembered proudly how Uncle had said she was the only one in the family whose hands were both quick and gentle—perfect hands for grading. In fact, she was the only one in the family allowed to grade the carnations. That was one reason she knew how important she was to the farm. From the beginning, Uncle and Auntie had never asked her to work, but she still remembered lying in her new bedroom after her parents died, worrying that she and her brother would get sent to an orphanage. So the next day she’d gotten up and scrubbed all the floors. Jiichan still brought it up sometimes. “I remember when your parents die, all you do is scrub floor for week. We thought you crazy.” And she had not stopped working since then. 

She placed a batch of #1s into the taru. Tak-Tak came in and watched her for a moment. “Do you think Baba loves me or Bull or you more?” he asked. 

“Maybe she loves all of us for different reasons.”

“Why does she love me?”

“Because you brush her.” He was silent, and she glanced at him. He was smiling to himself. Then his eyes grew curious. “Why does she love Bull?” he said. 

“Because he was her first friend.”

“Does she love you?”

“Yes, because I’m her friend too.”

He followed her to the bathhouse to put the platform in the bottom of the tub, and then he followed her back to the shed.

Sumiko separated some of the bunches by color but mixed the colors in other bunches. Sometimes she took too long to bunch flowers because she liked them to look just so. Personally, she didn’t favor the reds, pinks, and whites of carnations. She liked the stock better—they came in just about every color. Lately, peach was her favorite stock color. In fact, she’d made Uncle plant a little section of just peach so that she could use the flowers for the dinner table. 

She kept the shed door open so she could keep track of who was walking in and out of the bathhouse. The men bathed in order of age—Jiichan first, then Uncle, then Ichiro, then Bull, and then Tak-Tak. After that came Auntie and, finally, Sumiko. Every night while Tak-Tak took his bath, Sumiko went inside the house to start the rice. She always divided daytime and nighttime by when Tak-Tak finished his bath. After he finished bathing, it was considered nighttime, and just a few mealtime chores remained before Sumiko allowed herself to stop working. 

Tonight she couldn’t wait until dinner was over so she could take the time to study her two best dresses and decide what to wear to the party. Auntie had made her a new dress a few months ago for a wedding. The dress actually rustled when she walked! She also owned a mint green school dress that she liked. It was a hard decision.
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WHEN AUNTIE FINISHED BATHING, SUMIKO WENT OUT for her turn. To keep the water clean for as many days as possible, they all washed themselves off with sponges, soap, and a bucket of water before they got into the tub. By the time Sumiko bathed, both the water and the air had cooled off. Sumiko could not remember ever taking a hot bath in a nice steamy room. 

She got undressed and sponged off. She always checked the scars on her tummy, from the car accident her parents had been killed in so many years earlier. She didn’t remember much about it except spinning around.

She climbed into the tub and swooshed her whole head and body under the water. The water pressed softly against her face. She had a thought and sat up quickly. Should she bring some flowers to the party? Someday when she achieved her goal of owning a flower shop, she would be an expert in arranging flowers. She loved to create arrangements for the dining-room table. Sometimes she liked an orderly arrangement, and sometimes she liked something wilder. Now she decided to bring a bunch of peach stock to the party. Everyone would love the scent and the wildness of the flowers. 

She held her breath and dunked underneath the water again. When she lifted her head, she could feel a breeze from a crack in the wall. She stepped into the chilly air, dried off quickly, and went inside without draining the tub. It was her job to decide when to empty the tub and put in fresh water. Auntie didn’t like to waste water, so sometimes Sumiko kept the same water all week. On the farm they all had their farm duties, and in general they didn’t like to tell one another how to do their jobs. Once in a while someone would say casually within her hearing, “The bathwater is getting a little stale.” Or, “I wonder when Sumiko will change the bathwater.” Today the water was definitely getting a little musty, but not quite musty enough to change. 

That night Sumiko couldn’t focus on any of the chatter during dinner. The grown-ups seemed obsessed with someone named Mrs. Sumiko Hata, whose brother and husband had suffered heart attacks within days of each other, which resulted in Mrs. Hata’s son taking over their Oregon potato farm, which started a chain reaction that ended in the previously wealthy Hata family nearly going broke and thereby providing gossip for Nikkei all up and down the coast. Nikkei were anyone in America of Japanese descent, whether they were born in the United States or Japan. Sumiko had never met Mrs. Hata, and neither had her family. 

Jiichan liked to say that Sumiko’s head was divided in half: the half that liked to work and the half that liked to daydream. As everyone ate and chatted she started daydreaming about what kind of cake Marsha Melrose would serve at her party. Sumiko’s most favorite cake ever was the strawberry cake that Mrs. Muramoto had served one year at the Muramotos’ annual New Year’s Day party. If Marsha’s mother served strawberry cake, she wasn’t sure whether it would be considered rude to ask for a second slice. Her mind snapped back to the table when she heard Ichiro say, “A friend of mine thinks that the U.S. government may execute all the Nikkei if war with Japan breaks out.” 

Sumiko had heard that rumor before, but Uncle had admonished her not to believe it. He said “only crazy people” believed that. Still, she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Which friend?” Some of Ichiro’s friends had been to college, so they were really smart. 

Ichiro started to answer, but Auntie cut him off. “No war talk at the dinner table.”

It was all really complicated, and things changed constantly. But as far as Sumiko understood, Nazi Germany had taken over France, Yugoslavia, Greece, Austria, and some other countries, and Germany had bombed England and then attacked the Soviet Union, or else attacked the Soviet Union and then bombed England … or maybe did them both at once. And Ichiro said the United States had imposed an oil embargo on Japan, who had signed a pact with Germany and Italy. And this was all just off the top of Sumiko’s head—there was a lot more going on. The world was a huge mess. But the United States was officially neutral, and Ichiro had read somewhere that more than 90 percent of Americans opposed getting involved in the war. So Sumiko assumed there would be no war and she could continue to work on her flowers until things settled down. 

Every day she looked at the peaceful flower fields, and sat in school learning social studies and math and music, and slept in her warm bed, and she just couldn’t believe that the United States would ever get involved in a war.

Ichiro looked at his watch. He went out a lot, but Auntie always insisted he stay until dinner was finished.

Ichiro was a dandy. He’d already gotten ready to go out, which meant he’d smeared grease through his hair. Sumiko could smell it from where she was sitting across the table. And he was actually wearing gold suspenders a girlfriend had made him. Tee-hee! He liked girls and gambling, and he spent a lot of his money on clothes. Sumiko couldn’t imagine why girls would like gold suspenders and greasy hair; still, she had to admit it suited Ichiro. But he was just as handsome in overalls. 

Bull’s hair was a big mess, like it always was after his bath. Before his bath his hair was usually a small mess. He did try to comb it in the mornings, but the combing didn’t “take” because his hair was bristly as a horse brush. 

Sumiko often marveled over how different Ichiro and Bull were. Bull didn’t even pick out his own clothes—Auntie made him overalls and shirts. He rarely went out for fun except when he played baseball with other Nikkei. He did have a girlfriend a couple of years ago, but Sumiko didn’t know what had become of that. Ichiro, on the other hand, went out with girls all the time. But the point was, Ichiro knew a lot of people and heard all the important rumors.

One “rumor” that was not a rumor: Last August a U.S. congressman had suggested that ten thousand Japanese Americans ought to be incarcerated and held as hostages to make sure Japan would not act in a hostile manner toward the United States. Sumiko remembered when they’d all heard that on the radio. Auntie had exclaimed, “Law-abiding citizens held hostage!” The grown-ups had discussed that for weeks. Sumiko did not believe it was possible. White people treated her fairly enough. In fact, there was a lady at the grocery store who gave her a free apple once. 

Sumiko swallowed some rice. “A white lady gave me an apple once,” she said.

Everybody just looked at her uncomprehendingly.

“Mother, I need to get going,” Ichiro said.

Auntie said, “We’re almost finished.”

They frowned at each other.

Jiichan took out his teeth and looked at them and put them back in. Sumiko moved her eyes to Auntie to see her reaction. Auntie laid the palm of her right hand softly against her heart, as if she were having a mild attack. 

Jiichan didn’t notice. He went back to attacking his food, slurping a piece of meat into his mouth as if it were a noodle. Jiichan’s lean face fascinated Sumiko. If she hadn’t known him, she would think he was angry all the time. His cheekbones jutted out, and he scowled even when he was joking. He’d come to America because he was a second son. Among the Japanese, a father left everything he owned to his first son. So Jiichan had always struggled for money, and some people thought he was bitter. But Sumiko was glad he was a second son, because otherwise, he never would have come to America and she and Tak-Tak would have been born in Japan. 

Now he took out his teeth again and studied them as if they were a crystal ball. “Someday Bull be as strong as I once was,” he predicted. He put his teeth back in. 

Sumiko and Tak-Tak giggled. Food splattered out of Tak-Tak’s mouth as he tried to hold back full laughter.

Auntie looked at Uncle, which meant that Uncle was supposed to say something. Uncle finally came up with, “Children, no giggling at the table.” 

Auntie frowned at Tak-Tak, and Jiichan frowned at Auntie.

Uncle and Auntie were in their late forties, and their faces were lined and dark from working in the fields all their lives. But Uncle smiled more than Auntie. Auntie did not have a sense of humor, or at least that’s what Jiichan said when they were cross with each other one day. 

All during dinner Sumiko’s legs swung and shook with impatience. She wanted to finish so she could study her dresses. Toward the end of dinner even Auntie seemed impatient. The whole family watched Jiichan chew slowly. Dinner was never over until he stopped chewing. Every time he seemed about to stop, he would frown thoughtfully at the table and refill his plate. Finally he frowned thoughtfully at the table … and didn’t fill his plate! He pushed his chair back and looked warningly at everyone. “Need digestive peace now.” He ambled away, no doubt to sit in his chair and digest. 

After Sumiko washed the dishes, she rushed to her bedroom so she could study her dresses. Her crisp blue dress had been worn only once. But her mint green school dress was her favorite dress ever. And once when she was wearing it, the boy who worked at the grocery store had said it was pretty. She pulled the blanket divider closed so she could think about the dresses in private. If she’d had a mirror, she would have tried them on. 

But when she heard Tak-Tak climb into his bed, she went around to tuck him in. He lay in bed with his glasses on and his cage of pet crickets on his pillow. 

“Can I take off your glasses?” she said.

“But what if I get up in the middle of the night and can’t see anything?” That was a big fear of his lately.

“I’ll be right here.”

“Okay,” he said reluctantly.

He sat up, and she took off his glasses. Whenever she took them off, a ridge from the band jutted out from his hair.

“I’m putting them right here on the nightstand,” she said.

“Uh-huh.” He pulled his blanket over his head without saying good night.

“Do you want me to put the crickets on the table?”

“Okay.”

She set the cage on the table. “They’re right here,” she said. He didn’t answer.

Sumiko turned off his light. Then, after she got in bed, he called out to her, “Do you think they’ll kill us if war breaks out?” His voice was muffled, so she knew he still lay under his blanket. 

“Uncle will protect us.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

And she was sure. She’d heard similar rumors for almost as long as she could remember. She trusted Uncle a lot. He wouldn’t let anything happen to them. 

Sumiko looked out the window. In the fields the tattered pieces of cheesecloth rippled like ghosts. Far away she could see the flower fields of their neighbors Mr. and Mrs. Ono. Mr. Ono believed in the future, and he liked to say that inventions were the foundation of the future. His own newest invention: lights he’d hung over his fields to try to force some chrysanthemums to bloom early. Other farmers used lights too, but he said his lights were special. He also had developed a special strain of chrysanthemums that was much in demand at the market. 

The lights twinkled like low-hanging stars above his fields. A few years ago he had tried to keep his fields warm in the winter by burning tires. The smell reached all the way to Sumiko’s house. Her family had needed to keep their windows closed the whole winter. Now Sumiko opened the windows to let the cool December air waft into the room. 
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