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Introduction
Nikkei Voice Short Story Anthology
A short story must have a single mood and every sentence must
build towards it.
EDGAR ALLAN POE

T

he short story is one of the most difficult forms of literature to
write. It requires a considered approach to almost every aspect of your story. From the setting, the characters, and the
meaning behind the words, everything must build up to a moment, a single
life-changing event spurred by the events.
The short stories chosen in Nikkei Voice’s annual short story contest reflect
this cathartic aim. These stories and their writers put their hearts and souls
into their words, and the results have been more and more amazing year
upon year. This anthology is dedicated to them.
Special thank yous to our amazing artist Miiko Barb Gravlin who provided
our contest with illustrations, to our judges Mark Sakamoto, Tamai Kobayashi, and David Tsubouchi who helped pick our winners, to Penguin Random
House for providing us with book prizes, and our editor Karri Yano who
helped polish up this anthology.
— M.R. O’Mara

The Young and the Wrestling
By Raymond Nakamura

“C

an’t believe how many cars are here,” Yamanaka says in Canadian-flavoured Japanese. He stares out the foggy passenger window at the gravel
parking lot of the community centre on a cold and rainy night in south-

ern Japan.
Glad I’m not measuring barnacles.
From the back seat of their rusting, communally-owned sedan, fellow grad student Takahashi says, “Not much else to do around here.” Originally from Osaka,
he occasionally seasons his standard Japanese with kansai dialect. Yamanaka convinced him to stop collecting snails for one evening to enjoy a travelling road show
of “joshi puro resu,” women’s professional wrestling. In the eighties, it seems to enjoy
a higher profile in Japan than in North America, though this may not be something
feminists see as progress.
Tokyo native Aoshima steers with big city concentration on the orange light sticks
of the parking attendant, who looks ghostly in a plastic poncho as he directs them
to an open spot. Maybe the scuba diving skills he uses to study tiny crustaceans on
seaweed help him navigate through the wet gloom.
Yamanaka usually comes to the community centre on Wednesday afternoons to
play badminton with other members of the marine lab. Usually they have the run of
the place. Tonight, the shoe cubbies at the entrance are already all occupied and the
green guest slippers have already all been taken.
Always too small anyway.
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In the foyer, a woman hands out clear plastic bags for wet footwear and umbrellas.
She looks like an average, middle-aged Japanese mother in her pale green apron
and kerchief, rather than the kind of tattooed circus folk Yamanaka half-expected
to see associated with professional wrestling. He asks for some extra bags in which
to wrap his feet, in case they get cold. Another motherly looking woman collects
the tickets, which Yamanaka bought after accumulating enough special coupons
through purchases at local businesses, such as the karaoke bar.
The three caballeros enter the spacious and brightly lit gymnasium. Shuffling over
the shiny laminated wood flooring, they pass children, middle-aged and older men
and women, but almost no one else in their twenties, a sadly representative sample
of the local, rural population.
“This is as good as anywhere,” Yamanaka says, stopping midway, a few rows back
from the raised square wrestling ring.
As they settle into the black plastic fold-out chairs, two elementary school boys
with black velveteen hairdos smile and nod with surprise and perhaps amusement at
Yamanaka. They come to his house for English classes twice a week.
“Chotto hazukashii, ne,” Aoshima says, looking around. A little embarrassing, isn’t it.
“What do you mean?” Yamanaka asks.
“To be seen at something like this...”
Aoshima, like all the Japanese grad students, supports himself by tutoring local children.
Why does he worry so much about what others think of him?
My kids don’t give a damn about me anyway.
Last summer, when he wore shorts to their class, one of the eight-year-old girls
pointed at him and said, “Sensei, your hairy legs are gross!”
An announcer in a dark suit and tie enters the ring to introduce the opening match.
In this corner, fighting for Good, a skinny young woman who waves to the crowd, her
mauve outfit adorned with little pink bows, her shiny black hair perfectly feathered.
“Maybe she’d like to go for tea some time,” Takahashi says with a grin, his eyebrows
bobbing. Takahashi once lamented to Yamanaka how women think graduates of the
prestigious Kyoto university like him make good husbands, but boring boyfriends.
In the opposing corner, fighting for Evil, a chunky woman who scowls at the audience, her tights black as tar, her short hair, spiked with bleached tips.
“She scares me,” Aoshima says in a tone that reminds Yamanaka of the way Aoshima casually disparaged the upbringing of a pretty female undergrad at a field course,
because of her sloppy chopstick technique.
The two women start beating each other up; Yamanaka and most of the crowd do
not quite know what to make of all this. When Good shrieks at her opponent, they
just laugh.
Growing up in Toronto, Yamanaka wasn’t allowed to watch professional wrestling, female or otherwise. “You might get ideas,” his mother would tell him and his
three younger brothers.
But Jichan, Yamanaka’s maternal grandfather, watched male professional wrestling every Saturday afternoon. He would sit in his faded blue coveralls on a wooden
stool in front of a little black and white television in the basement, twisting and
shouting at the screen, as men in tights jumped around the ring.
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Maybe he was getting out his frustrations at the politicians who had stolen his life
and taxi business during the War. Or perhaps he wished he could throttle someone
to get back his wife who had died too young from a heart attack, not long after they
relocated to Toronto. Or maybe he just found it entertaining. Never thought to ask.
Couldn’t speak much Japanese back then. And Jichan was hard of hearing.
The other matches this evening also seem to follow a similar script of Good versus
Evil. Good often seems doomed at the outset, but sometimes manages to prevail
with a clever foot grab or somersaulting head scissors. Win or lose, however, Good
always bows to the audience, as if reassuring them that even if she fights like a wildcat, she still has proper manners.
Maybe sumo wrestling has influenced professional wrestling in Japan. As the national sport, it gets reported on the nightly news, but has roots in religion as much as
sport. The referees look like Shinto priests in their colourful silken robes and black
headdress and before a bout, the wrestlers sprinkle salt to purify the ring.
At half-time, the headlining tag teams take to the ring, but they sing and dance
instead of wrestle. These pairs perform intricately choreographed moves while belting out tunes with pre-recorded backup tracks. That’s entertainment. More than a
few Japanese celebrities have used professional wrestling to vault themselves into
mainstream television.
To show how serious this all is, the second half opens with so-called midget wrestlers. He smiles in spite of himself at the one with an afro so large he looks like a stalk
of broccoli. Yamanaka wonders what to think about these miniature muscular men.
Should I be laughing?
Am I laughing with them or at them?
The Japanese often quote a saying, “The nail that sticks up gets hammered down,”
referring to their pervasive culture of conformity. With his Japanese genes, Yamanaka can pose as a pudgy, sometimes poorly dressed, local. And if he does not seem to
quite understand, strangers seem to assume he is just a mentally deficient Japanese.
In contrast, one of the Japanese grad students at the lab, Nishizaki, is albino. While
growing up, other kids evidently did not embrace his difference. One time, a bunch
of middle school boys pointed at Nishizaki. Laughing in derision, they taunted him
with “Gaijin!” Foreigner!
So then the presumed foreigner yelled at them in Japanese and Yamanaka, the
presumed native, yelled at them in English. The boys stared at them stunned, and
then ran away.
Was wrestling some kind of freak show to mock? Wild, half-naked women, comic
little people, and now, two white women. One was a no-nonsense brunette in blue
tights. The other, a statuesque blonde in breathtaking, leopard-skin tights. Towering
over the short, Japanese referee, she mockingly raises her hand over her head and
out of his reach when he tries to check for ‘illegal objects.” He jumps, like a striped
dog, after a treat. Guffaws.
In the finale, the Japanese female tag teams who performed at half time, return to
wrestle. They can leap and flip and hurl themselves around the ring. No matter how
staged it is, I have to admire the athleticism.
But who will win?
Japanese movies often go for melodrama, with the good guys losing in a pool of
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tears. In this case, however, despite the illegal tactics of the Bad, Good ultimately
prevailed. For a little while, the world is as it should be, orderly and just, instead of
the way that it is, messy and chaotic. For a little while, fabricating an equation to fit
the scattered data points of barnacle growth can wait.
Yamanaka asks his colleagues, as they all join the river of humanity streaming out
of the community centre, “What did you think?”
“It was kind of stupid,” Aoshima says, “But kind of fun.”
Takahashi grins, “They were very flexible.”
The rain has stopped. They climb into their car and head back to the lab.
***
Raymond completed a Master’s degree in Japan back in the eighties on the ecology
of stalked barnacles, in case you’re wondering where this story came from. When not
walking the dog or doing the bidding of his tween-aged daughter, Raymond writes a
science blog, co-hosts a Nikkei podcast, draws cartoons, and helps museums create
fun, interactive learning experiences. www.raymondsbrain.com. He is author of the
picture book, Peach Girl.

Kyoko
By John Ota

G

utting fish in a salmon cannery was the last thing Kyoko wanted to do for
the rest of her life but, right now, she had no other choice. Reaching inside
the icy fish to rip out their guts was a horrible job, but she was determined
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to stay. Kyoko was grateful to have escaped the brothel in Vancouver where she had
been kept prisoner. Bristling and unpredictable, the owner forced her on men with
their filthy bodies for what seemed like forever.
Kyoko’s fear of being forced back to the men’s house tortured her soul. She knew
that the owner would hunt her down. He told her that if she tried to escape, he
would kill her and it was only a matter of time before he found her in this world of
fish livers and bones.
Gutting was the lowest job in the cannery, but it was a job Kyoko had to learn
quickly. Her first day began at 6 a.m. and as she climbed the stairs to the factory
level of the cannery and saw the new world she had stepped into, she gasped. She
was amazed at the soaring ceiling held up by enormous cedar trusses, the deafening roar of the churning canning machines and the frantic activity of hundreds of
people everywhere shouting orders, pushing carts and hauling buckets of fish. She
could barely breathe through the stench.
The foreman grabbed Kyoko by the arm and marched her to the long gutting table.
Wide-eyed, she watched the fifty women clad in kimonos haul up flopping salmon
onto the table. Knives flashing, fish heads flying, guts fell to the floor where they
slithered through gaps between the planks and into the water below.
The foreman pushed Kyoko to the end of the gutting line beside another young
woman. “Toyo will teach you to gut fish,” the foreman grunted at Kyoko. “Be fast or
you’ll be fired before the end of the day.”
Above the cacophony of the cannery, Toyo put her hand on Kyoko’s shoulder and
shouted in a voice loud enough for the foreman to hear. “Don’t worry,” she yelled.
“You’re probably faster than him already.”
Kyoko’s affection for Toyo was immediate. Maybe it was because Toyo’s short,
broad-based stature was the complete opposite of Kyoko’s slender, lean body. Maybe
it was Toyo’s joking manner. Or maybe it was that Toyo could stand all day and gut
fish with a baby strapped to her back.
Kyoko watched Toyo as she worked and soon learned that Toyo’s baby was six
months old and his name was Taizo. She was fascinated by the way the baby would
gaze up into the rafters of the cannery while, beneath him, his mother slashed open
the bellies of salmon. Later that afternoon, she asked Toyo, “Doesn’t it make you
tired to work with a baby on your back?”
“No,” beamed Toyo. “I love feeling his back on my back,” snuggling closer to him.
“Besides, he keeps me warm like a blanket.”
Toyo taught Kyoko to plunge the eight inch knife deep into the soft belly of the fish
to slice it open and yank the lungs, stomach and intestines out with one quick jerk.
Kyoko watched in horror as the gills continued to move up and down in a valiant
attempt to breathe, even after the fish was entirely gutted.
At the end of that first day, Kyoko’s hands were nicked and raw. But, after cleaning
each fish, Kyoko would turn to Taizo perched on Toyo’s back and give him her biggest smile. Amazingly, he never cried.
Over the days and weeks, she came to love Toyo, Taizo and the other women at
the gutting table. During their breaks they would sit in a circle on the floor and talk
as they enjoyed their tea and rice balls.
“Why did you come to Canada?” Toyo asked Kyoko one day.
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Kyoko stared down at the floor. “My Mother sold me to a man who said he would
bring me to Canada to work as a waitress,” Kyoko whispered. “Instead, I was forced
to have sex with men in a room above the restaurant. I was beaten every day by the
owner. I had no money, so I had no choice but to stay.”
“How did you get away?” Toyo asked in a gentle voice.
Kyoko kept her head down in shame. “Most of the men were horrible, but not all
of them. One night, a kind man told me that jobs were available at a cannery in Steveston. He gave me money and told me where to board the tram. In the middle of the
night, he got the owner drunk and I ran from the restaurant. I rode the tram all night
and came here the next morning.” Kyoko looked up into the eyes of Toyo. “I know he
will find me and drag me back” Kyoko said. “I always watch the stairs for him.”
Despite the backbreaking work, Kyoko found comfort in watching Toyo swing her
baby off her back and breast feed him. During one tiring day, Kyoko asked Toyo if
she could hold Taizo at the breaks. Toyo agreed with pleasure. As she held the small
child, Kyoko gazed deeply into Taizo’s eyes and felt a deep bond with him. It became
a routine on the hour that Toyo would breast feed Taizo and then pass him to Kyoko
who would kiss his cheeks before she popped him back into his backpack.
One morning Kyoko sensed a buzz in the air. A large tour from Vancouver was
visiting the cannery and they would be at the gutting table in a few minutes. Kyoko’s intuition told her that he was in the building. She could feel his presence. She
watched as a mass of people formed at the top of the stairs and, in an instant, her
worst fears were confirmed. From a distance, she saw the owner slowly walking up
the stairs onto the cannery floor. When he reached the top of the stairs, he turned
around to take in the whole building. Looking. Searching.
So frightened that she could barely speak, Kyoko grabbed Toyo’s sleeve. “He’s
here,” she gasped. “Please help me, he’s here!”
But suddenly, Kyoko felt a new and overwhelming heat fill her body. Rather than
fear, she felt a surge of defiance. She was tired of being afraid. With this new life of
friends, a job and hope for the future, she decided she would kill this man if he approached her. She would stick her gutting knife deep into his belly and slit him open
like a fish. “I would rather die than go back,” she said to herself.
With horror, she watched the owner circling around behind the main group, taking his time to review everything a second and third time. As the tour gradually
approached the gutting table, Kyoko tightened her grip on her knife. “I would rather
die,” she repeated to herself.
Just seconds before the group reached the gutting line, Toyo quickly swung Taizo
off her back and used her other arm to spin Kyoko around.
”Here, take Taizo”, she said in a sharp whisper, strapping the baby onto Kyoko. “He
will never suspect that a mother is the one he is looking for.”
As the men reached the gutting table, Kyoko put her head down and did not look up.
She could sense the owner lagging behind the others as he passed the table, carefully inspecting the face of every woman on the line. For Kyoko, each second seemed
like hours. But after the sounds of talking and footsteps vanished, she dared to look
up.
At that moment, she spotted the owner glancing back at the gutting table. She
watched in terror as he marched toward her.
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Kyoko turned away. She pulled the knife out of the long sleeve of her kimono. “I
would rather die,” she hissed to herself. With her back to him, Kyoko glanced over
her shoulder. She could see the owner coming at her. Her body filled with rage. She
was poised to plunge the knife deep into his gut.
Then, his eyes focused on the baby on her back. Even though she could barely see
Taizo, she could feel him angrily kicking on her back. Taizo raised his head to the
rafters, breathed in and gave an angry scream at the top of his lungs.
“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”
Kyoko watched as the owner reeled back from the screaming baby. She heard him
curse and spit on the floor of the cannery. “I hate little shits like that,” he yelled at the
women on the line. “Why is a mother here with that little shit?”
As the baby’s wailing drowned out the din of the cannery, Kyoko glanced up to see
the owner turn and walk away to catch up with the tour.
Against the backdrop of the bustling morning activity, he disappeared down the
stairs.
***
John Ota writes on architecture and design in Toronto.

Mama
By Joanne Aida

A

s I sat in the waiting room at Scarborough Hospital trying to gather my
thoughts, my mother was distracting me, so I handed her some reading material to keep her occupied. It felt like I was the mother, giving her child a
toy to keep busy with.
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I thought about the role reversal, and how sad it was to see this once brilliant
woman suffering the beginning stages of dementia.
I knew all too well about the shortcomings of our medical system, having recently
watched my father die under the overworked and seemingly uncaring staff. But it’s
not in the Japanese genes to complain, and so we accept and endure, and pretend
we are satisfied. Much like our parents did after the BC internment camps during
WW2.
I worry now about what will happen with my mother as her dementia progresses.
How will the system treat her? Will I be in for another nightmare like I had with
my dad? How will I deal with my conscience if I have to put her in a nursing home,
kicking and screaming all the way? How will I handle the heartache when she no
longer knows who I am? And how will I cope when BOTH my parents are gone?
Having no children of my own, I wonder who will advocate and protect me when I
am in my final years and unable to look after myself. Will the nursing staff abuse me
when I’m lying helpless on my deathbed? Will it hurt to die? I know my dad had the
same worry on his deathbed, and I promised him that it wasn’t gonna hurt. Did I lie
to him, I wondered?
But my personal worries will have to wait. Right now I have to focus on my mother. I am dedicating these years of my life to ensuring she has some happy memories
before the dementia takes over. I want her to understand how much I love and appreciate her for all she has sacrificed for me and my brother, as well as all she did for
her parents and siblings.
Her parents had lost everything in the Depression, and were trying to deal with
the hatred against Japanese Canadians. As the eldest of 10 brothers and sisters, my
mother had to step up and be the strong one in her family. I feel it is now her time
to be looked after.
As I drive her home from the doctor’s office, she remembers the doctor telling her
she did very well, and actually got 100% on one of the tests.
By tomorrow, she will have no recollection of this visit to the doctor.
But she will remember stories from her childhood in vivid detail.
Perhaps she will tell me about the time she won a talent contest in Kitsilano Beach
for singing “Playmate”. And then she’ll start singing the song in her shaky senior’s
voice….”Come out and play with me…and bring your dollies three…climb up my
treeeeeee” Ouch!! That hurts my ears, mom! And I‘ve heard this story 100 times I
moan, but she keeps rambling on until the story is finished!
Or maybe she’ll tell me about the horse stalls in Hasting’s Park, that the JapaneseCanadians had to live in en-route to the BC internment camps, and having to decide
whether to hang a blanket in between them and the next family for privacy, or use
it for warmth at night.
Maybe I’ll hear a story about her mother, (my grandmother), a picture bride from
Japan, who was tricked by her own mother into coming to Canada to marry a man
twice her age. And how, despite the crappy life my grandmother had, she was a saint
of a women, extremely kind and gentle, who loved babies so much because “they
never betrayed you or hurt you — they just loved you” she would say. Even after raising 10 kids of her own, she would tell my mother “Hurry up and have babies! I’ll look
after them while you work.” Unfortunately, she never got to meet any grandchildren
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– her life was so difficult, she didn’t make it past 55 years of age.
Or perhaps I’ll hear the story of how my mom came to Toronto after WW2, alone
at 16 years of age, and worked her way through high school as a mother’s helper for
the family that owned the Stan Walker Furrier Company. How she made her own
clothes to try to fit in with the rich kids at her high school in Forest Hill. And how
Stan Walker told her she was too smart not to continue her education, and encouraged her to go to secretarial school.
Maybe I’ll hear a story of how she outsmarted all kinds of office politics, while
working her way up to the glass ceiling of a large corporation.
There is no shortage of remarkable stories from her past, and I often suggest she
write a book about her life.
The papers I had given her to keep her busy in the waiting room, were two short
stories she had asked me to type for her to enter a Nikkei Voice short story contest. I
was thrilled that she had finally put something to paper. One of them is called “The
Little Red Hat” and the other one is called “Two Bags of Broken Biscuits”, she asks
me if I have submitted them yet.
“You have so many interesting stories with substance,” I tell her. “Your life has
been a struggle of survival and mini triumphs. Why did you choose to write about
two events which, to me, seem innocuous and almost boring in comparison to the
life you’ve lived?”
I ask her, why don’t you write the story of the time your family’s monthly payment
got stolen and you had to walk 10 miles from the Bay Farm camp to the Lemon
Creek camp to beg your step-sister for money, and had to come home empty-handed
while being chased by some Dukhobor men on the way home?
Or the story of your brother who was separated from the family during the war,
and so tormented that he couldn’t bring himself to deal with life after the camps, so
he lived as a street person, but was instrumental in saving a priest’s life, and starting
a soup kitchen called Stop 103.
Or about the starving hobos that your mother would feed, when she could barely
feed her own family?
Or about how you carried on your mother’s legacy by helping anybody in need,
all your life?
Or about anything other than “The Little Red Hat” and the “Two Bags of Broken
Biscuits”!
Were these the two stories that impacted her the most, I wondered? Although
they both have morals and life lessons in them, I thought they paled in comparison
to what she could’ve written about.
She always said she had a happy childhood, so her answer kind of took me aback.
She said “I couldn’t write those stories….they are much too painful.”
Hmm…this 85 year old woman, who has never shown any weakness to me, was
always a pillar of strength, protecting her family from bullies, hunger, etc., is telling
me that these stories are painful for her.
I sat quietly, thinking about what she had just revealed to me. Perhaps telling me
her childhood was happy, was her way of coping with it.
She asks me again “What did I get 100% in today? The doctor said I did really well!”
I don’t have the heart to tell her it was a Kindergarten level test of basic comprehen13

sion. She is losing her memory, and I know this scares her. She doesn’t remember
why we went to see a doctor today, but she is delighted that she scored 100% on some
kind of test.
I enjoy the moment with her.
Mom, can you sing “Playmate” for me?
***

Joanne Aida is a third generation Japanese Canadian (sansei), born and
raised in Toronto, Ont. She was inspired to write this story of a day in her
life, while submitting two short stories for her mother, and wrote it all on
the deadline day. Knowing that mom’s two stories were too simple to win,
Joanne wanted to honour her mother by writing the story that she is now too
far gone to write for herself.

Cacophony of Silence
By Ipshita Mitra

B

ambooka. That was what the passengers’ ship was called. The name was rather
odd, or maybe it wasn’t. Why it is that something that we hear for the first time
strikes us as “odd,” “peculiar,” and perhaps “weird”? Labelling the unheard and
the unread an “oddity” is such a natural response. Frowning upon the unknown is
easier than being critical of our own ignorance. There is a character named ‘Dolabella’ in Shakespeare’s play Antony and Cleopatra. The name had sounded so out of
tune. Surprisingly, the character had stayed with me longer than the protagonists.
The act of judging is a shield that subconsciously deflects the ignominy from the self
to the other. Well, ego is supreme in a human being’s life. Like a leech, it latches on
to us. Because it cannot come off so easily, it is best to nourish the petty thing.
Bambooka, the ship, was to ferry us from Port Blair to Havelock over a span of
three hours.
Seat No. 75, 76. First row, lowest floor. A first-aid box stuck on the wall adjacent
to a fire-extinguisher threw blank glances at the occupants across them who sat as
motionless as them. Did they befriend each other already? Sitting three rows behind,
I found it difficult to make sense of any kind of activity there. Their faces were not
visible. Only the medicine chest and the fire-extinguisher knew what they looked
like. Not everyone is privileged. The woman was in a white saree, bordered red. The
blouse was either embroidered or had yellow block prints. The distance tampered
with my vision. Her hair was short and shiny grey. Or was it the flickering tube-light
overhead that made her hair glisten. I do not know. The man sitting next to her, closer to the fire-extinguisher than her partner, loved to caress his wet hair every now
and then. The hair looked wet. Or, was it a mirage? The red of the fire-extinguisher
reflecting through their bodies made it quite difficult to study the colours on them
carefully. Maybe, I was not paying attention. I was getting restless. The tiny cockroaches chasing each other on the floor and the cacophony of the voices around that
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muted the sound of the sea we were travelling by made it impossible for me to listen
to the silence. I wanted to climb up the stairs to the upper deck and feel the gush of
the winds hitting against my face after having slapped the waves.
There was a brief argument, after observing almost half an hour of silence, between the two. She turned her head and, without a warning, snatched the yellow
paper-bag from him that had till then been in his custody, resting on his lap, though
unguarded. The bag changed hands, the contents remained hidden. After this
squeamish which lasted barely a few minutes, the two went back to what they knew
best. Their gaze did not shift from the inanimate objects, kept on display as if in a
museum; the pair seemed engrossed, almost lost. The surroundings did not please
them. Maybe the noise bothered them.
Fourth from the left, in the middle row, an Australian couple, hand-in-hand wereimmersed in each other; as if they owned the cabin. But then, they didn’t much care
about the audience; the roving eyes, piercing stares and whispering remarks. Each
time they embraced, her silver anklet sparkled and made a sweet jingling sound.
Only the ‘Joker’ pasted on his tee-shirt grinned.
A lanky teenager buried in his game, on his phone, was oblivious to the little games
unfolding around him on this cockroach-ridden ship. There were ants and mosquitoes too, to keep company. That girl, occupying the aisle seat, right at the entrance
door, dressed in a nautical blue shirt and matching pair of shorts, was the only one
who looked the part. The look in her eyes said it all. She had been invited by the sea
to play. Gazing out of the window, with a faint smile on her lips, she admired at the
calm waves, lost in thoughts. There must be another soul lost in her thoughts too.
The wife wears a pensive look on her face. Rightly so. She fears she has left her
beach chappals in the hotel room. Will the sea deny her entry because her footwear
is not the right make? She should be tense. She is. She was. And across, the Joker
expressed no sympathies.
She feels cold now. The goose-pimples are visible. A slight shiver and the man unwraps the yellow paper bag to unravel a thin, woollen shrug. She reluctantly extends
her hand and without a word, the man puts it on her trembling shoulders. And very
gently, she rests her head on his shoulder and pulls him inside the warm layer of the
woollen. They again lose themselves in the ticking of the absent clock on the wall.
Time and company are precious. Each and every soul craves company. Loneliness is a vacuum; solitariness is a vacancy for company. It was almost three hours
now. While my shipmates were busy gathering their belongings, I quickly sneaked
upstairs to the deck to behold the sea in all its might before the action came to an
abrupt standstill. I breathed in the salty air and thought about the woman. Did she
wake up from her borrowed sleep on the man’s shoulder?
Seat 75, 76. They were empty except a yellow paper bag that lay their without its
claimant in sight. The Joker had disappeared. The girl looking out of the window was
missing. The woman going frantic about her beach chappals would be dancing crazy
soon because she had left her pair of sunglasses behind. The Australian woman too had
departed with her lover; only her silver anklet sat motionless under the chair, a group
of ants had encircled it like youngsters congregating around bonfire on a winter night.
It is difficult to leave a person, a place, a city, a town without leaving behind a
part of our own self. Sometimes it happens unintentionally and at most times, we
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choose. You cannot pack everything and decide to desert someone just like that. An
inward smile, I took my bag and prepared to leave.
I thanked Bambooka for this memorable ride. I stood there looking at the name
for a long time till I felt a tear trickling down my cheek. Must have been the heat. I
searched for my handkerchief. My hand explored the bag for a while and gave up.
Dolabella had commanded one of his soldiers to kill him. Despair.
***
Ipshita Mitra did her Bachelor’s in English Literature from Miranda House, Delhi
University in 2010 before completing her Master’s in English Journalism from the
Indian Institute of Mass Communciations. As a journalist with Time of India, she
wrote features on books, arts, and culture, food, fashion, and travel.

A Modern Day Indian Agent
By Paul Kariya

T

he headlights flashed twice and the taxi rolled forward to where I was standing in the back alley of Aki’s Japanese restaurant in Vancouver. Fred stepped
out from the cab and asked if it was set up with the buyer. I asked if he had
the product and it felt very much like I was cast in a TV movie, something I had
experienced in another career.
I walked two doors down and banged on a steel door. Mr. O stuck his head out and
sized up the situation. He looked at me carefully and then looked over to Fred and
the taxi. In his broken English he instructed me and Fred to, “you come in quickly
please” — along with our stuff.
Fifteen minutes ago I had been sitting in one of the city’s oldest Japanese restaurants entertaining my new boss. I had picked him up at the airport along with another colleague, Marc. I had asked Mr. Robert, a newcomer to the West Coast from
Quebec, where he wanted to go for dinner. Knowing I had a mission to accomplish
during the evening, I had suggested to him that perhaps he might enjoy a JapaneseCanadian meal in historic Little Tokyo. He thought that would be grand. “Hey Paul,
let’s get to know each other. Thank you for doing this.”
Over green tea and a starter “cha-wan-mushi”, Mr. Robert suggest I call him Serge
and he went on to say that he had heard good things about me; that as a young new
Department of Indian Affairs employee I had been able to win the confidence of the
First Nation leaders in our district office in Northern BC.
Marc knew Serge from his past — both were long time Indian Affairs employees
who had previously crossed paths in several Indian Affairs agency offices in remote
Quebec and Northern Ontario outposts. Marc had preceded Serge to British Columbia by a couple of years. I observed a fraternity amongst agency staffers who got posted
and re-posted throughout long careers and these two guys were getting reacquainted.
Marc said the obligatory positive things about me to the new District Office boss —
“Paul is quick, a PhD candidate, innovative, hard working; everyone likes him...”
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Serge stated that he had never eaten sashimi before but it reminded him of eating
raw seal meat in Ojibougamou. Pouring tea for each other and passing sushi around,
Serge and I also shared the strained politeness of strangers meeting for the first
time; the normal discomfort of a new boss meeting a new underling.
Mr. O tested the “stuff” and declared it was number two to which Fred bellowed,
“what the fuck, Paul, you told me that this guy knew his stuff. Bullshit, this is good
number one stuff.” Mr. O was bargaining knowing that we could not go back outside
with the product. Fred pushed back. He played the big aggressive angry Indian who
could get out of control quickly to the little 5’ 4” immigrant from Japan. “You little
shit; I’ll tear this place apart.” Mr. O came back with “Okay, okay…take it easy.” And
the subject turned to price — another vigorous exchange.
Fred had called me earlier in the day. We both had Indian Affairs business to
take care of at the Regional Office in Vancouver. He was a Band Administrator and
I was a government Community Planning Officer. My job at Indian Affairs was to
assist 15 First Nations with housing, sewer and water, education, social welfare, and
economic development. The cynical would say I was a modern day Indian Agent, a
holdover from the colonial past. “The Minister may ….” Fred had the same mandate
but from the First Nations’ perspective, some would suggest, managing poverty.
Would there be an Indian Affairs department without Indians and would there be
Indians without Indian Affairs? Of course it was not that simple and it is even more
complicated today. The danger is that commentators, academics, and most bureaucrats (Aboriginal and government) over simplify because it is too complex to explain
to folks who don’t know — they have no experience, no understanding.
I was not an innocent Indian Affairs employee drawing a pay cheque or seeking
to climb the career ladder as a public servant nor was I even a “do gooder.” I was
a PhD candidate wanting to experience the interface of the social world between
the Indian Affairs administrator and the First Nation leader. My research question
was to investigate the power relationship and ask, “Why is it so difficult to solve the
problem of poor socio-economic conditions in First Nation communities?”
In a time before cell phones, as pre-arranged, I received a call at the restaurant
to meet Fred in the alley. During the afternoon I had called Mr. O who was keenly
interested in a possible buy but also nervous and distrustful of me — maybe I was
a federal officer.
I didn’t know him but as fate would have it, he operated a Japanese import-export
business on the same block that my aunt had operated a store before all people of
Japanese ancestry had been shipped away from the coast in 1942. Although I had
not lived through interment, relocation, and dispossession of Japanese-Canadians,
(most who had been Canadian citizens), I knew the file and that block in Japan town.
“Serge, Marc, I have to step away from dinner for a few minutes — “I’ll be back. I
have ordered us sukiyaki which is superb here.” I left for the back of the restaurant
and the alley as Serge and Marc stared out from the shoji doors and tatami lined
cubicle. My date was with Fred and Mr. O.
A year ago, I had been defending my research proposal to my doctoral committee in New England. I was explaining how I would be making a contribution to new
knowledge, about socio-political relationships.
What had I learned? What was my contribution to the academy? What the hell
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was I doing in a Vancouver back alley dodging police?
Twenty minutes felt like an hour and by the time I got back to the table, dinner
was done and it was a bit awkward since I did not really explain where I had been.” I
said something like, “I was doing a favour for a friend who needed to sell some stuff.”
That explanation was sure to quell any questions. Silence.
Nicely recovered, we were into a discussion about First Nation self-government
and the situation of the Indian Bands in the north when Fred walked in the front
door — looking for me.
He didn’t bother acknowledging my guests. “Thanks for the help Paul,” and he
dropped a hundred bucks on the table.
“Fred, I told you it was a favour, I don’t want your money.”
He left, “It will pay for your dinner.”
Another awkward silence occupied the lantern lit cubicle; no longer at an address
of residences in Japan town but part of the poorest postal code in Canada. Fred had
once said that Vancouver’s Skid Row was probably the largest Indian village in BC.
Trying to be helpful, Serge says to Marc, “Hey, you and me used to smoke that
stuff in university eh?”
Despite the ensuing jovial French Canadian banter, Serge must have wondered
what the hell his new staffer was into and how deep?
I fessed up and said that Fred was a leader in one of the northern Indian Bands and
had asked me for help; he needed cash and had brought four pails of herring roe-onkelp to Vancouver to sell.
The Vancouver Airport and other transport arterials were being watched by
RCMP and Fisheries Officers. A couple of First Nation guys had been pinched in
Prince Rupert last week. I explained that in Japan during annual gift giving season,
BC roe-on-kelp was the most sought after gift amongst the Japanese elite.
Up until recently Canada arrested many Aboriginal leaders for selling fish, fish eggs
and fish products — illegal. Subsequently, numerous Supreme Court of Canada cases
have affirmed an Aboriginal right to fish for food, social and ceremonial purposes.
During my sojourn in the North, did I make a difference? How had I contributed
to resolving real world problems between First Nations, the government, and larger
society?
I finished the dissertation but I did not publish the study. My data had become
my friends. Thirty-five years later I have altered the names to protect the implicated. Annually a tote of roe-on-kelp used to arrive at my home, a gift — but then
it stopped. Later I learned that my benefactor and his son had died in a fishing accident — another coastal First Nation reality.
“Serge, Marc, I don’t think you smoked this stuff in school.”
***
I am a sansei, the son of a fisherman who grew up in Ucluelet, BC. I have been
active in JC community affairs from Redress, community building, sports and history projects. I have worked in the public and private sectors, the academic world
and also the charitable not-for-profit sector. Today I work in clean and renewable
energy for the Clean Energy Association of BC.
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The Beckoning Forest
By Mariko Obokata

T

oshiko wakes. She is lying on her left side. Her right arm is outside the futon
and is cold.
She thinks about her cold arm and cold nose, tries to really feel the cold.
What is the difference between feeling cold and being cold? Is it the difference between being in the experience and thinking about it? Or is she just making it more
difficult than it needs to be? That’s what her son, Haru, had said.
“Mom, don’t make it so difficult. You always do that. You always make things more
difficult than they need to be.”
She hadn’t said anything at the time. But wanted to ask, “Always? What do you
mean, always?” But he might have said, “See—there you go. You’re doing it again.”
She didn’t want to hear him so angry, so upset with her, especially now that Hiroshi had passed, now that Haru was her only family. She couldn’t remember what
had brought it on, all that talk about being difficult. Haru was smart, had a big job
in Vancouver. It was a job she had never heard of. When people asked her, she said,
“Oh, Haru is in banking.” She had said that at Hiroshi’s visitation. But Haru had
overheard and corrected her. “No, no,” he had said. “I am not in banking. I’m —.”
And he had turned on that charm that she had seen before. “Please call me Harry.
So good to see you again. So good of you to come.” He was smart and he made lots
of money.
Haru had been a fussy baby, had always seemed to need something but she could
never figure out what. She had thought that it was her fault, that during pregnancy, she had carried too many heavy baskets of wet laundry, had eaten too many
umeboshi or maybe not enough, or had lain awake too many nights, worrying about
things that always seemed to work out. Was it her lacking that had made him so
needful, so unsatisfied, not with everything, not with world around him, but with
her?
For many years now, she has thought about this miracle of having Haru, her only
child. She has always been part of Haru. When he was a baby, squirming in his
crib, or startled, mouth open, watching the robin on the windowsill, she was part of
him—in every sliver of fussiness, every sparkle of glee. From his conception, their
spiralling DNA has linked them, will forever link them—the strands stretching
thinner when he moved away for school, then work, and then, a deep inhale, the
spirals contracting, drawing them together to share tears, smiles, bad news, congratulations, regrets.
Toshiko quickly pulls her right arm under the futon. She turns onto her back and
reaches her warm left hand out from the covers, and rubs her cold nose. And is surprised to feel a hot tear has settled in the crease above her nostril.
***
After her usual breakfast—porridge and half a banana—Toshiko sets her bowl and
spoon in the sink and quickly gets ready for a walk. It is just before seven when she
steps out the front door.
It is late September, six weeks now since Hiroshi’s passing. Has it been so long?
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His clothes still fill the closet. It doesn’t feel right to move them. Not yet.
The morning is cool and still dark, but holds the promise of a bright day. Toshiko
imagines the soft rustle of walking through fallen leaves, the sun casting its light on
the brilliant oranges and bright greens.
She is heading to the park. As the crow flies, it is a few streets behind where she
lives, but is a 10-minute walk — first to the corner of her street, then a left and down
the busier street to the park. She thinks, The Forest Beckons. It was the title of painting she once saw in the front window of a gallery. She can’t remember the artist’s
name, but recalls the foreground of straw-coloured grasses, the narrow footpath,
and the browns, reds, and purples of the dark forest beyond. But what she remembers most clearly is feeling an uneasy mix of calm and foreboding.
As Toshiko enters the park, she passes the small parking lot and a children’s play
area surrounded by benches. She follows a side path that leads up a gentle slope to
the lookout that juts over the ravine and provides a view of the creek bed below and
the beginning of the forest walk.
***
Toshiko likes to stand on the lookout and imagine how the same land had been
many years ago. The glaciers receded through this land, pulling boulders, folding
up the ground, carving deep creases to form the forest’s creek bed. Since Hiroshi’s
passing, Toshiko has come often to this forest, has found it brings her solace and
relief, imagining the massive bulk of ice weighing heavily on the land, a subtle shift
raising the temperature, releasing a single teardrop of water, beginning the liberation from its icy past.
Toshiko smiles. Haru isn’t interested in things that move slowly. For Haru, everything needs to be fast—cars, dinner, shopping. When he was little, she had shown
him a spider building a web along the railing on the front porch, had suggested they
sit on cushions and watch. But he would have none of it.
He is a good boy, though. He is smart and he has a good job.
Toshiko leaves the lookout and makes her way to the forest trail. She inhales the
sweet smell of pine and damp, and is relieved to feel the soft forest floor beneath her
feet.
She feels comfort then, calmness and contentedness washing over her. What creates such a feeing of transformation, she wonders, then thinks, just let it be, just be.
The forest is mostly coniferous, but includes some hardwoods, mostly maples and
oaks. Few leaves have fallen yet, but the ground is soft, damp, yields slightly to her
tiny feet. Rat-tat-tat, rat-tat-tat. She stops, looks upward. It must be a woodpecker,
working on a dead branch, searching for prey, for food. She walks two steps forward,
her head still up, listening, searching. Rat-tat-tat. Focus, she thinks. She can almost
hear Hiroshi saying, “Focus. Be still. Listen.” He is—was—much better at spotting
birds. Toshiko stands still, listens. Above, the whispering of dried leaves. And behind, beyond the park, the mumble of cars. She hears, too, her own pulse, pumping
blood—sending the blood to or from her heart? Hiroshi would know—would have
known. She looks up, hoping to spot the woodpecker. But it must have moved on.
Toshiko continues her walk, and sunlight begins breaking through the canopy
above, sending shafts of light, illuminating the forest below. Someone had sent a
sympathy card with a similar image. But here is the real thing.
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Ahead, just off the path, among the ground cover, she spots a plump white blossom head, still curled, poised to lift skyward. It has the fragile tenderness of an early
spring flower. But in September? So late? How can that be?
Toshiko steps off the path. Focus, she thinks. She’ll need to look it up in the field
guide at home. How does it grow? What shape are the leaves?
She steps sideways, her left foot slips, slides, the loop of her bootlace catching, tugging. She pulls back, slips farther, knows then that she is sliding too far, too quickly,
is losing her balance.
She lands suddenly but softly on her left side. She feels no hurt, no physical pain
but deep inside, a sudden weakness, a crumpling, an immense emptiness, longing,
need. And then a single wail, tears flooding her face. Huge wracking sobs fill the air.
She hugs her arms around her body and rocks.
Above, a shrill tchur tchur. She stills her body, turns her head, but her eyes are
blurry with tears. She sees nothing. But imagines a flash of crimson, the woodpecker
alarmed, fleeing.
In time, her steady breathing resumes. She makes a fist with her right hand, tugs
her shirt cuff from her jacket sleeve, and wipes her face. She turns on her belly,
slowly extracts her foot and carefully pushes herself up. She brushes bits of dirt and
bark from her pants, her jacket, her hands, wipes her nose. Time to get home, she
thinks, and stamps the stray dirt from her boots.
***
Deep below the forest floor, beyond the mulched leaves and bark, a wave ripples
through the earth, jostling the humus, gently rousing a tiny embryo, loosening its
seed coat. The inhale of moisture and warmth will urge the seedling from its casing,
drawing its root into the rich earth. A first stem will emerge, reaching upward, seeking the sunlight that will nurture its cells, a new life uncurling its head, reaching,
reaching toward the opening sky.
***
Mariko Obokata is a sansei, a third-generation Japanese Canadian. Since she was
very young, Mariko has enjoyed reading and writing, and walking in forests. She
lives in London, Ontario, where she works as a freelance editor for clients in Canada
and Europe.

Winter Dove
By Madeline Standen

I

fly through the night, my chalk-white wings creating small swirls in the falling
snow.
No one sees me. No one ever does.
It’s winter. I stayed while my kin flew south, stayed for my chicks hatched late.
Stayed to protect them.
Soft light glows from the front of the worn buildings, and small lights are strung
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across the storefronts, light filtering through the snow. The wind picks up, lifting me
higher, ruffling the soft feathers under my wings. All is silent below. A couple stand,
together under a light. My mate is long gone.
The girl is shivering, and the boy wraps his arms around her.
She smiles, her cheeks red, from the cold or from something else.
I climb higher. Flailing against the biting wind, I tip sideways, and land clumsily
on the edge of a tiled roof. The tiles are cold against my feet, and I shift from side
to side, trying to warm my frozen legs. A new gust of wind buffets me, and I clutch
the edge harder.
No one ever sees a dove in the snow. In the winter.
I take off again, struggling to reach the small alley that smells of bread, even in the
winter. There, bits of bread are there, always left for hungry beaks. But sometimes,
other mouths.
I’m in luck. A few crusts lie on the ground, almost as frozen as I am. I hop over
one, trying to get a good hold. I take my time, dreading when I have to rise into the
cold again.
Eyes in the darkness, watching me. The crunch of ice breaking under weight, and
I am airborne.
I perch on the windowsill, watching the grey and black tom gulping down the
bread. Cats would always prefer fresh kill. Feathered kill. I take off again, against the
biting wind.
I hear the jingling of the door as the last few shoppers leave. The smell of warm
food, bread, fills the air, and for a second I am tempted to try to fly down, try to
swoop in the doorway.
But I know that only people are welcome inside.
Why? Why do they reserve the warmth? We all must endure the cold.
Only they have a way to do so, covered in fur, fur that was never theirs.
But I did survive by their bread.
I fly upwards.
Dropping slightly with my load, I struggle to stay upright as the cold numbs me to
the roots of my feathers. But I would never drop my precious load.
I survey the empty streets as the snow falls around me, searching for the soft light
and the tiles that signify my nest, but in the snow, all I can see is row upon row of
lights.
Not one of them resembles the one I am searching for. I swoop low, as low as I
dare, searching for my light among the sea of others. It is now night.
As the pale moon rises, the streets are still dark, and the night is getting colder. I
rest, hunching my wings and cocking my head, trying to find a feature that I know
within my territory.
I see nothing, and take off flying again, past the glowing windows.
Ice is beginning to form on the feathers above my eyes, a thin coating of frost.
Tired, I stop more frequently, in the shelter of an overhanging roof, in the branches
of a withered tree. On a window.
I fly forwards, sometimes doubling back, taking turns down more avenues.
The snow keeps on falling. Falling on my beating wings.
Finally, I stop. I’m tired, and my wings are sore. Burrowing my head under my
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wing, I blink, drowsy.
The bread falls, but I barely hear it. The snow presses in on me, falling, covering
me like my own feathers. Indistinguishable against my white.
My eyes close. I can hear nothing more, and my grip loosens on my perch.
All I sense is the bread, the smell of warm bread…
Bread! I blearily open my eyes, my talons gripping the perch again. Strength. Bread!
This is the alley with the tom, with the bread. My bread. Ducking my head, I pick
it up again.
Fly, fly through the cold. This turn, this corner. Frantically flapping, struggling to
get home.
A rush of wind shoves me through the opening, into a warm space filled with the
feeble crying of my chicks. I flop to the ground, dropping the bread into the nest.
They gather around it, my chicks, pecking at a few stray crumbs. I pick myself up,
my head brushing against the roof of my nest, and nibble at a bit of bread until it
softens, then drop it into their wide mouths.
Not until they have eaten do I eat my fill, tearing at the thawing dough.
My chicks are asleep. I sit at the entrance, protecting them.
Staring out at winter.
***
I’m 12 years old. This is my first writing contest. I also like drawing manga as another hobby.

For Ever and Ever
By Lillian Blakey

T

wenty-one thousand, eight hundred and eighty-five mornings. Unbelievable.
The number of times I have looked at my face in the mirror. How could I have
failed to notice what was happening to me? I scrutinize every pore on my face.
Not bad for seventy. At least I’m not a shrivelled old prune. Still, I am seventy!
I put on my hoodie, jeans and sneakers quickly. I fly out the front door and I am
swallowed by the blustery darkness of an early October morning. The wind bites
my cheeks until my eyes are stinging and teary. I am running. The arthritis in my
knees is killing me. But I keep going. I don’t know where I am running to or what I
am running from. I run. And I run. And I run until I find myself standing in front of
the heavy wooden doors of St. Helen’s.
I pull one of the doors towards me. It yawns with a creak and closes behind me
with a thud which is final. Why do I think that the church doors are the Gates of
Hell? Too late to get out. The doors do not budge. I turn and cross myself as I genuflect before the statue of Jesus on the cross in the apse.
I gasp to myself, through bewildered tears. “Why am I here?” My heart is pounding. Loudly.
Then I remember. I had come to share something awful with Father James. I step
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into the dark confessional. A black box. Puritan. Musty and ancient. I see Father’s
profile through the thin metal grill which separates us.
I whisper, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned and now I am really paying for it.”
My stomach is heaving. I feel that I might throw up. My nose drips. Damn, I don’t
have any Kleenex. I wipe my nose on my sleeve. Now I feel guilty for thinking the
swear word in a confessional, of all places.
Father can’t hear me so he leans closer. Now he is so near I can feel his warm sultry breath. Two centimeters separate us, his cheek next to mine, almost touching,
yet not intimate.
Father James replies with well-practised concern. “Don’t be so hard on yourself,
my child. Let me take the burden of your pain from you.”
Father sounds as if he cares. I begin to let my guard down. I unclench my fists and
the knot in my stomach relaxes. Now Father can deal with my terrible secret. What
a relief!
“Something happened last summer and it terrified me. I’ve been agonizing whether or not to come to you about it ever since it happened.”
Naomi stopped. Father James sensed that Naomi might bolt out of the confessional, so he encouraged her gently. “You can tell me. You know that it will remain
between the two of us.”
Naomi took a deep breath and plunged into her story. “You know how everyone
laughs about ‘senior moments’ when we can’t remember people’s names or places. They
say it happens to everyone. I’ve seen it in all of my friends at one time or another. Well,
one day, I went shopping with three of my girlfriends and an odd thing happened.”
“I said to them, ‘Oh, let’s go into that store. It looks interesting.’ My friends looked
at me in disbelief. Frozen, like that game, Simon Says.”
“I was irritated by the way they were looking at me. ‘What?’ I asked. They looked
at one another. Silently.
“Finally, Susan, who is always brutally honest about everything, shot back, ‘Are
you serious? We just came out of that store.’
“I stared at her. I had absolutely no recollection of being in that store. Nothing!
What’s going on?”
“I answered Susan, quite unnerved, ‘Hey, a joke’s a joke. Get real you idiots.’
“Susan retorted, ‘Jerk!’ as they turned and walked away from me.”
“What had happened to me? Father, this was definitely not a ‘senior moment’. I
need you to help me!”
“Since the shopping incident, there have been a couple of other disturbing things.
I see people in my house. They never do anything but they come and go as they
please. And sometimes, I can’t find Nathan. I also lose things. Yesterday, I found one
of my shoes in the refrigerator. That scared me. Who would do such a thing to me?
I think one of those strangers is trying to drive me crazy. Maybe they want to steal
my house. Do you think you should exorcize my house?”
Father James is reassuring. “Don’t worry so much. You have been under a lot of
stress lately and your body is telling you to relax. Say ten Hail Mary and five Our
Father and you will feel a lot better. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy
Ghost...”
I am relieved. “Oh, thank you, Father. You have saved my life. I think everything
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will be all right.”
The heavy front doors of the church feel lighter. They let me out and my steps
quicken as I return home. I am so happy that Father James didn’t think that I am
crazy. It’s just stress.
“Naomi.” A man is calling my name. I turn around and see a stranger in my den.
The hairs on my arms stand up. “Who are you? How did you get in?” I am taken
aback yet, at the same time, I am oddly comforted by the presence of the stranger
who seems kind and gentle.
“Naomi, it’s me, Nathan.” The man looks worried. I look and see the stranger.
Then, suddenly, the stranger is gone. Nathan is standing in front of me.
I quickly mask my shock and recover my composure. “Sorry, Nathan, you took me
by surprise and I thought that a stranger had broken into the house.”
I look around the room and I don’t know where I am. Nathan takes my hand and
leads me to a comfortable chair. He removes my sneakers and rubs my feet. He
leaves me sitting, as he goes into the kitchen to fix some dinner for us.
I look around me. Everything is so strange. No, it’s familiar and unfamiliar at the
same time. I need to leave. I want to go home, to the little apartment Nathan and I
rented when we first got married.
I walk out the front door. I walk and I walk and I walk. I don’t feel the cold sidewalk under my bare feet. It’s starting to get dark out. Where is that damn apartment
anyway? What am I doing on this street? I suddenly feel very cold and begin to shake
as the snowflakes land on my eyelashes in huge clumps. Everything looks different
now. White. My feet are numb. I start to get worried.
A policeman comes up behind me and touches my shoulder. I jump. He speaks to
me softly. “Ma’am, what’s your name?”
I turn to look at him and ask, “My name?” I don’t understand what he is asking. I
stare at him.
He gently guides me to the cruiser. “You must be freezing. Let’s get you warm.”
“OK,” I say and go with the officer.
When we get to the station, I see Nathan. I cry out, “What are you doing here, sweetheart? I was going to meet you at our apartment on Walmer Road, but I think I got lost.”
Nathan hugs me so tight that I can’t breathe. He chokes back the tears, his voice
hoarse and shaky. “I was so worried. Thank God you are OK. Everything’s all right,
baby. I’ll look after you. I promise.”
Nathan and the policeman who brought me here share knowing glances. I see
them out of the corner of my eye. What secrets do they have? I am starting to get
suspicious. Are they putting me on? Maybe Father James told them that I am losing
it. I’m getting a bit angry. It’s no-one else’s business but mine!
I push Nathan away. “What do you mean, ‘look after you’? I can look after myself,
thank you very much. I am the President of a very large publishing company. Oh,
what is it called....” It’s on the tip of my tongue. Just a “senior moment”...
Nathan sees that he has pushed Naomi’s buttons and quickly sidesteps. Something he
has trained himself to do for quite awhile now. He has to be so careful not to offend her.
“Of course, you can look after yourself. You are the most capable person I know.
I’m sorry if you felt patronized.”
I grudgingly accept his apology and allow him to put my shoes and my coat on
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me. He takes me home. I am safe. After all, Father James said that the pressure of my
work is doing this. Everything is fine. Nathan always helps me. Nathan means Gift
of God. He truly is.
For thine is the Kingdom of Heaven,
For ever and ever...
Amen
***
Lillian Michiko Blakey is a sansei, a third generation Canadian. She is a past president of the Ontario Society of Artists, which was founded in 1872. Her artwork can
be found in the Government of Ontario Art Collection as well as in private collections in many countries.

Two Bags of Broken Biscuits and
Little Red Hat (True Stories)
By Eiko Aida

I

n Kitsilano, Vancouver, BC, our family lived on West 5th Avenue – number 1785.
My father was a well-known landscape gardener, and worked very hard to obtain three houses, a greenhouse, a fish pond with goldfish and a large garden with
every flower and vegetable imaginable in it. He was able to bring many young men
over from Japan – by saying they were his sons – to work in his landscape business.
During the Depression he lost everything he had worked so hard to attain.
We struggled to make ends meet, and I, as the eldest of 10 siblings, was the one
that mother really relied on to help her out.
I went to Lord Tennyson Public School. From 4th Avenue down, children all went
to Henry Hudson PS, including these two wild sisters who would terrorize and beat
up any of us from Tennyson who dared to go into their territory. Even the boys were
wary of them!
There was a Nabisco cookie factory on 1st Avenue that sold 25 cent bags of broken
biscuits. These were sorted from cookies made fresh every day. They were not good
enough for presentation to the general consumer, but the company knew they were
worth something to somebody. My mom budgeted hard to feed our family of 12, but
every week she would entrust me with two precious quarters and send me to buy
two bags of broken biscuits. These were a real treat for us during the days of penny
candies and homemade popsicles.
I would painstakingly map my way to avoid encountering the two wild sisters.
However, one day, my luck ran out! I was clutching my two bags of broken biscuits
and hurrying to the safety of 4th Avenue as quickly as I could.
Suddenly, the two bullies appeared from nowhere! The big one had dirty, straggly, curly red hair; the other had dirty, straight blonde hair. Uh Oh! I thought. I
would have to run, or stand and fight. Either way I would lose those biscuits and my
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mother would be heart-broken. She was counting on me.
So, instead of running or fighting, I started talking to wild red head, and said “I
love your hair... is it naturally curly? You’re so lucky…I only have straight, black hair!”
I kept praising her, and walking until we got to 4th Avenue. She let me cross! I got
safely home with the two bags of broken biscuits!
Those two sisters never bothered me again on my weekly trips to buy two bags of
broken biscuits!

W

***

hen I was a little girl, all my friends and I went to Sunday school every
week. Afterwards, we could go to the church service.
However, in those days, female parishioners were required to wear
hats to attend the church service.
I didn’t own a hat… our family was too poor in those depression days, and I knew
better than to ask my mother if she would buy me one.She was struggling enough
just to feed our family of twelve, and luxuries like fancy hats were out of the question.
So while all my friends attended church, I had to go home. I was determined to get
a hat so I, too, could go to church.
In desperation, I went to the local five and dime store and waited until no salespeople were looking.I quickly hid a hat under my sweater and nervously walked out.
Once on the street, I breathed a sigh of relief and joy.
It was a little red hat…very elegant looking.I loved it!I kept it hidden from my family, and wore it proudly on the way to school.
Then one day a little stray dog appeared before me.He growled and tried to bite
me.I turned and ran as fast as I could to get away, with the dog chasing me down
the street.
Suddenly, the little red hat went flying off my head! The dog grabbed it in his
mouth and took off running.I was devastated as I watched my precious hat disappear down the street.
But then I thought to myself, how ironic – I had stolen the hat so I could go to
church, but the dog knew it was wrong, and taught me a lesson never to steal again!
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Thank you poem
By Leah Kitamura

Sometimes I lie wide awake
wondering how it could be
that I have such wonderful relatives
who cared enough for me
to hide injustice and suffering,
the sorrow, and the pain
protecting us from all the hurt
like an umbrella in the rain.
Your compassion and forgiveness
of so many sins
is a great example to us
as children in the wind.
Thank you Grandma and Grandpa
through strife and poverty
you raised our parents with love and joy
and a sense of dignity
You can us the freedom
from anger and from hate
and now it is our turn
to open up the gates.
To right for fairness and justice, and equality
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