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From the window in her room, the girl could see the city of San Francisco. She imagined that it was a city of many palaces. And one day her father would take her there, he had promised, riding on a paddle steamer across the shining bay.

Her parents called her Ma-chan, which was short for Masako, and spoke to her in Japanese. Everyone else called her May and talked with her in English.

At home she had rice and miso soup and plain green tea for breakfast. At her friends’ houses she ate pancakes and muffins and drank tea with milk and sugar.


  [image: Masako stands in front of a house. A man peeps through the window.]

When she graduated from high school, she wanted to go to college and then live in San Francisco. But her parents were homesick and decided to return to Japan, which was their homeland. The daughter was sad. She did not want to leave the only home she had ever known.

Once they arrived in Japan, she felt even worse. Her new home was drafty, with windows made of paper. She had to wear kimonos and sit on floors until her legs went numb. No one called her May, and Masako sounded like someone else’s name. There were no more pancakes or omelets, fried chicken or spaghetti. I’ll never get used to this place, she thought with a heavy heart.


  [image: Masako in kimono standing in front of her Japanese wooden house.]

Worst of all, Masako had to attend high school all over again. To learn her own language, her mother said. She could not make friends with any of the other students; they called her gaijin and laughed at her. Gaijin means “foreigner.”

The woman who taught English conversation did not seem much older than Masako. Maybe she’ll be my friend, Masako thought. But the teacher refused to speak English with her. She could not teach an American, she said.

So Masako wandered around the empty schoolyard. Small singsong voices came drifting from the classroom, chanting kindergarten English. She wanted to shout at them, “I know the words you are learning! Why won’t you speak to me!”


  [image: Masako wears a school uniform and stands on the side of her empty schoolyard with a book in her hand. ]

At home, Masako took lessons in flower arranging, calligraphy, and the tea ceremony. She did not understand how anyone could sit on the floor for such long stretches.

“Why do I have to do this?” she exclaimed one day. “I’m not going to be a florist or a sign painter! And I like my tea with milk and sugar!”

“You are going to be a proper Japanese lady,” her mother said.

“All I want is to go to college and then have an apartment of my own.”

“A young lady needs a husband from a good family.”

“A husband! I’d rather have a turtle than a husband!”

“We have hired a very good matchmaker,” her mother said.


  [image: Masako sits beside an old man who picks a ladle of soup from a pot.]

On the following weekend, the matchmaker introduced Masako and her mother to a young banker and his mother. In a fancy restaurant they drank tea and ate lunch and drank more tea. Then the young couple was left alone for the afternoon. The mothers prayed for the marriage of two good families. The matchmaker dreamed of the full fee she could collect.

In the evening Masako came home fuming.

“Isn’t he a charming young man?” her mother asked.

“Charming like a catfish!” Masako answered.

“His family owns the bank where he works,” her mother said.

“I won’t marry a moneylender!” Masako replied.



Masako could not sleep that night. Mother is determined to find a husband for me, she told herself. I could never marry someone like that. Never! What can I do?


[image: Masako wears a kimono and sits on a bench beside a young man who wears a formal suit.]

First thing the next morning, Masako put on the brightest dress she had brought from California and left the house. As she hurried to the bus stop, the villagers stopped and stared.

“She looks like a gaijin!” they said loudly.

I’m a foreigner in my parents’ country, she thought. And they came back here because they didn’t want to be foreigners. But I wasn’t born here. I should leave home and live on my own, like an American daughter.

The bus took her to the train station, and there she bought a ticket to Osaka.


  [image: Masako walks on a road wearing a bright Western dress. The people on the road give a strange stare at her.]

It was still before noon when Masako reached Osaka. She marveled at the city.

She had not seen so many cars since leaving California. She felt as though the city noises were welcoming her—the noises of trolley bells clanging, car horns blaring, trucks rumbling! And tall buildings with windows like mirrors! Everything seemed familiar, even though she had never been there before.

And most exciting of all, she saw a department store that looked like a gleaming palace. She went in.


  [image: The front view of a palace-like department store.]

Once she was inside, it was Masako who stared.

There were beautiful things to buy. There were restaurants and cafés and hair salons, even a theater. Am I really in Japan? she wondered. She walked aimlessly, whispering to herself, “What if I . . . Maybe I should . . .” Her heart beat faster and faster. She felt dizzy and confused.

Finally she went up to the office and asked if there were job openings. A clerk handed her an application form. As Masako filled it out, she thanked her mother for making her attend the Japanese high school, for the calligraphy lessons.

In the evening she sent a telegram to her parents. She was going to live and work in the city. She would come and get her clothes on the weekend.


  [image: Masako stares at the interiors of the department store.]

The next morning Masako returned to the department store office. No one had read her application yet, the clerk said. Masako asked to see the manager. She was very insistent. After a while, a supervisor interviewed her.

“Can you really drive a car?” he asked, looking at her application. “I’ve never seen a woman drive.”

“Many women drive in America,” she said.

“I see.” He nodded and picked up his telephone.

Soon a girl appeared and took Masako to a changing room and gave her a uniform. An hour later, Masako was driving an elevator



  [image: Three young girls in uniforms stand in front of elevators.  ]














  [image: Masako interacts with a family which includes a man, a woman, and a little boy.]









  [image: Masako wears a Kimono and stands amidst a group of foreign businessmen.]









  [image: Masako and Joseph converse as they sit in a cafe.]


















  [image: Masako and Joseph walk outside a restaurant after their dinner, talking to each other.]














[image: The backside view of Masako and Joseph holding hands and watching a ship in the harbor.]


[image: Masako and Joseph pose for a photograph with smiling faces.]
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