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Chapter One
Whidbey Island

Washington State

January 30, 1997

A deserted schoolyard is worse than a graveyard, Richard Pearson thought. At least graveyard ghosts are dead. He was standing on the playground of the Briarwood School in a bone chilling January rainstorm. Around him, a gale tossed the chains on old tetherball poles. They created muted echoes, like weirdly tuned wind chimes. Abandoned skeletons of playground equipment—fallen into disuse—marched toward the horizon looking like old whale ribs bleached by the rain reflecting the light. The winds whistled through the merry-go-round reminding him of the squeals of delighted children, now long since grown. Around the perimeter of the grounds the smooth red bark and the few remaining green waxy leaves of madronas, contrasted starkly with the dominant grays and whites of the storm. The trees seemed to shiver while standing guard; restless sentinels.

Richard gathered his heavy parka tightly around his rotund figure, pulling the hood strings taut until only his round blue eyes, bulbous nose and bushy gray mustache were visible. Hefting a crowbar onto his shoulders he thought, I can’t believe I came back here, not after all these years. Then another thought; it‘s probably not even here. It must be gone by now!
Richard scanned around to get his bearings. Things were different of course, it had been 52 years since he left his school, but most of the landmarks were still here. The three feathery, western hemlock trees were now reduced to two, but had grown huge. The main building, built more on the expectation of, rather than actual need, looked almost the same. “Briarwood 1912” still carved in the gray-brown Chuckanut sandstone pediment. Some of the old wooden sash windows had tatters of peeling white paint and were broken and boarded over in places. A heavily rusted steel chain with a padlock secured the main entrance. Time and weather were spawning dull reddish streaks bleeding down the doors.

Slogging toward the back door of the school, he recalled how he and the other students—filled with the hopeful exuberance of youth—would burst out on warm spring days racing to recess. He began fumbling with a set of worn keys attached to an old key ring. His deerskin gloves were saturated, making manipulation of the keys nearly impossible. This is for Paul, he reminded himself. I’m a fat fart, I’m too damn old and no one cares anymore. Mentally he corrected himself, Well, almost no one. His memory searched for recollection of which key would fit and his eyes fell upon one with a head shaped like a Parker House roll. This is it! Dad always told me he remembered this key by the shape. The odds were against any of the keys working, but his father—who had been custodian here for many years—had been the last one out when they shuttered the place.

He brushed aside a layer of grime on the doorknob and slid in the key. He twisted and it moved slightly. Amazing, this might actually work! He worked the lock back and forth, withdrew the key and squirted some graphite lubricant into the keyway and tried again.

Pearson glanced up to survey the schoolyard. The Victorian style building was situated in a clearing, on a small dun colored bluff, overlooking Useless Bay near the southwestern shore of Whidbey Island, in Puget Sound. He wasn’t expecting to be seen by anyone on a day like this. It would certainly be hard to explain, however, exactly what an aging fat guy was doing clawing through the nearly frozen lock of an abandoned school—in a driving Pacific Northwest rainstorm. Even as the weather raged about him he continued his effort. I’ll probably have a heart attack breaking in here. In the spring they’ll find my body in a heap at the bottom of the stairs. Crow bait.
Finally the key moved freely and the lock yielded. He prised the old door open while it protested with loud groans & screeches that echoed down empty hallways. Closing it partially behind him, Richard beamed a flashlight against the enveloping gloom and made his way down dust-covered hallways toward the stairs. The scriffling of rodents scurrying into hiding was just discernable as his steps reverberated back to his ears from the well-worn maple floors. He trained his ray into the empty classrooms. Old-fashion Victorian gas lamps were attached to the walls. Remarkably, most of their chimneys were intact, instant relics promptly ignored, when the excitement of electric lights had supplanted them. There were faded construction-paper trees and flowers on some of the bulletin boards. Vandals had ruined most of the equipment left behind. Time and the elements were finishing the job. Stairs creaked as he made his way to the second floor and then into the old biology lab. This room, somehow, seemed to have been spared. Perhaps its menacing ambience and scent of decay had spooked away interlopers. Now, it was almost a time capsule. Carefully hand-printed on a faded, fragile, paper sign on the front of the desk was Science & Chemistry - Mr. Fritz. Along the walls, shelves held jars and bottles of all sizes and colors. Each was carefully labeled in ghostly longhand with the scientific nomenclature, date and location where the specimen was collected. Also noted was the scientist that had found the long-dead embryo, animal or plant now floating serenely in formaldehyde. Black granite lab counters had flasks and Bunsen burners strewn about. High upon a perch of driftwood, secured to the wall, a bald eagle with eternally outspread wings clutched a salmon in one talon. 

Pearson went to the back or the room to another door and unlocked it using the same key. Swinging wide, the door revealed more steep stairs. Sighing, he trudged to the top.

The attic of the old school was a dust-covered spider-web-encrusted curiosity shop of educational tools shunted aside through the decades. Broken file cabinets, desks of assorted types—in varying states of disrepair—abounded. Long-forgotten boxes of so-called permanent records, with which administrators had long threatened recalcitrant students, were stacked away haphazardly. Off to the right was a shelf of old-fashioned silver-plated trophies tarnished with age, and a rolling chalkboard slightly canted due to a missing caster. Several old textbooks supported the compromised corner, forestalling a collapse. 

Under the feeble winter light, struggling to penetrate a begrimed gable window, Richard Pearson took his crowbar and began prying up a loose floorboard. When he got good leverage on the old timber he got to his knees and jerked the plank aside. In spite of himself, his heart was pounding and his hands shook as he looked into the scantlings of the floor. He reached into the space and plucked a package from its secret resting place. Fumbling to open it, the timeworn string parted easily and he removed a faded old Gold Medal flour sack. Training the flashlight on the contents, another flood of memories washed over him as he looked at the salt-rimed dark blue Imperial Japanese Navy uniform and 7mm Baby Nambu pistol he had carefully hidden away so many years before.
Chapter Two

Silent enim leges inter arma

‘Law stands mute in the midst of arms’


Marcus Tullius Cicero

Fear isn’t something measured or quantified. It creeps eerily up your spine making your hair stand on end for no apparent reason. Sometimes it constructs itself from accumulated misfortunes, unintended slights and misunderstandings. Small doubts arise and niggling fears fill the void. Little fears gnaw and burn and irritate and explode into wracking panic. Often, it comes when an unexpected incident challenges the assumptions upon which single lives or entire societies are built. It may come in a blinding, disorienting, disruptive moment—touching primal chords of basic instinct. The simple truth is. when it comes, it erupts from within the deepest, oldest, most primitive part of the human experience. Fear: fear of loss of home and hearth and wealth and life and culture—visceral fear—was what gripped the United States at this moment.

From grandest mansions to humblest ramshackle cabins an icy iron fist gripped the heart of the nation like it never had before. Even as the first wire reports of the sudden, massive attack on the Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor were being relayed by breathless radio announcers, and molten zinc coursed through Linotype machines to form up the newspaper flash editions, citizens reacted in whatever way their fear led them.

Along the West Coast, resolute WWI veterans dusted off old Springfield rifles and Doughboy helmets and made their way out to the coastlines with binoculars. Impromptu committees formed to search for incoming enemy aircraft, ships and submarines. Citizens made runs on grocery and hardware stores buying guns, butter and all the ammunition they could carry. Military leaders were besieged with requests for instructions on what to do. Police and Coast Guard officials were swamped with hundreds of reports—all false—of enemy planes, ships and troops.

By the time the initial shock had worn off and the President had called for—and received—a war declaration from Congress, fear was being supplanted by a sense of resolute outrage. Tens of thousands of men began flooding military recruiting offices to sign up for service against this implacable and perfidious enemy. They sought to redeem the lives lost in Hawaii in a great effort to repel the repulsive. The ponderous machinery of government suddenly lurched out of lethargy and into motion, as the provoked leviathan inexorably began to set a new course toward crushing the Yellow Menace. Here was an enemy it could see both across the Pacific and here at home; an enemy easy to recognize. The enemy at home and beyond the blue waters was Japanese.

Chapter Three
Island Farms

Bainbridge Island, Washington

December 10, 1941

The few days since the attack had been nerve-wracking for the Sakai family as well as the larger Japanese-American community on their island and all along the West Coast of the United States. Like virtually all Americans, they were outraged by the attacks. Steven wanted to charge down to the Navy recruiting office and sign up. Mary was discussing what she might do for the Red Cross.

Paul, desperately worried that his small role as a reluctant—and ineffectual—Japanese spy be kept from discovery, had been circumspect; carefully avoiding all but the most general discussions. He had just begun to carve a bright new future that left fealty to the emperor as empty as a plundered reliquary. His adventures aboard a Japanese submarine—now sunk in the cold, deep waters of Puget Sound—less than a year before, occupied a tormented space in his head.

Thomas and Frank had greater worries beyond the new war in the Pacific. Thomas had decided it was time to try to make some plans and had called his family together around the kitchen table.

“It is very worrisome,” the old man began without preamble, “this new war with the homeland of our ancestors.”

“It’s not my homeland!” Steven blurted. “I was born right here in the good ole U. S. of A! Right here on this farm, in fact.”

“I was born in the United States too, son.” Frank pointed out. “That’s not the problem here.”

“What is the problem, Dad?” Mary looked at her father then to Paul.

Paul, in turn, perceived significant glances between Moriko and Thomas. Concern was deeply etched in the weathered old faces.

“The question isn’t whether or not we are American.” Frank finally responded. “The question is do we look American?”

“What does that mean, for crying out loud? We’re all Americans! Gosh, I can barely speak Japanese.” Mary said.

“White,” Paul declared.

“What do you mean, white?” Mary demanded.

“Right now,” Paul said softly, “in the United States; an American is someone that doesn’t look like you, or me. That’s what I mean.”

Mary seemed startled. She looked around the table at her family: Her grandparents holding one another’s hands, her father standing behind her mother rubbing her shoulders. Steven was pacing like a caged lion, combing his right hand through his hair in frustration. Paul sat quietly nearby.

“This is ridiculous.” Steven declared. “I say to hell with the Emperor. Let’s go kick Tojo’s butt all the way back to Tokyo.”

“That will undoubtedly happen,” Thomas interjected. “But you will not be among those that do the kicking. I have lived among these Americans for fifty years. Many are kind folks and faithful friends, like Joshua Pearson and his father and mother. But many tolerate us only so long as we keep to our place. We can harvest their food, clean their houses and mow their lawns if we keep to ourselves otherwise.”

“My husband is right.” Moriko rarely spoke about politics and racism. “I remember how bad it was in Hawaii and California, and here, too, when we first came.”

“But why, Grandmother? What could anyone possibly want to do against us? We just grow vegetables.” Mary looked from one family member to another for an answer.

“Mary, I’m already hearing of vandalism against Japanese businesses and threats against families,” her father disclosed. The FBI has arrested four fishermen, right here, on this island. These are men I have known for years and who have no interest in anything but providing for their families. If this becomes a long war people might get hurt or even killed here at home just for being Japanese.”

“So what are we supposed to do?” Steven asked. “We can’t go into hiding. Mary and I have mid-terms next week at U-Dub.”

Eleanor concluded the conversation by saying, “We go about our business: Quietly without any fuss, or calling attention to ourselves. We’ll go to school, go to church, go to the store and the marketplace. We listen to the radio and read the newspapers and try to be invisible for now. Time will reveal what we must do.”

Paul and Mary left the main house and somberly making their way back to their new little home by the barn.

“What do you think will happen, Paul?” Mary asked.

“I expect there will be a lot more Japanese arrested. Questioned probably, maybe get cameras and binoculars confiscated.”

“Who would do that?”

“The government, FBI probably: maybe the Army or local cops.”

“Whatever for?”

“Prevent espionage.” Paul could well imagine how that would be a concern in high government circles right now.

“Well, I think everybody is worried about nothing. It’s eight thousand miles to Japan. I think the war will be over before it even gets started. We’ll be fine.”

“I hope you’re right, honey,” Paul replied. He did hope so—fervently—but he also remembered the vast fleets of the Japanese Imperial Navy and the steady flow of military equipment streaming out of the homeland factories. He knew in his gut that the sentiment was the triumph of hope over experience.

