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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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T
HIS 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.
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