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My name is Mizu. I’m nine years old, and I live in the small island town of Hinodejima. Hinodejima means Sunrise Island. Mother says the name fits, because the sun always seems to wake up a little earlier here than anywhere else.

This morning, I woke up before the light had fully filled my room. The sky outside my window was still gray-blue, like it was deciding whether to open its eyes. I sat up slowly, rubbing my cheeks with both hands. The air felt cool and salty. I could hear the distant hush of the sea, the soft clatter of a fishing boat coming in, and the light hum of the kettle heating in the kitchen.

Father was already in the kitchen when I came in, tying the last button of his work jacket. He looked wide awake, like the morning sea had already shaken him gently. “Good morning, Mizu,” he said, his voice bright and steady.

“Morning,” I answered, still rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

On the table beside him were three cloth bundles - each wrapped in cream-colored fabric with a red-and-blue sashiko star stitched in the center. I had never seen that pattern before. The bundles looked neat and important, like they were waiting for the right hands.

Father lifted them first, one by one, and tucked them carefully into his delivery bag without saying a word about them. Then he picked up a small crate packed with ice and tied with rope.

Mother glanced at the bundles but didn’t ask anything. Father only gave her a quick grin as he slung the crate into the crook of his arm.

I stepped forward to hug him. He knelt slightly so I could wrap my arms around him easily. His jacket smelled like sea salt and the morning air.

“See you tonight,” he said.

“See you,” I replied.

He slipped on his shoes, lifted the crate again, and stepped out into the soft early light. A moment later, I heard the start of his small truck and the gentle rumble as it rolled down the road toward the harbor.

Mother was washing rice when I joined her. She held the bowl under the tap, swirling clear water over the grains. “You’re up early,” she said, smiling without turning around.

“I wanted to be,” I said.

“Why’s that?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it again. I wasn’t sure how to explain the feeling inside my chest. Excited. Nervous. Fluttery. All mixed up like ingredients before stirring.

There was a reason.

Last weekend, at Obaa-chan’s house, I pretended to fall asleep after dinner. They spread out my futon near the low table, and I curled up quietly. But I wasn’t tired yet - not exactly. I closed my eyes anyway.

I heard Mother talking softly.

“She’s still hesitant in the kitchen,” she whispered. “She watches closely but pulls her hands back when I ask her to try.”

I remembered feeling my ears warm.

Obaa-chan chuckled gently. “She’s ready,” she said. “Children need time. Let her try things with me. I know how to guide her hands.”

Mother sighed. “I don’t want her to feel pressured.”

“She won’t.” Obaa-chan’s voice was warm and sure. “She just needs someone to show her she can do it.”

I wanted to sit up and say I could do it. But I didn’t. I just listened, heart thumping, pretending to breathe like a sleeping child.

Ever since then, I’ve wanted to show them I’m ready. Truly ready.

That’s why this morning felt different. It felt like a door that had been closed for a long time was about to slide open.

Mother scooped the rinsed rice into the pot and clicked the lid closed. “Eat a little,” she said, setting a small plate on the table - grilled mackerel, pickles, and a single slice of sweet omelet. Breakfast was simple but warm.

I ate, chewing slowly, listening to the island come alive. And Hinodejima really does wake up all at once.

From our back window, I could see the citrus groves glowing with tiny yellow dots as the sun rose behind them. The air carried the sharp smell of yuzu and the softer sweetness of mikan leaves. A few crows flapped lazily from tree to tree, cawing as if they hadn’t gotten enough sleep.

Closer to the harbor, I heard the clink of nets being shaken out to dry. Fishermen returned from the night’s work, pulling their boats up along the concrete edge. I could imagine the ice being shoveled into boxes, the scooping of fish, the quick, shouted greetings floating across the water.

Hinodejima may be small, but mornings here feel wide.

When the rice finished cooking, Mother opened the lid to let the steam out. The warm smell slipped through the house like a friendly greeting. “Finish getting ready,” she said. “We’re going to your grandmother’s earlier than usual.”

My heart did that flutter again.

Earlier.

A special kind of earlier.

I darted to my room to get my sandals. When I came back, Mother had packed a small basket with a few things - some aprons, a little dish of cooked salmon she made last night, and a neat little mystery bundle. She always brings something from home when we visit Obaa-chan.

We stepped outside into the light.
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Mother and I stepped onto the dirt path that leads away from our home. The morning sun had finally climbed high enough to peek over the rooftops, turning everything soft and golden. The light wasn’t loud or hot yet. It was gentle, like a warm hand resting on your shoulder.

Hinodejima may be small, but every step of the island feels different.

We walked past our neighbor’s garden first. Mr. Tanaka was already trimming the edges of his bean plants. “Good morning,” he called, lifting his hat.

“Good morning,” Mother said.

I waved both hands. “Your beans are growing fast!”

He laughed. “Maybe faster than me.”

A breeze drifted through the narrow lane, carrying the smell of seaweed drying somewhere nearby. It mixed with the scent of damp earth and fresh wood. Someone must have been fixing their porch again. You can always hear someone repairing something on Hinodejima. Nails tapping. Hammers clicking. Nothing too loud. Just the sound of people taking care of the things they’ve had for years.

We passed a tiny shrine tucked between two houses. Its wooden roof was small enough that I could touch the edge if I stood on tiptoe. Someone had placed three fresh oranges at the front - bright, round, and glowing like tiny suns.

“Those look new,” I said.

Mother nodded. “People leave fruit for good fortune.”

I wondered who left them. Maybe someone is hoping for good weather. Or a good catch. Or good health. The oranges smelled sweet and sharp in the cool air.

As we turned the corner, the path opened wider. A delivery bicycle rattled past us, its back basket loaded with folded newspapers. The man pedaling nodded and called, “Careful there!”

We stepped aside, and the wheels clicked loudly over the stones before disappearing around the bend. Everything on our island makes a tiny sound that belongs to it - bicycles click, boats cough, old doors slide with a long sigh.

We kept walking. A group of sparrows hopped across our path, picking at seeds in the dirt. When we approached, they fluttered up in a burst of tiny wings. Their shadows flickered over my feet like little dancing shapes.

Beyond the grove, we passed a row of old wooden shops. They opened slowly, one by one. The bakery door slid open with a clack, and a soft warm smell drifted out - sweet rolls and steamed buns. I pressed my hands against my stomach, which made a tiny growl.

Mother heard it. “You already ate,” she reminded me.

“I know,” I said. “But the air smells hungry.”

She laughed. “You’re starting to sound like your Obaa-chan.”

The fishmonger’s shop was next. He was washing his stall with a bucket of cold water, splashing it across the wooden boards. The water spread in shiny puddles, reflecting the morning sky. A few fish tails poked out of silver trays, still bright and fresh from the early boats.

Past that, an old woman
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