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Chapter One

“Last local link to court of Japanese Emperor

Meiji Dead in Seattle at age 76”

Seattle Journal-Post

January 2, 1995


Much of Richard Pearson's boyhood had been spent aboard the little sailboat now resting hull up on sawhorses in the back of his shop. If he closed his eyes, he could almost feel the wind in his hair as he raced across the waves. The memory of salt rime and ocean spray coaxed him from across the years and revealed themselves through holes in the dusty covering tarp. Now, nearly half a century later, it was time to unlimber his past.


A dozen or more unfinished projects — in limbo at some stage of incompletion — stood between Richard and the boat. Gingerly he picked his way through the shop pondering how that pilferer of time, the tyranny of now, had strangled each task in its moment and swept him past. Here was a chair, in its twentieth year of patiently waiting for a new cane seat. Next to it was a partially disassembled Honda Gold Wing. He had intended to restore it five - or maybe ten - years ago so he could finally take that motorcycle road trip for which he yearned. There was a toy for a grandchild now approaching adulthood, an antique clock, a ship model and three bicycles. Here and there lay a smattering of specialty tools for the repair of things now hopelessly obsolete. All this populated a neglected space in the cluttered shop, and a similar space in his brain.


When at last he reached his goal, he pulled back the cover from the sloop. The action sent clouds of dust into the air, to resettle as another archeological layer. He stared for a long moment at the faded yellow paint. Peeling with age, splotched black in places with remnants of moss and algae near the waterline, the tiny vessel evoked countless memories: Hot dogs and crab pots seeped into his consciousness, as did storms, baseball games, friends, fireworks and half-drowned strangers washed ashore. Images of his father and grandfather flashed through his head and he smiled. The tumult of long-ago wars, of unreasonable fears and a mother gone too soon filtered back as well. He saw the patched old sail in a heap on the floor. He reached out and touched his sturdy little childhood companion, tears sliding silently down his cheeks.

Chapter Two

Pike Place Market

Seattle

6:15 A.M., June 23, 1938


“These are the last of the strawberries, Dad,” Frank Sakai said to the old man in the produce stall. “Everything else is spinach, lettuce, green beans and radishes.”


“It will be enough for now. Grocers will come first, then the cooks. Maybe we will be on our way home before noon today.”


“I’ll finish unloading and move the truck,” Frank agreed.


Thomas Sakai went about the work of setting up the little market space as he and his son had done every weekend of the growing season for years. His routine, as well as those of many other Issei growers and fishers that had shops in the Pike Place Market, was well rehearsed, and he daydreamed as he shuffled boxes. Gazing west, through the windows of the idiosyncratic building clinging precariously to one of the many hillsides of Seattle, he could see his island home across Elliot Bay and marvel at all the changes the years had brought.

Thomas thought about the news of his father’s death years ago. A letter from his sister told of the event, and a recent one said his brother had joined the army and was a major now, stationed somewhere in China. His sister had given birth to four children, all sons. She worked in a bullet factory and her husband, Ichiro, worked in the Mitsubishi shipyards of Kobe, building warships for the Imperial Navy. All the nieces and nephews were also in the military. This worried Thomas but he said nothing of it in letters. He could not change things and didn’t wish to unduly upset his sister.

His own family was prospering and he told his sister of his own grandchildren. His oldest son Frank and his wife Eleanor had three children. Steven was twenty, Mary was eighteen and Benjamin, who was a surprise, was eleven. They still lived with Thomas and Moriko in the family home built nearly thirty years ago on the island. Some modernization and expansions had been required of course, but the old man remembered every nail driven and brush full of paint applied, for he had carefully accounted for each in tidy ledger books.

Thomas’s daughter Sarah had married a Merchant Marine and lived in nearby Bremerton with two children of her own. Ambrose, his last son named for his old friend, had wed Maryanne Matsumoro, the daughter of a neighbor on the island, but they were childless. The Doctor had said that Maryanne had some female problems which precluded children. Still, five grandchildren were a bountiful blessing.

Thomas had prospered, in spite of the country’s daunting economic circumstances, because people still needed to eat. His farm was tolerably isolated and plunder by strangers was rarely a problem. Frugality had always been a way of life for his family. Everyone contributed to success, even the children, in his or her small way.

“Hey Gramps, you forgot this!”

Startled from his reverie, Thomas looked up at his oldest grandson holding out a cedar cigar box, worn with age and often repaired.

“Quietly, my child,” he chided, gently taking what served as a cash depository and secreting it among the clutter of farm crates. “This is still a depression and it is not wise to display your wealth, even modestly, to desperate people.”

“Oh, Gramps, you worry too much,” the young man said with a broad grin.

“Better to plan for prevention than worry about a cure.” Sometimes he saw the reckless smiles of his long-dead friend Sammy in the face of his grandson.

“Your grandfather is a wise man, Steven. I would pay him great heed.”

Thomas and Steven turned to greet the owner of the rich baritone voice. The Reverend Ambrose Pearson was still a striking presence even though his remaining hair was a great shock of white and his gaunt figure slightly stooped.

“My dear friend,” Thomas said. “Still the first customer of every week after all these years.”

“It’s because you still grow the best strawberries and vegetables in all of Washington. The rich soil produces the greater harvest than the barren rock. I come to you because you cast your seeds upon the rich soil.”

“And the tree stumps, too,” Thomas laughed.

“May the Lord have mercy. There were plenty of those, weren’t there!”

The two old friends shared a quiet moment of recollection of the blasting and hauling and burning and chopping and digging it had taken to clear not just the land Thomas had, but that of all his neighbors who pitched in to help him. In ten years more than a thousand acres of timberland on the island had been changed into lush acreage – mostly operated by Japanese farmers. Providing much of the produce used in Seattle, its success was also creating a worrisome backlash of jealousy among white farmers with less efficient operations.

“Will it be the usual, Reverend?” Frank had returned from parking the truck.

“No, actually, Joshua and Josephine are visiting from Oak Harbor this weekend. I’ll need twice as much as usual.”

“Will my namesake be along as well?” Frank asked.

“Richard Franklin? Certainly, and precocious as ever; his eleventh birthday has already long since passed. Can you imagine that?” The retired preacher returned his attention to the old man in the stall. “Toshio, we are becoming old men!” he said in mock astonishment. “What are we to make of it?”

Thomas laughed heartily. Ambrose was the only person besides his wife who still called him by his Japanese name. “Becoming old men,” he retorted, “we’ve been old men a long time already. My son is becoming an old man.” His humor subsided as he locked eyes with his dearest friend.

“What are we to make of it? It has been a strange journey through life, Ambrose,” he replied. “But I am a satisfied man.  I have my farm and my family and my friends. It is a good life I have. More than I could have imagined when I was cutting cane in Maui.”

Returning his gaze, the cleric studied his friend pensively for long moment then spoke. “Yes, it has been an interesting journey, but I must admit that while I don’t seek to end this path prematurely, sometimes I yearn for Gideon’s trumpet to call me home. I sorely miss my dearest Marie and wish to be reunited in eternity.”

“How many times have you told me, Ambrose,” the elder Sakai said, “that the God, who knows even the sparrow’s fall, knows also your pain and will reward you with eternal glory in His presence?”

The pastor accepted the groceries from Frank who politely refused payment as he did each week. “And so it is that the pupil shall become the teacher.”

Chapter Three

“Darkness reigns at the foot of the lighthouse”

Japanese Proverb

The military of any nation resembles and reflects the values and traditions of the people from which it springs. In this the Japanese are no different. Since its recorded history, the society has evolved a strict caste system and citizens are taught to prize fealty to the divine Emperor, and knowing and maintaining one’s place in the hierarchy, above all else. For two thousand years, the imperial line has remained unbroken, directly descended from God, and therefore, a god himself. Barbarians have been flung from the beaches and cast into the sea. It is not important that these things be literally true; only that, collectively, the citizens choose to believe them to be so. 

Unique among island nations, Japan has suffered neither military defeat nor wholesale occupation by foreign heathens. Even now, in the 1930s outsiders are cloistered in compounds, restricted in where and with whom they might interact. As a nation they successfully rebuffed every attempt at colonization, and as a result, they remain the most racially and culturally pure society on earth. Centuries of social evolution has created a culture where every decision, every action—the clothes they wear, the place where they reside and even the food they eat—are all dictated by the position they occupy. From earliest childhood, lessons are ingrained about the care and feeding of the Emperor’s homeland. For twenty-five centuries, Shogun warlords and the ruling houses have trained citizens to subjugate personal ambition and comfort to the needs of the throne. Any privation is to be borne gratefully—and quietly—if it advances the needs of the Rising Sun. The sure and steady knowledge of Japanese ethnic superiority is not challenged; indeed, it is embraced as self-evident. 

If called upon by the sacred Emperor to sacrifice their lives for the empire, even to no apparent purpose, they do so willingly and unquestioningly, for balk would bring disgrace. Naturally enough, most citizens and soldiers of Japan imagine that their allies—and enemies—feel and would act in the same way for their homeland. Those few weak-minded intellectuals who chose not to follow the cultural obligations were pariahs among their brethren. 

The rules governing behavior are very rigid. Obligations, one’s on, are imposed by social station, family ties, or the Emperor, and are societal debts of honor. These debts must be repaid figuratively if not literally. Failure imposes loss of face, a mortal blow to anyone unfortunate enough to be so burdened. The threat of loss of face is so great that over the centuries elaborate rituals have grown up protecting and guiding every nuance of interaction. Sometimes it is as simple as ignoring the obvious, sometimes as draconian as hara-kiri.
