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Author’s Note: This story was written in the months following September 11, 2001. I felt there was too much hate being directed at Muslims here in the United States. I was hoping at the time that things would change, but as I revised this story in July of 2026 (new cover, a some tweaks here and there to wording) that the hate is still there. I’m still hoping someday we can be better. 
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Friendship
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Mike Yamamoto. I hadn't thought of Mike for years. 

Now, as I sat in a large, overstuffed reclining chair in my daughter’s living room, all the painful memories came crashing back. From where I was, I could hear a conversation from the kitchen between my daughter Debbie, and my eight-year-old great-granddaughter Kristen. 

Kristen was telling her mom about something that had happened in school. 

" ... and Mom, we aren't going to be friends with Sheila anymore, 

"Why Kristen?" Debbie said. "You and her have been friends for a long time. What on earth would make you decide you can't be friends anymore?" 

Kristen sort of stumbled as she answered, "Well, Sheila and her family are Muslims, and we are at war with Muslims, right?" 

Well, not all Muslims, just a few bad ones," my daughter answered. 

As she answered Kristen's question, I began to remember an event in my life that I had long since put to the back of my mind. All of a sudden it was December 7, 1941 all over again, and I was back in the small town along the Southern California coast where I grew up. 

My best friend Mike Yamamoto and I had gotten up early that day, so we could go and explore the mountain canyons that surrounded the farm Mike's parents owned. 

Mike and I had been friends ever since the summer before the third grade, when his parents had bought the small farm up near the reservoir. Mike and I met during summer vacation that year, and during the past three years we had become best friends. Until December 7, 1941 it had never even mattered that Mike was Japanese. 0

Mike and I loved to ride our bikes up to the end of the dirt road near the reservoir, and then take off on foot to explore the hills and canyons, which fanned out beyond it. 

All week long we had planned to hike past the little canyon that hid our secret lake (actually, it was just a small pond), that we called Hidden Lake, and try to make it up to the ridge at the end of the canyon. We had both packed lunches, and made sure we had our canteens full of water for the hike. As it turned out, we really needed the water, because it was really quite warm for a December day.

We left Mike’s house just after sunup, and we made it to the top of our mountain by mid-morning, and the view was fantastic. From where we were, we could see the gently sloping hills which led to the reservoir, from there, the hills gave way to the farms, which stretched in either direction along the coast as far as the eye could see. The small town we lived in was between the coastline and the farms. 

Way off in the distance, we could see the waves breaking on the shore, leaving white foam behind them. Farther out to sea, a few fishing boats moved lazily along, and beyond them we could see the giant banks of fog that were usually onshore that time of year. The bright sun shone down on the scene before us, and at that moment everything seemed perfect.

Little did we know that far beyond those gray banks of fog, events were unfolding that would drastically change both of our lives. We were completely unaware of them. Instead, we simply enjoyed the view and each other's company.

After eating our lunches, we reluctantly started back toward home, our adventure over. When we reached the bikes we had hidden in the bushes near the reservoir, we headed down the dirt road that led to Mike's parents' farm.

On the ride back into town, I felt on top of the world. Even though I was tired from the hike, I really didn't want to go home because I always enjoyed the time Mike and I spent together.

When we reached Mike's house, we turned our bikes into the yard and parked them behind Mr. Yamamoto's car. Just then, Mr. Yamamoto came out of the house. He looked upset as he spoke to us.

"Mike, you must come inside now. Johnny, you must go home."

The way Mike's father spoke made me think he was angry with me. Hurt because I hadn't done anything wrong, I asked, "What's wrong, Mr. Yamamoto? Did I do something wrong?"

Mr. Yamamoto looked at me, and I could see the worry in his eyes. I realized he wasn't angry with either of us, but something was deeply troubling him.

"Johnny," he said, "you have done nothing wrong. I just feel you should go home. That would be best."

"But why?" I insisted. "Why do I..."

"Johnny, just do it. I'm sure your parents will want you home right now."

"Okay," I said, still confused. "I'll see you tomorrow at school, Mike."

"Okay, Johnny," Mike answered.

By then, Mr. Yamamoto was already hurrying Mike into the house, speaking to him in Japanese.

I got on my bike and started home. As I rode past Joe's Market on Sixth Street, old Joe and about five other adults were huddled around Mr. Johnson's Ford pickup. They were listening to the radio, and all of them wore concerned expressions.

For the last few years, my parents had talked about the war in Europe, and I figured maybe Hitler was up to no good again. Whatever it was, I didn't think it was going to affect me, so I kept riding. Hitler and Germany were too far away from California to worry me.

When you're twelve years old, you just don't worry much about what goes on in the world. I know I didn't, and I guess most of my friends didn't either.

As soon as I turned into our driveway, my mother came running out the screen door.

"Where have you been, Johnny? We've been worried about you."

"Mom," I replied, "Mike and I went on a hike. You knew..."

"I don't care what I knew. You just get inside, now!"

It wasn't like my mother to act that way. Deep inside, I got a sick feeling that something was terribly wrong. I parked my bike in the garage and went into the house.

As I walked through the door, I could hear the radio. The announcer's voice sounded tense.

"We are not sure at this time just how many casualties have been inflicted," he said. "But we do know there are many. We have unconfirmed reports that several U.S. ships have been sunk. Among the ships reported sunk or badly damaged are the California, the Oklahoma, the Nevada, and the Arizona. We also have unconfirmed reports that the carrier Enterprise has been sunk."

My heart began to beat faster, and the sick feeling in my stomach grew worse. The ships he was naming were American ships.

I turned to my mother.

"What's happened, Mom?"

She didn't even look at me.

"Honey, the Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor."

"Pearl Harbor? Where's that?"

"Hawaii."

That was all she said. She was listening intently to the reports coming over the radio.

"Mom," I asked, "how do you know it was the Japanese?"

"Because the radio said so."

"But how do they know for sure?" I persisted.

My mother looked at me then. I could see it in her eyes. They knew, or at least they believed they did.

"Johnny, I'm not sure..." Her voice trailed off as she turned back to the radio.
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