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Chapter One
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Through the cracks in the tall wooden fence, Meg Binnenkerk could see the Japanese school children walking home from school. They laughed and joked, calling for their younger brothers and sisters to keep up. Meg wondered what it would be like to be on the other side of the fence. She wished she could go to Japanese school and walk home down the dirt alleyway, laughing and joking in Japanese.

Meg was almost fluent in Japanese. After their daily school work in English with Mother, Meg and her younger brother Walter had Japanese lessons with Hanako, the family’s maid. Sometimes Hanako let them use her calligraphy brushes to paint Japanese kanji symbols on rice paper. In turn, Meg helped Hanako practice English.

Meg wanted to go to Japanese school and learn more kanji, but Mother wouldn’t allow it. “Too many diseases,” Mother said. In 1941, Japanese children weren’t protected from deadly diseases like tuberculosis or diphtheria. 

Sometimes Father had to visit sick people. It was part of his job as a Presbyterian missionary. But Mother wanted to keep Meg and Walter away from deadly diseases as best she could.

Meg would have stood out in Japanese school. She was tall for nine years old, especially tall for a girl in Japan. But then, Meg wasn’t a Japanese child. She was an American child with light brown hair, very different than any other girl in Tsu. The Japanese children all had straight black hair, the boys’ cut short and the girls’ a little longer. 

Meg and Walter were the only American children in Tsu. Meg went to school with Walter, ate all her meals with Walter, and played in the yard with Walter. Their school was a tatami room in the mission house where they lived.

Walter was seven, small for his age, with curly blonde hair that encircled his head like a halo. “Kawaii! Tottemo kawaii!” The Japanese ladies  commented on Walter’s extreme cuteness when the Binnenkerks walked through the market. The older ladies in their kimonos and wooden geta sandals would bow toward Father and then admire Walter. 

Nothing in Meg’s appearance triggered that kind of public devotion, but that didn’t bother Meg. She agreed with them. Walter was a gleaming golden child. Meg was sturdier, plainer, even drab, she thought. It helped her; she could become practically invisible when she didn’t want anyone to notice her.

As soon as the Japanese children turned the corner, Meg swirled around in a circle, swinging the old pearl diver’s bucket, spraying the chicken scratch on the bare ground in a circle all around her. Too bad the chickens were so, well, chicken. Even with the delicious scratch hitting the ground, they never came running to Meg. The only exception was Penny. Penny was the most beautiful of the Binnenkerks’ chickens, glossy with black feathers and long dainty legs ending in luscious curved claws. Penny came running to Meg whether Meg had food or not, while the other chickens cowered up in the branches of the heavy hydrangeas in the far corner of the yard. 

“Penny, my pretty Penny,” Meg cooed. Penny strutted and preened her feathers. Then Penny pranced over to the shorter rail along the driveway. Here Penny could jump up, just at Meg’s height, to let Meg stroke her silky head. For some reason Penny liked to be tickled right around the ruff of her neck, just like a dog. 

Today Meg left Penny alone on the fence. Meg was too busy swirling and dreaming about the ancient pearl diver who must have been the original owner of the wooden bucket. Meg imagined the diver systematically inhaling layers of air into her powerful lungs and diaphragm, then diving deep down into the sea, eyes wide open, watching the light green water turn to emerald, perhaps gliding by an ancient sea turtle, kicking toward the oyster beds deep under water. Perhaps the diver’s foot got caught in a seaweed plant, trapping her, and she had to arch and yank to get it free. Perhaps the diver almost panicked but didn’t, protecting her limited supply of air. Reaching the bottom, she cut away an oyster from the rock, using the knife hanging from her waist by a thin rope. Dropping that one into the bucket, she launched herself to the dark side of the largest rock, finding the granddaddy of all the oysters, the one the other pearl divers couldn’t hold their breath long enough to reach. Snagging the biggest oyster of all, the diver shot for the surface, rhythmically pumping her powerful legs, breaking into the surface world of air, abandoning the underwater world, leaving behind the knife scars she made far below. 

Now the old pearl diver’s bucket was so badly cracked that the chicken scratch dribbled through it when Meg scooped it up from the barrel. Did the bucket miss the glamor of pearl-diving? Or was the bucket happy to have a second life, up on land, never again to sway with the currents deep in the Japanese sea?

Meg never saw real pearl divers in the harbor in Tsu. Maybe the oyster beds were all played out, or maybe this particular bucket came from further south along Ise Bay. The Japanese people in Tsu were fishermen, not divers. They used large wooden boats to head out to sea. When they returned, the townspeople lined up along the docks, hauling the full boats in hand over hand on the heavy ropes. These Japanese stayed in the land of the air.

Meg dropped the bucket on the small stoop next to the barrel of chicken scratch. It was time to go in for lessons with Mother. Meg passed Walter’s two-wheeler leaning against the shed where the coal chute led down to the basement. It was not fair that Walter got a bike. He was younger, but he was a boy, so he got the bicycle. 

It didn’t fit him anyway. It was more Meg’s size. Mother wanted Walter to exercise more, because he had been sick as a baby and was still frail. Meg thought the best way to get Walter to bike more was to get a bike for Meg, and then they could go on excursions together, but that argument held no sway with Mother. 

Meg pulled off her outdoor shoes, and toed into her soft-soled indoor shoes. She tucked her outdoor shoes on the low shelf just inside the back door. That was the way to keep the floors in the house clean. Of course, even the indoor shoes came off when Meg stepped onto the tatami matting in the front rooms.

Meg padded across the straw mats in her socks. Walter was already there, curled up on the zabuton cushions, deep in a book. Their grandmother in the USA had shipped a copy of Treasure Island in the last steel drum can, and Walter was reading it, probably for the sixth or seventh time. 
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Chapter Two
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Her lessons completed, Meg changed back to her outdoor shoes and skipped into the yard, letting the screen door slam behind her. Curiously, Penny didn’t come running. Meg scanned the yard, then walked the perimeter, shaking the large green branches of the azalea and hydrangea bushes, scattering the other hens. No Penny. Meg peeked through the cracks in the fence to see if Penny had managed to fly over into the alley. Nothing.

Meg ran back into the kitchen without stopping to take off her outdoor shoes.

“Hanako-san!  Penny wa dokodesu ka?”

Hanako looked up from the wide wood counter, her hands and apron dusty with flour.

She looked perplexed. “He Ni?  He Ni wa daredesu ka?” 

“The chicken! Kuroi niwatori! The black one!”

Hanako gestured with her chin toward the other counter, a thick wooden cutting block where even then, chicken legs, wings and breasts had been cut into pieces, spots of blood still dotting the exposed ends of bones.

The shock of it rooted Meg to the floor. Hanako had chopped Penny into pieces, pulled out all her luscious black feathers, sliced her throat! Hanako had slaughtered Penny. Hanako was a murderous traitor.

To be fair, Hanako had no idea that Penny had become a special pet, but Meg wasn't in any frame of mind to be fair. Standing, looking at the pieces of Penny left behind on the cutting board, Meg was stricken by the desolate and undeniable truth. Penny had been her friend. 

Meg's horrified glance took in the pieces of raw chicken, the small pile of chicken gizzards and organs gathered into the smallest pot, the soggy cloth that had no doubt wiped Penny's life blood from the cutting board.

An explosion of tears erupted from Meg's eyes, her mouth and her heart. These were sobbing, wracking tears that burst all the way from the bottom of her belly up and through her throat. Nothing could stop the tears, no elemental force, not any desire to be polite, not any desire to spare Hanako's feelings. Meg felt pure grief for the loss of Penny's life and for the confounding fact that the insipid chickens had been spared while the only wise chicken, the only kind chicken, had been the one Hanako picked for their dinner. 

Hanako had picked Penny up with no thought at all to the wretched choice she was making. Hanako no doubt grabbed Penny because Penny came to her so trustingly, with such friendliness and self-assurance, so confident of finding a treat in Hanako's hand, only to meet with despair, doom, death.

Meg stood and cried, unable to fall, unable to move, unable even to lift her hands to cover her face, unable to stop the waves of feeling rushing through her, a tsunami of feeling. 

Mother came rushing into the kitchen.

“What on earth has happened?”

Hanako quietly explained that the chicken she was preparing for dinner had apparently been important to Meg. Hanako's face was turned down, hands by her sides, her expression meek.

Mother turned to Meg with impatience, even anger.

“It's chicken, Margaret. It's for eating.”

Meg looked at her Mother, disbelieving. Mother tried again.

“We're blessed to have chickens to eat. Not everyone does.” 

Mother attempted to explain, using the soft tone she used during their school lessons. “The chickens are not for befriending.”

Meg tried to let that notion travel through her logical brain. Wasn’t everyone for befriending? Penny had been trusting and funny and full of humor and character. Who else was Meg to befriend?

Now Meg cried harder, not just for the loss of Penny but for the additional burden of having to figure out what and who was for befriending and who was not. Apparently, Meg had to guard her heart, even from a chicken. How hard was that going to be? 

Disapproval made Mother seem even thinner, like a reed that couldn't bend, like a hollow straw, stiff and rigid. Mother faced Meg with complete bafflement, her reaction only compounding Meg’s loneliness. 

Meg could trust only her feet to keep her standing, her big clumsy American feet standing indoors in their outdoor shoes. Rooted on those feet, in the middle of the kitchen floor, Meg cried and cried until Mother finally turned and left the room. 

Hanako began to murmur sounds of consolation. Hanako's sounds weren't recognizably Japanese, or even recognizably words. They weren't really mother sounds, Hanako not being much older than Meg herself, but they were sounds of shared sorrow and sympathy. 

Hanako didn't make any movement toward Meg. Her hands rested by her sides, her eyes on the floor. Hanako accepted Meg's sadness with unilateral attention. In Hanako's presence, Meg's sobs gradually gave way to sodden hiccups. Meg made a heroic effort to try to regain her self-control. She bent down, slid her outdoor shoes off her feet, walked them neatly to the back door. Struggling to wrap herself in some measure of dignity, Meg marched stiff-legged, in her socks, across the kitchen floor, through the tatami rooms and up to her bedroom. There she sat on the bed, a headache pounding all around her brow. 

Suddenly, Meg was struck by the realization that she had no picture of Penny to remember her by. Then, worse, she realized that Penny would be on the menu for dinner that night. Meg could choose to eat or choose not to. Neither option would bring Penny back. 

If Meg could only turn back the clock and happen to glance out the window into the yard at just the right moment, just as Hanako stepped through the back door to pick a chicken for dinner. Meg could have saved Penny on that day, but there was no saving Penny forever, because chickens were for eating and that's all chickens were for, eggs and eating. If chickens weren’t for eating, the Binnenkerks wouldn’t have chickens. 

“Because chickens are food,” Meg told herself, meanly, just to hurt her own feelings. At that moment, Meg felt utterly and deeply stupid. She felt misled, but it was she herself who had done the misleading. It was simply not intelligent to make friends with food. It was not smart to make friends with anyone or anything who could be taken away like that, with a single stroke of a well-intentioned butcher or cook or housekeeper. If only the Binnenkerks had a dog, like the goofy little Spot in the books Mother used to teach them how to read. But there was no Spot. There had only been Penny, and stupid Meg who had tried to pretend that a family chicken was the same as a family dog.

That felt deeply disloyal to Penny. Meg knew, even in her despair, that Penny had been a legitimate pet, as sweet and loyal as any dog. Crossing her arms, Meg determined that she was not wrong. She was not wrong to make a friend anywhere she could. It was everyone else who was wrong to sort animals into categories, those which were food and those which were not. Wrung dry of tears, Meg lay down on her pillow, the headache pounding between her ears. 

When dinnertime came, Meg came softly downstairs, ready to give Penny the most honorable good-bye she could, allowing Penny to nourish her family once more, this time with her body rather than with her affection. Meg couldn't put the chicken in her mouth, but she tried to be grateful for each bite her brother took. 

As Hanako cleared away the dinner dishes, she motioned softly for Meg to follow her into the kitchen. Instantly, Meg remembered her outdoor shoes, which had no doubt tracked outdoor dirt into Hanako's kitchen. Flushed with embarrassment, Meg prepared to extend an apology to Hanako. But it wasn't a lecture that Hanako had for Meg; instead it was one long, slippery black feather. Hanako had pulled it from the refuse and cleaned it for Meg. 

Eyes welling but determined to keep control, Meg accepted the feather gravely.

“Thank you, Hanako-san.” English was the way for Meg to keep the transaction dignified.

“Gomennasai.” Hanako apologized with a bow.

Meg’s eyes stung. Hanako shouldn’t have to apologize. All she had done was make their dinner. 

Meg struggled. If she were really Japanese, she would refuse Hanako’s apology effusively and extend one herself. But the words didn’t come out. 

If she were really American, Meg might hug Hanako. Meg hadn’t the slightest idea how to do that.

Meg froze. She stared dumbly at the feather for a moment and then turned away from Hanako and walked upstairs.
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Meg awoke with a headache. The memories flooded back. Penny was dead. Meg had sobbed. She had upset Mother and shamed Hanako. 

Meg’s heart thudded and flipped in her chest. She rolled over and pressed her face into the pillow. How could she manage this day?

Eventually, Meg got up and stood in front of her bureau. She looked at herself in the mirror, lifted her brush, and began to brush her tangled brown hair. 

The black feather was lying on top of the bureau. Where should she put it? Meg couldn’t leave it there. Mother would throw it away. Meg didn’t want to hide it. Penny didn’t deserve that.

Meg didn’t touch the feather until she was dressed and ready to go downstairs. By then, she had made up her mind.. Father had given her a polished wooden box for her birthday. It was an antique miniature tansu chest about eighteen inches tall. The front panel lifted to reveal a mirror. Tucked inside were drawers for jewelry or make-up. Meg didn’t own any jewelry or make-up so the drawers were empty, save for a few small seashells. 

It was the best present Meg had ever received. “For my best girl,” Father had said.

Meg picked up Penny’s feather and tucked it in the bottom drawer. The feather had to curl at the tip in order to fit. Meg slid the drawer shut.

Meg stepped down the stairs quietly. She saw Walter, sitting at the kitchen table paging through the Sears & Roebuck catalog, reading the descriptions of farm equipment and winter jackets. Meg slipped by him, changed into her outdoor shoes, and slid out the kitchen door. 

The remaining chickens were still sleepy in their roosts in the bushes. Meg scooped some scratch and spread it out on the dirt for them. She marched from one end of the yard to the other, touching the low fence at one end and the high fence at the other. Meg dreaded the idea of Walter coming out to ask what she was doing. Meg wouldn’t have known how to explain what she was doing anyway. She just needed to invent some kind of ritual to honor Penny and release her spirit.

Meg stood in the center of the yard, set the bucket on the ground upside down, and then stepped up on top of it with her right foot. She balanced on the bucket and then stretched her left leg out in a low arabesque like a ballet dancer.

Gradually Meg lifted both arms up, holding her balance, and looked up at the sky. The light was spreading gradually, the sun strengthening. The tips of trees waved. A single seagull, having ventured too far from the shore, floated across the sky and disappeared.

Now Meg had no one. Not even a bee buzzed in the yard. 

Meg went back inside the mission house and changed to her indoor shoes. 

Meg bowed to Hanako, wished
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