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PART ONE








TOGETHERNESS



Though it was Sunday, I was alone. My brother, Hideyo, had left very early in the morning for the Kyoto city hall, where he stood in line each day trying to get a laborer’s job. My sister, Ko, a Seian University student, had gone to work in a department store, sewing kimonos. Before she left, Ko told me to do the cleaning and finish the laundry. “These chores should take Little One all day,” she said. I was already thirteen and a half, but Hideyo and Ko still called me by my pet name, Little One.


We only had hot water for supper the night before, so the load of laundry I carried to the stream beyond the clog-factory warehouse where we lived seemed extra heavy. The late-September morning sun was warm on my back, but the stream water was cold. I waded in shin-deep, put our well-worn underwear on a large, flat rock, rubbed it with thin soap, and then beat it clean with a bamboo stick.


While beating, I wondered how I could surprise Hideyo. He was twenty-one years old that day. Though Japanese celebrate their birthdays at the end of the year, how good it would be to surprise him with something nice to eat! But how? For the past few days we had hardly had any food to put in our stomachs. I dipped the underwear into the water to rinse. As I wrung it out, an idea popped into my head. I could go out and sell Ko’s wares. Ko sewed kimonos, aprons, and beanbags in her spare time, and she sold these articles to make money for food.


Wildflowers grew on the pebbly bank where I spread the clothes to dry. After weighting them down with heavy rocks, I ran back to the warehouse. Cleaning was easy. Only a four-tatami-mat room, eleven stairway steps, and a small, dark entrance hall. The noon streetcar passed and shook the entire warehouse as I was finishing the cleaning. Because we owned no clock, we depended on the streetcar to tell time.


We used an apple box in the far-right corner of the room as an altar for the mess-kit urn that held Mother’s ashes. Before I left, I bowed and asked Mother to protect our family treasure, the ancestors’ sword that we had placed next to the urn. I also asked Mother to wish me luck with my sales. Mother had been dead for almost two years now.


I locked both doors of the warehouse, front and back, and headed toward the main street of town along the streetcar track. Carrying Ko’s handicrafts in a small wrapping cloth, I went door-to-door. My stomach kept growling with hunger. Then, too, walking in my faded, flapping red leather shoes was a labor. For each step I took, I had to lift my left foot higher than my right. But these were the only shoes I owned.


At the town’s barbershop, I ducked to see the clock through the glass window. It was almost three o’clock. So far I had only sold six beanbag toys. In my wrapping cloth there were still two baby kimonos, three bibs, and a housewife’s apron. I wanted to sell everything.


As I went along, I could not help but think back on the happy days with Father and Mother in Nanam, Korea. We lived in a beautiful big house with many different-sized tatami-mat rooms. Our home was surrounded by a graceful bamboo grove. My stomach was always filled with good food. I had plenty of clothes to wear and several pairs of fine shoes.


However, just before midnight on July 29, 1945, Mother, Ko, and I had to flee. We had learned from a friend in the Japanese army, Corporal Matsumura, that the Communists were about to attack our town. Father was away in Manchuria, and Hideyo was working in an ammunition factory twenty miles from home. We left Father and Hideyo a note asking them to meet us at the train station in Seoul. While we were fleeing to safety in the south, an airplane dropped a bomb and I was thrown into the air. This incident left me deaf in my right ear, and also with constant back pain. Until we reached Seoul, we lived on leaves from bushes and what Ko found on Korean farmland. When we arrived in Seoul, we learned that atom bombs had been dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and that Japan had lost World War II. The Korean peninsula was divided in half and the Communists had taken over the north. We could never go back to our home in the bamboo grove. We had become refugees.


All around us, people were suffering from wounds, hunger, and homelessness. It was normal to see people sleeping under bridges or anywhere they found space. We always had to guard what little we had from thieves and bums. Once, at a train station in Korea, a man ordered us to make room for him to sleep. He was about to attack Mother. Then Ko pulled out her peeling knife and almost plunged it into his throat. He left us alone.


When we reached Japan, I found the homeland I’d dreamed of shattered by war. We made our way to Kyoto, which had not been bombed. Here, greatly weakened by our struggle, Mother died suddenly at the train station. It was a terrible blow, but Ko did not allow me to become a crybaby. She pushed me to live. We made our home over the clog-factory warehouse in a town outside of the city. On weekends, we searched for Father and Brother by posting their names on the refugee-center walls in Maizuru, where cargo boats brought back refugees from Korea and Manchuria. We often gathered food from garbage bins in the alleys, behind the inns. Ko polished shoes and sold her handicrafts on the street to earn our daily rice.


Here in the Kyoto area, the inhabitants had never experienced the horror of war, and most of them treated us as outsiders. I hated going to Sagano Girls’ School because everybody picked on me. They called me Rag Doll or Trash Picker. Because I had no notebooks, I collected crumpled papers from the classroom wastepaper basket and smoothed out the wrinkles. Many of the papers had little writing and all were blank on one side. Once, one of the girls made an airplane with a piece of notebook paper and aimed it at me. “You want more paper?” she yelled. The other girls laughed. Another girl made a huge drawing of me with my rucksack picking up trash in the furnace room of the school. Under the drawing was written: DEMOCRATIC SYSTEM! PRESTIGIOUS SAGANO ACCEPTS TRASH PICKER AS STUDENT.


To live for today and tomorrow was hard enough, but the intimidation at school made my life so miserable that there were times I wished I were dead! But miracles happen. Our brother, Hideyo, finally joined Ko and me in the spring of 1946.


I was extremely happy to have Hideyo home; but my heart was still empty, my chest tightened, and I swallowed big lumps whenever I thought of Father. He was an Oxford graduate, tall and broad-shouldered, with thick black hair, and his posture was always straight and most distinguished-looking. When I was a child, he was always ready to help me. He told us stories at suppertime with delightful gestures. He never failed to tell Mother how good the evening meal was, gently patting her shoulder. Whenever I pleased him, he stroked my back and said merrily, “You have done well!” Even when I did not do well, he still patted my back. Smiling, he’d say, “Go at your own pace. You will achieve eventually. Do not worry.” Now we did not know whether Father was dead or alive.


The sun was tilting slowly as I tried a few more houses, earnestly wishing that there would be babies or that the lady of the house would need an apron. No luck.


An old man in dirty work clothes was sitting on the ground near the roadside, cutting the green tops off a mountain of large, white, carrot-shaped radishes called daikons. Seeing fresh, juicy daikons made my mouth water. I wondered if he would sell me a few of the greens. If I had enough money from selling Ko’s beanbags, I could make a salad for Hideyo’s birthday, and we would be able to go to bed with some food in our stomachs.


I stood there for a while, not knowing what to say. The old man’s hands were shaking. He only had two fingers, thumb and index, on his left hand. Every time he slashed greens, his hands shook so badly that I feared he might slash his wrist. He tossed the greens to his left and threw the daikons into one of the large baskets in front of him.


“Good afternoon, sir,” I called. The old man paid no attention, but the thought of making Brother a salad for his birthday gave me courage. I went much closer to him. “Good afternoon, sir,” I called again. His head was shaking just as badly as his hands.


“Are you working hard, sir?” I asked. He put his shaky left hand to his ear, trying to hear me. I repeated my question loudly and smiled.


“What do you think I am doing?” he said. “Playing? Don’t bother me. I am busy. Can’t you see?”


The mean old man! My compassion for him faded, but I could see Hideyo clearly in my mind’s eye, sitting in front of our apple-box table, devouring fresh daikon-green salad, enjoying his special day.


“Why don’t you get some help?” I asked.


“No young people want to help!” He kept on slashing greens.


“Did you ask?”


“Nope! They do not work unless they are paid plenty.”


“Can I help?” I asked.


“I cannot pay,” he said, still working. I told him I did not wish to be paid, but if he would sell me some greens cheap, I would be glad. The old man looked bewildered.


He told me to sort the daikons. Some were good and straight, others twisted and oddly shaped. I arranged them neatly in the empty crates by the road and then helped him finish slashing the greens. When the work was done, he said I could take as many of the daikon greens as I wanted, then dump the rest in the compost pit at the end of the vegetable patch.


“Compost pit!” I yelled. Why, this many greens would keep us alive for weeks! “May I keep all the greens?” I asked.


This time the old man shouted at me. “What are you going to do with them? Beggars would not even eat those!” I told him I wanted to dry them for our meals. “How are you going to carry them back home?” he asked.


“Right now, I only want to have enough for tonight’s supper, but I will come back with my brother to get the rest tomorrow,” I answered happily.


After I loaded the daikon boxes onto his cart for him, the old man said he would get home earlier because of my unexpected help. When he stood up, he stretched his back and rubbed his hips with both hands.


“Does your back hurt?” I asked. There was throbbing pain in my back from sitting on the damp ground while slashing the greens.


He said, “Young as you are, you have no idea of an aching back.”


I almost shouted, “I do,” but the joy of getting the daikon greens kept me quiet.


Then the old man reached into the cart and handed me six twisted daikons. “Customers will never buy these,” he said. “For you, young maiden!” I bowed deeply, thanking him for the unexpected kindness. “You earned them,” he said bluntly. His toothless smile told me that he was not the mean old man I’d imagined. I told him, “No matter how late, I will return tomorrow to get the greens, so do not dump them in the compost pit!” The old man nodded his shaky head. I already saw myself fixing salad for my family as I flew home.


We owned no large pot, so I used a water bucket to cook the daikon greens. While waiting for the water to boil on the campfire stove Ko had made outside the warehouse, I ran to the stream bank and gathered all of our laundry.


Daylight was fading now, and I had to move fast. I rushed back to the warehouse and folded the laundry quickly. I took the greens and one fat daikon to rinse in the stream water. While rinsing I ate a couple of pieces of the hairy greens raw, for I was starving.


As I was returning to the warehouse, I glimpsed a short, stout man walking on the narrow path between the factory and the warehouse. I could not see him clearly. “Honorable Brother?” I called. There was no answer. When the man slipped away to the other side of the factory, I became frightened. Ever since we had become refugees, I had had a fear of strange men. We had stayed in places where young girls were raped and often killed in the dark. I had seen brutality many times. With trembling legs I rushed back to where the water was boiling. My mouth was getting dry and my heart was pounding.


Mr. and Mrs. Masuda, the factory owners, lived in a house across the streetcar tracks. Mrs. Masuda had been at the Kyoto station searching for her niece, Junko, when Mother died. She had offered us a place to stay, and in exchange for our room we watched the warehouse for robbers. I stretched my neck to see if there was a light on, but the house was dark. The Masudas weren’t due to return from Tokyo until sometime that evening.


Wishing Hideyo or Ko would come, I put a long stick in the fire to burn the tip. If the man came around to attack me, I thought I would hit him with the burning stick or throw boiling water at him. While cooking the greens, I kept looking to see if the man was there. When the wind flipped and flapped small bits of sticks or scrap materials around the factory, I thought I heard his footsteps.


My hands were shaking as I scooped up the greens with chopsticks. I laid them on the strainer Hideyo had made from narrow bamboo strips. When they were cool, I tried to lay them straight on a wooden board to chop, but I could not do it with my trembling hands. I could barely arrange the greens on a large oblong, wood scrap. We had no money to buy ceramic platters or rice bowls, so we used discarded wood scraps from the factory as plates.


I saved the greenish water to drink as soup. I could not slice the daikon as thin as I wanted because my hands would not behave. But I piled the crunchy daikon around the greens and covered the wooden platter with large bamboo leaves. After hiding it with the rest of the daikons behind the stairway, I quickly went upstairs where I felt safer. Then after respectfully removing Mother’s ashes and the sword from the apple box, I made a table and arranged our chopsticks for our meal.


When I heard Ko yell “I am home,” I rushed down and told her that an unfamiliar man was around the factory building. “Maybe it was Mr. Masuda,” Ko said, hanging her rucksack on a nail. She looked tired.


“No! Mr. Masuda is handicapped. He cannot walk unless he has crutches,” I exclaimed. “Besides, they are not home yet. Whoever it was, he did not have crutches, and when I called, ‘Honorable Brother?’ he did not answer me.”


“You say you cannot see the blackboard in school. How can you see a man walking around the factory?”


“I saw him! I saw someone walking! I did not see his face. He was short and stout. That’s why I thought he was Brother!” I was disgusted with Ko for doubting me. “Besides,” I said, talking back to her, “I did not say I cannot see the blackboard; I only said, I have a hard time seeing the teacher’s writing on the blackboard!”


“Don’t talk back at me. Where is your respect for your elders?” Ko gave me a nasty look.


I almost snapped, “You are only five years older than me. You are not my mother,” but I bit my tongue.


“Let me go take a look,” grumbled Ko. I told her to take the burning stick from the fire, in case he was still there. “What you saw was probably a shadow of the maple tree by the building,” Ko insisted. But she took the stick.


The greenish, watery soup in the bucket was hot. I took hold of the bucket handle and stood there, prepared. If the worst came, I was going to run and throw hot soup at the man.


Ko screamed! Almost at the same time a man’s voice came from the outhouse. I ran with the bucket. Ko was dashing toward the warehouse. As the hot soup splashed on my legs, the edge of my flapping shoe got caught on a rock and I almost fell flat. Ko shoved me into the warehouse. Breathless, she checked the front and back doors. In the twilight her face was pale.


Ko took a big breath. She said she had gone around the factory and seen no one. Since she had gone that far, she decided to use the toilet. (Japanese toilets were like American outhouses.) As she was about to open the door, a man leaped out. Screaming, Ko hit out at the man with the burning stick, and he yelled. She feared he would chase her.


When Ko’s hard breathing calmed, she asked me why I was holding the hot-water bucket. “To protect you,” I said. “It’s our soup.” Still troubled, Ko did not see it was green.


“Soup? I did not come home with miso or soy sauce. I cannot make you soup tonight,” said Ko. She’d worked all day to finish a garment, but she would not be paid until after it had been delivered to the customer.


“Today is our brother’s birthday,” Ko said in a sad tone. She brought a handful of apple and tangerine peelings from her bag. They were wrapped in newspapers. She said she had picked them out of a wastepaper basket before leaving the department store.


Ko wanted to wash the fruit peelings at the stream, but she did not dare go outside. She scooped some greenish hot water from the bucket to wash the peelings in an old cooking pot that Mrs. Masuda had loaned us. “What is this?” she said when she noticed the color of the water.


I told her I had cooked some vegetable greens and saved the water for soup. She asked where I’d gotten vegetable greens. I said, “A good thing happened at the roadside today,” and I tried to smile, but I could hear my own frightened heartbeats.


“Didn’t I tell you to stay at home and finish the laundry? You are not obedient!” Ko was angry.


“I obeyed!” I yelled. She thought I was still a tiny child! Sometimes Ko got on my nerves. “I finished the cleaning and did our laundry.”


Hideyo was pounding at the back door to be let in. “Why are you standing here in the dark, looking like ghosts?” he asked. “Why don’t you turn on the light?”


Ko waved her arm in the air to reach the string to pull on the light. A twenty-five-watt bulb lit the entrance.


Hideyo looked exhausted. I told him about the strange man I had seen and Ko told him about the man she’d hit with the fire stick. Hideyo said he would investigate before he washed himself in the stream. He said the lights were on at the Masudas’ house, and that Ko should go and tell them about the stranger. He asked me to bring him a blanket to wrap up in after his cold bath. There was no soap. I had used it all doing the laundry.


While Ko went to the Masudas’ house, I put the bucket back on the fire to reheat the soup. I took the large wooden platter full of sliced daikons and cooked greens upstairs, wishing we had brighter light. I’d grumbled once that the Masudas should give us a sixty-watt bulb for the upstairs, instead of forty, so that I could study better. But Ko sternly said, “Never complain!”


On the apple-box table I arranged the platter of daikons and our tired-looking wooden soup bowls. The bowls and the sword had journeyed with us all the way from our home in the bamboo grove.


I went down to the fire. The greenish water was boiling and so I brought the bucket upstairs. Using my own wooden soup bowl as a ladle, I poured the green daikon water into Hideyo’s and Ko’s bowls. Ko returned, slamming the warehouse’s front door to close it tightly. Hideyo came upstairs wrapped in a blanket. Ko followed, saying she had put the teapot on the fire for apple-tangerine tea. When they saw the spread on the apple-box table, their mouths hung open for a few seconds.


“Happy Birthday, Honorable Brother!” I smiled. Ko also greeted him.


Hideyo grinned. He said he had been digging the ground with a pick all day and his head felt like a puffy fish. The sounds of the picks still rang in his ears and he was so tired that he hadn’t realized it was his birthday. He slowly drank the steamy green soup, which he pronounced, “Deeeeelightful!” He slowly ate the soft greens. The aroma of apple-tangerine tea came from outside, making our humble dining cheerful, but I was scared that someone might be peeking into the warehouse.


“Did you see anyone while you were bathing?” I asked.


“No one,” said Hideyo, biting a crunchy daikon. “Did you tell the Masudas about the suspicious man, Ko?” asked Hideyo.


“Mrs. Masuda took off for the police station right away,” said Ko as she swallowed the soup. When I heard her say police, I relaxed.


“Now, Little One,” Ko began eagerly, “I want to know what happened at the roadside.”


I told them about my meeting with the old man. After ending my story, I asked Hideyo and Ko to go with me to get the daikon greens before the next day’s supper. “I will tie the greens together and dry them over bamboo sticks for winter.”


“You are amazing, Little One,” Hideyo said. He patted my back as Father used to do when I pleased him. “I never expected a fine birthday treat! Thanks!”


I told Hideyo I had wanted to buy some rice and miso to make him a good supper. “If there was no war, we would not have to suffer like this. Everything would be heavenly. Father and Mother would be …” My voice trembled and I could not finish. I wanted to say that Father and Mother would be very happy to see their son become twenty-one.


Hideyo looked at me seriously. “The word if is hindsight. Hindsight is stupid. If we knew the outcome of things to come, we probably would not do them, or, we would do them differently.” He said, “Accept what has happened. We must move forward with Kawashima spirit, until Father returns. You hear?”


I nodded, but I was already sniffling, missing Mother and Father. At the same time, I looked at Hideyo in surprise. I remembered he had been a very mischievous boy. He gave Mother many headaches in Nanam. Now he was talking like Father.


While Hideyo went to check around the warehouse and the factory once more, Ko and I went to the stream to wash our eating utensils. She dumped some water over the cooking fire. Smoke from the ashes rose and made me cough, so I ran upstairs with the bowls still wet.


I put the apple-box table back in the far-right corner. Using both hands, I carefully picked up the urn from the floor. Though it was wrapped in Mother’s bath towel, the mess kit we used as an urn had been badly banged during our long, frightening journey, and the lid would not fit. I moved slowly because I did not want to spill Mother’s ashes. With deep respect, I placed the urn and the sword on the apple-box altar. I stored the eating utensils in the side opening of the box, then spread our futons. Usually I slept at the far end near the altar, but not tonight. I put my futon between Ko and Hideyo to feel safer.


Hideyo crawled into his and stretched. “Ah! It was a good day. I worked. It was a super day to go to bed with food in my tummy!” He yawned.


I lay flat on my stomach in my futon, trying to memorize spelling for English class.


Nights were cold in the warehouse, so I did not bother to take off my blouse and wartime trousers. We had no pajamas. Ko sat on her futon bed and began sewing a baby kimono to sell. Hideyo’s snores soon told us he was asleep.


The last streetcar of the day passed, shaking the entire warehouse. It was half past twelve. Knowing a streetcar would wake us up at half past five in the morning, I lay down. I folded my hands on my chest and prayed, “Father, please stay alive and come home.” Ko put her sewing things away. As soon as she crawled into her futon and covered us with blankets and futon comforters, I pasted myself to her to get warm and wished I could meet Father, at least in my dreams.


*Each tatami mat is three by six feet, two inches thick, made of sweet-smelling straw.


*Three-inch-thick foldable cotton-filled mattresses





FIRE



I woke up suddenly, feeling terribly thirsty. I had never felt such heat before in the warehouse. I could not breathe. The room was wrapped in smoke. I sat up on the futon, with my eyes burning. Flames were blazing outside the little window.


“Fire! Fire!” I screamed. Both Hideyo and Ko jumped up. The clog factory was on fire and the blaze was touching the warehouse! Hideyo waved his hand in the air to find the string to pull the light switch. The light did not go on.


“I’ll drop everything down the stairs!” Hideyo yelled. “Ko and Little One, go down! Quickly, quickly! Drag our belongings to the front street!”


I ran down the stairs. The fire had already spread to the back entrance of the warehouse. I opened the front door and began to throw our possessions onto the street. Ko rushed down to help me. Hideyo kept on dropping things down the staircase: futons, blankets, Ko’s sewing box, and our school things. The cool air fed the flame and it rose upstairs. I heard Hideyo coughing badly. The blaze spread toward the stairs. I remembered my five daikons and I ran to get them.


“Honorable Brother! Come down! Fast!” screamed Ko. The town firemen arrived with their hand water-pump carts. The firemen and town volunteers worked quickly, trying to extinguish the fire in the warehouse. In the light of the blaze many people stood, watching.


Suddenly Ko shouted. “Mother’s ashes, sword, wrapping-cloth bundle!” Just as Hideyo ran out, Ko vanished inside. She was so fast, Hideyo could not stop her. “Don’t go up!” I screamed at the top of my voice. Hideyo ran to catch Ko, but he was stopped by the policemen. I chased after Ko, too, but I was held tightly by a volunteer fireman. My stomach churned to think of my sister burning to death in the blaze. I kept screaming Ko’s name.


Ko had gone up for the ashes, the sword, and the wrapping-cloth bundle containing Mother’s and our summer clothes, sweaters, overcoats, socks, and few pieces of underwear. In the bundle’s secret pocket was Father’s name seal, Nanam school documents, our family’s important papers, and some cash Mother had saved. Ko had carried it on her back in the Korean war zone. She had carried it in wind, rain, and heat. She had carried it everywhere until we had settled here.


Hideyo, still held by policemen, was trying hard to get away from them. He kept on screaming at Ko to come down. Two firemen wearing helmets strained to pump the water faster. The other two aimed the fire hose upstairs where Ko had gone. Ko dropped the wrapping-cloth bundle down the stairs. Hideyo pulled away from the policemen and rushed to drag it out onto the street. The spray from the hose drenched me. A fireman ordered me to go to a safer place. I fought with him. “Sister Ko!” I screamed, looking up the stairs.


The blaze had reached our room. I was crying aloud for Ko. Hideyo was screaming for our sister and struggling to go upstairs, but he was held back. In the flames I saw Ko at the top of the stairs, holding something to her chest, wanting to come down but trying to avoid the fire.


Then she fell, face down, from the top of the stairs onto the concrete floor below. Her blouse was burning. I tore away from the volunteer fireman and threw myself over her. Hideyo jumped and covered both of us. The firemen streamed water on us to put out our burning clothes.


“Honorable Sister!” I cried. She did not move. I shook her shoulders and Ko let out an agonizing moan. In her arms were Mother’s ashes in the mess kit and our precious family treasure, the sword. Hideyo pulled me up away from Ko and two volunteers carefully put her on a stretcher.


Ko was unconscious, but occasionally she moaned in pain as Hideyo slowly took the sword and the urn from her arms. He and some volunteers were going to carry Ko to Dr. Yamada, two miles away.


Before Hideyo left, he handed me the sword and said that if someone tried to bother me I should chase him away. Brother grinned, “You are a maiden samurai.” He untied the wrapping-cloth bundle and gently put the urn between Mother’s clothes. Tying up the bundle he said, “The policemen will be on guard, but until I return, stay where you are!”
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