
I. 

 

When I was a child, names were magical. I came from a mystical upbringing and 

I was taught that a name contained a person’s identity, his or her thoughts, dreams, and 

fears: In short names manage to embody the nature of a person’s soul. I imagined that 

people with the same name shared a bond, an inexorable link to one another. As if in 

having the same name those people were not alone and were not individuated—like a 

soul-level club peopled by like-named kin.  

The earliest part of my childhood was spent moving from one Midwestern state to 

another. It was the early eighties and I was usually the only Asian child. On the rare 

occasion that I met others, they were never Japanese. Only my mother was like me, 

with jet black hair and almond eyes: Her name is Yukiko and it means “Child Born 

Free”. 

 

 

II. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
(“View of Fuji Mt., from Ishikawa, Yokohama” taken from www.oldtokyo.com) 

 

My mother was born in Yokohama, the same city in which I was born. But she grew up 

at the end of World War II, deep in the mountains in a village where they ate fern fronds, 

wild mushrooms, and all manners of grains that were supposed to supplement rice. She 

grew up staring at rats that pillaged through her room in the middle of the night using an 

electrical wire that ran over her futon as a “rat super highway”. The women in her village 



wore kimonos and no one had a car—there was only one road that lead from their 

valley into, and eventually, out of the mountains. Sometimes men would leave to get 

supplies from a neighboring town but they would take months to return. Frightened, the 

men would claim fox spirits had made them wander through the forests, lost and hungry 

all that time.  

In those days everyone had fled the cities. She met many children and knew 

other girls with the same name as her. Everyone was being “born free”. Later, in 

adulthood knew women with the same name. But my mother was alone in other ways, 

particularly after she met my father and left her homeland behind where it evolved in a 

reality separate from, and unperceivable by, her memories. 

 My father’s name is Harold, like his father before him. Because of this, I always 

thought of my father and grandfather as having some magical, perhaps telepathic link to 

one another, as though they couldn’t be separated. Not really. He grew up on a small 

farm in a family of five boys, the oldest and the most troublesome of them all. When he 

turned eighteen he ran away from home via the army and a few short years later he 

wound up living in the same Yokohama apartment my mother lived in. They met, she 

lied about her age—she was 34 and he was 21—and six months later they got married. 

I followed seven years later.   

In my reality, because I was young and naive, my mother shared her name with 

no one—children exist in their own small worlds that operate under their own small 

rules. I only knew that her countrymen and her family lay distantly in another land far 

from us. Since my understanding of them came from old black and white photos, they 

were from another time. To me, she was alone. And so was I.  

 

 

 

II. 

 

When I was five, my mother began to worry about her older brother. At the time, 

my family lived in an old, stone farmhouse in the foothills of the Ozark Mountains. Our 

phone was part of a party line, and I remember her waiting for hours for the line to be 

free before making failed attempts to phone home, across the country and across the 

ocean, to try and reach her brother.  

She tried for months.  

One day, she called and I heard her say, “Moshi-moshi?” 

 Pause. 

 “Where is Masau? What? When—I don’t understand.” 

 And then I remember my mother raising her hand to her face and I heard a turn 

of her voice which I’d never heard before.  



 “Mommy, why are you crying?” I asked. My mother, who had always been alone, 

belonging to, what to me was some fictitious family I would never meet, had just learned 

that her only brother was dead. He died of cancer. He had been in the hospital for half a 

year and none of her sisters had ever told her that or that he passed away last spring.  

 She brought me to Japan a year later. This time, her mother was sick and near to 

death. I remember before we left, my kindergarten teacher drove to our house to give 

me a test I would miss while I was gone. She came so that I could pass kindergarten. 

She sat down at our dining room table, dressed in her blue plaid shirt and an 80’s tease 

in her hair. She told me to sit with her, sharpening a number 2 pencil and telling me that 

I was going to go far away. “Will there be other kids there?” I asked. 

 “Of course. Maybe you’ll make some friends while you are home.” 

 “Home?” 

 “Yeah, home. You’re lucky. You kind of have two homes,” she said, handing me 

the test. I took it from her and thought about how I never really felt I had a home. It was 

a foreign word—as foreign as words can get. My father worked with the Department of 

Defense now and we moved a lot. The idea that home, for me, was someplace far away 

that I had never been to, someplace where there might be more of me in some 

Japanese name-club, resonated deep inside of me.  

 I kicked my feet under the table and smiled. “Yeah, I’m going home.” 

 

 

 

IV. 

 

 Maybe it was being far away in a land of exotic faces, that I began to appreciate 

how beautiful my mother was. I had always noticed, when my parents were around 

other American couples, that my mother, who was quite short, seemed taller than the 

other women. She stood straighter. Her chin, higher. I had known teens who had 

commented on my mother being pretty, but I never really saw that—her eyes were 

slanty and small and her nose was oddly close to her face. Nobody else had jet black 

hair or hair anywhere near being as straight. Even Connie Chung had curly hair and I 

was too young to know that wasn’t natural.  

But now, being around other heads of the same black, straight hair, with almond 

eyes (but rounder, paler faces), I noticed for the first time that my mom was just—

different. I realized this first on a day when we stopped at a park. We passed this park 

each day on our way to my grandmother’s hospital and fed ducks that floated listlessly 

in the coi pond. My mother decided to rest and sat on the short brick enclosure outside 

the park as I ran to the pond throwing my leftover rice cake at the ducks full force.  

When I turned around I saw that my mother had cracked open a coke she’d 

bought at one of the thousands of street corner vending machines in our home city. I 



watched her take out her red pack of More cigarettes and sip her soft drink, the morning 

sunlight falling through branches in thick ribbons and dappling her sun-kissed face.  

She sat while all of the city buzzed around her, a hive of people coming and 

going, walking around her in that over-proper yet sterile way that Japanese society calls 

politeness, with an occasional sideways glance at this woman who, they could not quite 

figure out, was either Nihonjin or Gaijin. In that moment I realized she was not like 

anyone. Not here and not in America. She was individuated from her cultural siblings. 

Americanized enough to not be very Japanese. And Japanese enough to not be very 

American. She was alone and she wasn’t home. To me, she simply did not know it yet.  

This unsettled me deeply.  

 

 

 

V. 

 

We stopped at the park every day afterwards. Toward the end of our three month 

stay in Yokohama, I abandoned my ritual of throwing rice cakes for the ducks and 

walked a few yards away to play in some sand. Unlike parks in Missouri, there were no 

laughing children or screaming toddlers. A handful of old people stood scattered 

around, some feeding bread to pigeons and others reading books or stretching in 

awkward ways. I drew faces in the sand with a stick: a picture of my dad which was 

really nothing more than a circle stacked on a larger circle that had lines for legs and 

arms, and a pair of glasses above a mustache. While I was drawing, I heard the creak-

creaking of chains as somebody rested weight on the swings behind me. I turned. 

On the swings were two little Japanese girls, about my age. Their hair was like 

mine. Their skin was like mine. One girl said to the other, “Miyuki, swing high!” The girl 

on one of the swings kicked her legs and rocked, back and forth, as the chain creaked 

and groaned. A sudden burst of happiness exploded in my chest. I stood up and before 

I knew what I was doing, I ran toward the girls.  

I had never met anybody with my name. My mother had told me it was a 

common name, in Japan, but I was never sure I believed her. My name was a source of 

jokes and ridicule with the kids back home, and running toward the girls, hearing my 

name being spoken to identify someone else, suddenly I didn’t hate my name. I loved it. 

My name was magical and pointed me in the direction of someone like me: someone 

whose very name meant I wasn’t alone…. 

“My name is Miyuki too!” I blurted, smiling, doubling over with happiness to rest 

my hands on my knees. At any moment, this girl’s face would light up and she would 

laugh, we would hug, we would be best friends, we would become pen-pals and she 

would visit me in American and I would visit her if I ever came back home! 

The girl looked at me.  



She looked at her friend.  

She stopped swinging and looked at me again. “So?”  

I stared at her. She got up and grabbed her friend by the hand, dragging her 

away whispering something about, “Hen na Gaijin, dayo.”  

A strange foreigner.  

I remember I watched them walk all the way out of the park. The confused 

chatter in my head was like a million threads grasping at one another to form a tapestry 

that simply never existed except in my child-like misconceptions. Slowly the threads fell 

apart. My name didn’t connect me on some deep, magical level to anybody. No one’s 

name did. Everyone was alone.  

Deep in my consternation over this, in the throes of a 5-year-old’s equivalent to 

an existential dilemma, I sat on the swing. I began swinging as the girl had been, only I 

decided I couldn’t mimic her happiness when the ground seemed so far beneath me. I 

tried to stop myself and stubbed my toe on a rock. When I looked down, there was a 

pool of blood. 

My mother went across the street and bought ointment and bandages. She 

wrapped up my toe and helped me get my shoe back on. Then holding my hand we 

walked out of the park, two foreigners who weren’t really foreigners, accosted by 

subdued glances at our clothes or our mannerisms. My mother, who noticed the slump 

of my shoulders asked, “Did something happen? What did you say to those girls?” 

“The older girl had the same name as me.” 

“Did you tell her that?  

I nodded. 

My mother laughed. “She probably knows a lot of girls named Miyuki. That’s why 

she didn’t care. Just like a Sarah who meets another Sarah doesn’t care. Just because 

you have the same name, doesn’t mean the person knows you or that they care about 

you.” 

“So what does then?” 

She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if a person feels like they know you. You are the 

only person that will ever REALLY know you, where you’ve been, what you’ve seen—

they will never know what made you. Everyone on earth is alone in that way. Nobody 

can ever really know you. Not like you do.” 

We came to a crosswalk where the light was red for pedestrians. An old woman 

stood to my right, leaning against a flower-patterned cane and a wide-brimmed hat 

shielded her face from the sun. In front of us a young school-boy read a comic as we 

waited. They both seemed strange to me in their wide-brimmed hat and odd, navy blue 

uniform.  

I said quietly, “I miss home,” though I felt I didn’t really know what home meant 

anymore. My mother looked around at all the new, tall buildings that she told me, earlier 

on our trip, had not been there when she’d left. She took in the new restaurants serving 



a fusion of Japanese and foreign foods; the people walking past us in their westernized, 

but very Japanese, sense of fashion; a young woman dressed in a new style of kimono, 

the traditional clothes of my ancestors now becoming a novelty. The woman stared 

back at my mother before she walked by: She had been looking at my mother’s 

American jacket.  

 

 
 

Then, with a squeeze against my hand, taking that first step off the bustling 

sidewalk into the intersection when the light turned green, my mother looked forward 

and said, “I always miss home too.” 

 

 

 

 

 


