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        For those who have walked beside me since the very beginning of this journey, cheering me on or kicking me in the butt, depending on what the situation called for.

        

        Thank you!
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      “Why, Skyler, why? Japan? Really?” Rachel shakes me by the shoulders while we stand in the lunch line, like this is all my fault. “You can’t torpedo our plans one week before summer vacation. We made plans. Lots of plans.”

      “Look at my face,” I say. “Do I look like I really want to move to the other side of the world and be Mary Poppins to Ryan and Lina all summer?” My throat still hurts from the dramafest I had with Mom and Tomohiro. All. Weekend. Long. Why did Mom have to marry a Japanese man and reproduce? “Seriously. What am I going to do in Japan for sixty-four days?”

      “Now who is going to be my partner-in-crime at the Snow Shack?”

      “I will. Save me a spot. Summer in Phoenix doesn’t end until November. I can still work weekends when I get back. Gotta make gas money.”

      “True. Seniors do not take the bus.”

      “Girls!” the lunch lady barks, interrupting our conversation. “Chicken nuggets or corndogs?”

      I stifle my gag reflex and pat my vintage Wonder Woman lunch box. Rachel accepts a puke-colored tray with a corndog, fat fries glistening with oil, and a pile of wilted iceberg lettuce with a few shreds of carrot mixed in.

      “How are we going to have Shop-a-palooza before school starts now?” Rachel says. “We can’t start our senior year with these clothes. This hair. These nails.”

      Rachel holds out her meal card to the woman at the register to scan—her gnawed-down thumb nail strategically placed over the small free lunch program symbol in the corner.

      “Oh, we’re having Shop-a-palooza when I get back. I have no intention of starting senior year as Old Skyler.” I pay for my carton of orange juice in cash.

      “We have to do something. We can’t end our high school career the exact same way we started it.” Rachel zigs left as I zag right around a clueless freshman on her phone.

      “That would be lame,” I say.

      Rachel stops so abruptly that I run up on her heels. Grabbing my arm, she nods at the table. The table. Sure enough, there are openings at the center-most junior lunch table.

      “There’s a spot open next to Luke,” Rachel squeals and dragonflies launch in the pit of my stomach.

      “What are you waiting for?” I say, giving Rachel a little shove. “Move! Move! Move!”

      Rachel and I stampede across the cafeteria, and I trample the dragonflies as we go. As much as I would like for Luke to be mine, Rachel called dibs on him freshman year. Not that it’s ever really moved past the having dibs part, but we’re still hoping. Well, Rachel is hoping. I’m hoping that she’ll move on to another crush. Sometime this summer would be nice.

      “Hey, Luke.” I fold my five-foot-nine frame into a table that must have been designed for kindergarteners. My knee collides with one of the table legs, and I grit my teeth to dull the shooting pain. Rachel slides in on the side closest to Luke.

      “So. English class. That test today. Killer,” I say.

      Rachel’s high-heeled sandal connects with my shin. We’ve rehearsed every possible scenario of Operation All-American Girl for the last three years, and yet I am epically failing. It looks so much easier on TV.

      Luke looks up from his tray of school lunch slop and pushes his blond hair out of his blue eyes to look at me. “It wasn’t so bad.”

      A lone dragonfly resurrects itself, and I let it flutter around.

      “We just have to get through next week, and then we’re free,” I say, because Rachel has missed her cue to say something funny and shift Luke’s attention to her. “Soon junior year will be nothing but a bad memory.”

      “Yeah, a bad memory,” Rachel echoes, finding her voice.

      I wince. Rachel shrugs. Luke gives us one last second of his golden attention before turning back to his usual tablemates. Normal people having normal conversations about normal things over normal food. Okay, I have to draw the line somewhere. Skyler Doucet does not eat the cafeteria’s normal food-like products. Ever.

      I unpack the lunch I made from scratch last night: Chicken salad with arugula on a bakery croissant, perfectly even matchstick celery and carrots, and two (one for me and one for Rachel) tulip-shaped sugar cookies dusted with purple sanding sugar.

      “Anytime you’d like to start being my personal chef, feel free.” Rachel’s corndog clunks against her tray.

      I hand her half my sandwich.

      “Wait. Does this have real mayo in it?” Rachel says after four bites. “Because some of us weren’t blessed with your bird-like metabolism.”

      I slide my baggie of carrots and celery toward Rachel. She takes another huge bite of sandwich and hands it back.

      “Oh. My. God. I can’t believe he forgot.” Maddy slumps into the lunch table across from Luke, bumping me in the head with her Habanero takeout bag in the process. “Today is our four-month anniversary, and Jacob totally blows me off to go get his license instead. What a jerk. At least my dad brought me Habanero for lunch. I don’t know how you guys eat that crap.”

      Here’s my chance to kick-start Operation All-American Girl. “I know, right? That’s why I bring my lunch every day.”

      Maddy glances at me, down at my awesome lunch, back at me, and then parks her gum under the table. That’s pretty much how our conversations have gone since seventh grade when Jacob picked me as his dance partner during our social dance unit in P.E. As much as we hate her, Rachel insists that Maddy is also who we aspire to be. She is the poster child for All-American Girl, from her highlighted hair to her brand clothes to the tips of her bedazzled toes. Seriously, Maddy looks—and acts—like she’s the star of her own reality TV show. Rachel sits up straight, pushes out her enviable chest, and flips her Maddy-wannabe hair over her shoulder.

      “So when do you officially get your step-dad’s Lexus, Sky?” Rachel says in a loud voice even though she already knows the answer to that question. It works though, because Luke and Maddy both look at me.

      “August. We’ll be rollin’ in style this fall,” I say. Sorta. Yes, Tom is giving me his Lexus so that I can drive myself to school senior year. But the Lexus is as old as I am, has 120,000 miles on it, is sun-bleached, and the windshield wipers turn on for no reason sometimes. Still, it beats Rachel’s lot. The likelihood of her getting a car from either of her parents is about as likely as me being crowned Homecoming Queen next fall.

      “Is your car out of the shop yet?” Luke asks Maddy.

      Maddy rips the paper off her burrito with such force that a frijole flies onto my lunchbox. Wonder Woman looks like she has a beauty mark on her chin. I knock the frijole back to Maddy’s side of the table.

      “Yes, but Dad won’t let me drive it again until I pass driving school.” Maddy rips off a chunk of burrito with her perfectly-straight, perfectly-white teeth and says with her mouth still full, “I mean, the State of Arizona gave me a license, so obviously I know what I’m doing.”

      “I’m not sure that pole in the parking lot would agree with your assessment,” Rachel says, and Luke laughs. Maddy glares at Rachel so hard that I’m concerned Rachel’s head might spontaneously combust. “Totally kidding, Maddy.”

      No, she’s not. Maddy and I were in Driver’s Ed together last spring. Let’s just say that it’s a good thing that we only drove simulators in class. I may suck at all the other things on the All-American Girl list, but at least I’ve never wrapped my bumper around a light pole in the school parking lot in front of 2,500 people.

      “Did you hear back from the Splash Zone yet, Luke?” I say to save my BFF from possible annihilation.

      “Yeah, I start training on Saturday.” Luke swings his fork in my direction. “You guys are life guarding, too?”

      “No, I’m working at the Snow Shack.” Rachel leans in and stage whispers, “Come by and I’ll hook you up. Free snow cone anytime.”

      Luke leans away. “I don’t want to get you fired.”

      “Pfft. My aunt owns the Snow Shack. I can do whatever I want,” Rachel says. “In fact, my aunt said that next summer she’s going to give me the Splash Zone location as my graduation gift. Sky is going to be my first employee.”

      That’s not exactly how I remember the conversation going with Rachel’s aunt but whatever. What I heard was Rachel’s aunt promising me a recommendation letter for an internship at the swanky Scottsdale Pastry School if I did a good job this summer.

      “What about you, Skyler?” Maddy says through another greasy bite of burrito. “Are you lifeguarding with us? Or making snow cones with Rachel all summer?”

      “Neither,” I say. “I’ll be in Japan.” I edit out the fact that I’ll be babysitting my half-siblings and going to a summer language school the entire time because I don’t need my already low cool quotient going subterranean.

      “Japan. Wow,” Luke says like he’s genuinely interested in my craptastic summer plans.

      “My mom is doing a faculty exchange with a professor from Nagoya University,” I say. “She’s dragging the rest of us along. It’s going to totally suck.”

      “Sounds kind of cool to me. Plus, we always need more, original ‘What I Did This Summer’ pieces for the student newspaper. I can help you write it if you want. I am the new newspaper editor after all,” Luke says with a flirty smile.

      Rachel looks like I’ve beaned her with her half-eaten corndog.

      “Be sure to take some pictures. We can’t run the article without at least one good picture,” Luke says.

      “Don’t worry. I can help her with that,” Rachel says. “I am the new yearbook editor after all.”

      “Hey, I’m a pretty good photographer, too. And I have an A in Advanced English, thank you very much. I know how to tell a good story,” I say. Just because I’m not the new editor of something doesn’t mean I’m a complete loser.

      Luke puts his hands up and smiles even bigger. “Fine. You don’t need my help. If you change your mind though, let me know.”

      I smile so hard that I’m about to explode into a cloud of glitter. The lone dragonfly whispers, Dibs.

      “Since Sky bailed on me this summer,” Rachel says, placing her hand on Luke’s forearm. “You wanna be my new partner-in-crime at the Snow Shack? Making snow cones is so much cooler than lifeguarding. Literally, cooler.”

      “Um…I already signed my contract. But thanks for thinking about me.” Luke pulls his arm off the table to dig around in his backpack. He never actually pulls anything out though.

      The bell rings way too soon, and a collective groan goes up. As everyone herds out of the cafeteria, Rachel tugs at my elbow and hisses, “Do it!”

      But that wasn’t the plan. All-American Girl, Version 1.0 states that Rachel has to make the next move, not me. Maybe she’s moving on? Could I fan the flames from overseas this summer, ask for Luke’s help on the article when I get back, and claim him as mine by next fall? The dragonflies chant, Do it. Do it. Do it.

      “Hey, Luke, you want to get together tonight and do the study guide for the History final?” I say, and the dragonflies wing-bump each other.

      “Uhhh. I uhhhh…,” Luke says, and the dragonflies go, Womp wommmmp.

      “Sky and I are meeting at the Coffee Cavern at seven.” Rachel swoops in to save me from a humiliating defeat. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      “Oh, yeah. Sure. Maybe. I’ll have to see.” Luke looks over my head and catches the eye of someone undoubtedly much higher on the food chain than I am.

      A fire flames in Rachel’s eyes, and she grabs my elbow. “C’mon, Sky.”

      “Well that was a disaster,” I say when we’re out of earshot.

      “No, it wasn’t.” Rachel pulls herself up taller. “I know where we went wrong. When you get back from Japan August first, we’ll have Shop-a-palooza and then commence with All-American Girl, Version 2.0. By the time we’re done, one of us will be going to Homecoming with Luke. I guarantee it.”

      I groan. “This is going to be the longest summer ever.”
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      After twenty-four hours of travel, the Kitagawa Party of Five arrives in Nagoya. I want to turn around and go back to Phoenix. My face is an oil slick. My teeth are furry. I got all of thirty minutes of sleep on the plane. And I would kill for a Big Mac.

      Why, God, why? What did I do to deserve this torture?

      I stumble behind the rest of my family off the plane, through Immigration and Customs, and over to a train station. I miss our dorky minivan so bad. Sure, I frequently have Goldfish crackers stuck to my butt when I get out of “Minnie,” but at least I wouldn’t have to cart around forty tons of luggage. What am I? A freakin’ pack animal? And people are staring at us. I know I look like crap, but please. I put on my sunglasses even though I am inside.

      “Welcome to Japan,” Tom says when we step out of Nagoya Station about an hour later. He takes a deep breath and gazes around downtown Nagoya. “It’s good to be back.”

      I’ve been instructed to call my stepfather Tomohiro instead of the Americanized Tom while we’re here. He’s been “Tom” to me for the last ten years. We’re not going to change things now. I look around. I don’t know what Tom sees. All I see is a concrete jungle with patches of neon squiggles. People move around me like ants, lines forming here and there. And they’re all walking on the wrong side of the sidewalk.

      “I changed my mind, Mom,” I say. “I want to spend the summer in New Orleans with Daddy instead.”

      “Not a chance.” Mom stumbles under the weight of Ryan, who is thrown over her shoulder like a sack of comatose potatoes. “We’re in this adventure together. Here, hold Lina’s hand before she gets lost.”

      Lina does her impression of a first-grade zombie, dragging along behind me with her eyelids at half-mast. We stand in yet one more line waiting for a taxi, except we can’t all fit in one taxi, not with all our suitcases. Tom and The Littles pile into one taxi. Mom and the excess baggage—including me—pile into another one to begin this ill-fated adventure.

      “Really. I want to go home,” I say over the suitcase wall between Mom and me in the lace-covered back seat.

      “Sky….”

      “This wasn’t exactly my idea of summer fun.”

      “As you’ve told me. Ad nauseam.” Mom rubs her temples. “Surely this will be more fun than spending another sweltering summer in your dad’s kitchen slopping barbeque.”

      “I doubt it.”

      I gaze out the taxi window as we zip through Nagoya. The city blurs into one giant gray smear. I blink my dried out contacts. The view doesn’t improve. At least in New Orleans, I have a predictable, comfortable routine. Up at five. In the kitchen by six. Grandmere comes at two, after the lunch rush, to take me home and to make Daddy sit down before the evening crowd starts. Rinse and repeat six days a week. I rub the light white scar on my pinky where I almost cleaved it off last summer while making coleslaw, which I can practically do in my sleep. Which is actually kind of what happened. You need both eyes open and focused when using my dad’s impressive chef knife collection. Robert Doucet, I found, has the sharpest knives in NoLa. Still, being exhausted twenty-four/seven is better than whatever this is.

      “Daddy said he’d pay the change fee on my ticket,” I volley back over the suitcase wall. “He even offered to pay for my ticket back to Phoenix at the end of the summer.”

      Mom’s eyebrows pull together in a sharp line. “How generous, especially as he can’t seem to send his child support checks on time. No. I had to trade Robert Christmas and Spring Break to get you for the whole summer. You’re mine.”

      The clenching in my chest starts again. “I’m not a chess piece, you know.”

      Mom reaches over the suitcase to gently squeeze my shoulder. “C’mon, Sky. Every girl deserves a summer of adventure, of self-discovery, maybe even a little romance. Who knows what’ll happen? Open yourself up to the experience. I remember when I went to France after my senior year….”

      I bang my oily forehead against the window as Mom delivers her When-I-Was-An-Exchange-Student speech for the millionth time. Mom’s words soon smear together like the passing city blocks.

      Mom is still lecturing—professors tend to do that—when our taxi finally stops again. Meanwhile, I’m trying to get my eyelids to stay open.

      “And that’s why I insisted you come along,” Mom says as the door of the taxi magically opens. “Step out of your comfort zone. Sky. It’ll be a good thing. I promise.”

      Tom props The Littles up on a lamp post and comes to pay our driver.

      “The stairs are on the back side,” Tom says as we pull the rest of our luggage out of the taxi.

      The house is a gray, two-story rectangle with huge windows eating up most of the front wall. We drag our luggage and my siblings up the narrow sidewalk, under a canopy of some kind of viny plant, and through a courtyard.

      “We’re up top,” Tom says, lugging our American life up the metal stairs.

      When I get to the top, I realize that the top floor isn’t ours. Not even the top half is ours. Instead, somehow we are supposed to cram five people into one-sixth of this house, which is already one-half the size of my house back in Phoenix. My brain swims trying to do fractions. It’s small. Really, really small.

      Tom unlocks the door to our apartment and pushes open the heavy metal door. My stomach drops. What have I gotten myself into?

      “Shoes!” Tom stops me before I can step up into the kitchen. “Everybody. Ryan, Lina, are you listening? Shoes never go any further than the genkan. Okay?”

      “I’m guessing that’s the genkan.” I point down at my feet. “The entryway.”

      “See. You’ve already picked up a new word in Japanese. Good job, Sky.” Tom claps me on the back. “This is going to be an awesome summer.”

      “Awesome.” I kick my size ten flip-flops into the shoe pile-up along with Ryan’s Power Ranger light-up sandals and Lina’s bedazzled sneakers. “Are you sure we’re at the right place?”

      Mom cross-checks the confirmation paper with the apartment number outside. I enter the kitchen, which is about the size of my bathroom back home.

      “It looks a little…small,” I say.

      “What are you talking about?” Tom says in his best let’s-make-lemonade voice. “This apartment is palatial compared to the one I had in Tokyo after college.”

      Mom slides her index finger across the countertop and winces at the results.

      “And it was the only thing available on short notice,” Tom says.

      And I can see why.

      Lina follows behind me as I walk through the kitchen—all four steps—and open a sliding, frosted glass and wood door. It leads into a room with reed-mat floors and blank, white plaster walls. A tiny, ancient TV sits on some otherwise empty industrial shelving. The only decoration in this prison-like room is a glass vase with some kind of purple lilies sticking out of it on top of a short, square coffee table. Ryan stumbles through the door, rubbing his eyes with his chubby fists. He looks around the room, throws himself on the floor, and starts bawling, which immediately sets Lina off.

      “I wanna go home!” Lina flops down on the floor next to Ryan and both of them blubber.

      The soul-sucking energy of this room causes my eyes to get misty, too. I duck into the room next door to pull myself together. I think it’s the storage closet.

      Tom pops his head around the door frame. “I guess you’re claiming this one as your bedroom.”

      I look around the dark, windowless room that would hardly hold a twin bed. Not that there is any furniture in here. “Tom, this is a closet.”

      “No, Sky, this is the closet.” Tom opens up another sliding door to what turns out to be the real closet—something about twice the width of a gym locker with one wooden shelf splitting it in half.

      “I can’t even get one week’s worth of clothes in there, much less my entire suitcase.”

      “Which is why I limited you to one suitcase. I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

      “Where’s my bed?”

      Tom points to a pile of fabric at the bottom of my closet—two futon, one velour blanket, and a runty pillow about half the size of the down-filled one I left on my Queen-sized bed half a world away. My eyes get misty again. I collapse in the middle of my closet and curl up into the fetal position.

      I’m calling Daddy tomorrow.

      It’s not long—or maybe it is because my brain feels like it’s melting—before Tom is back with half a bath towel. He holds it out to me. “I’m sure you want a bath. Ryan and Lina are done.”

      I follow Tom out of the closet and back through the kitchen. He opens the door to a room that is literally the bath room because the deep bath is the only thing in there. The tub is filled with water.

      “We left the water for you,” Tom says, like this is a completely normal thing to do.

      I fold my arms across my chest. “Gross. I’m not sharing bathwater with other people.”

      “That’s why you wash outside of the tub first. When you are done, then you relax in the tub.” Tom hands me the half towel. “Leave the water when you’re done. Your mom and I both need to bathe, too.”

      My hair is plastered to my head, and nobody should stand downwind of me at the moment. I have to shower. But I don’t have to bathe. I step into the completely tiled bath room. There’s nowhere to put my clothes. There are no towel racks to keep my towel dry. I look at the tiny, wet, plastic stool made for someone gnome-sized.

      “Sky, honey, here’s a washcloth for you.” Mom cracks the door and hands me what looks like a kitchen towel. “I put your jammies on a chair outside the door to keep them dry.”

      “Mom!” I hold the towel up to my chest. There is no way this towel is going to cover everything. “Okay, thanks.”

      I wobble around trying to get naked. I crack the door and throw my clothes out into the kitchen. I squat-fall onto the stool and stare at the shower head which is attached to the wall at butt-level. I follow the tube back to its source trying to figure out how to turn the damn thing on. It’s in the metric system. I like a hot shower, so I pick 43 degrees. And promptly give myself a first-degree burn. Then I proceed to wash myself with what was probably conditioner because the label is a mess of squiggles. I forgot my razor, so I’m furry on top of it all. I’m so exhausted that the steamy room seems to be melting all around me. Sleep. I need sleep. I do the hopping around the bath room routine in reverse trying to get my pajamas on without getting them wet. I succeed. Mostly. Mom is brushing her teeth at the kitchen sink when I finally make it out of the heavy bathroom fog.

      “I know,” she says through a mouth full of foam. “It’s going to be an adjustment. You’ll have to take your contacts out over here, too. Otherwise, they might fall in the toilet.”

      The moment I have dreaded since getting off the plane arrives. I am going to have to use the facilities.

      “That’s the bathroom. I mean, toilet room.” Mom points at what I was sure was the pantry. “You’ll be pleased to know that it is not the squat-and-pee kind like I had to use at the train station.”

      I crack the door open and peek inside. I don’t want to put my clean feet on this nasty floor, so I slip on the ugly plastic sandals waiting inside the door. Three inches of my heels hang over the back. I sit down and take care of business, an inch max between my knees and the wall. When I’m done, I wash my hands—without soap—in the little water fountain-type thingie that empties into the top of the toilet tank.

      I walk back to my closet to collect the rest of my toiletries, wiping my wet hands on my pajamas.

      “Skyler!” Tom stops me on my way back to the kitchen. “Those are toilet slippers. They stay in the toilet room only.”

      I fling the toilet slippers back into the toilet room. I am so done with today.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in, honey.” Mom looks up from the sink, her face smeared with foamy cleanser. “We’ll find a new normal soon. Everything will be better after a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow, let’s go out and get some cute stuff to personalize your room. To make it more like home.”

      I grumble as I unsuction the contacts from my eyeballs. How am I possibly going to make a dark, empty, airless closet look like my airy, slightly-cluttered room back in Phoenix?

      I pull all the futon and blankets out of my closet-within-a-closet. Now there’s all of two feet of space left for the rest of my belongings. I pound my runty pillow filled with some kind of seeds or something that smells vaguely like noodles and pretend like it’s Dr. Jacobson’s face. He’s the idiot who suggested that Mom apply for this faculty exchange program. The poor sucker taking over Mom’s office this summer is in for a treat. I hope he doesn’t burst into flames during Phoenix’s 115-degree daily heat. Then we would be stuck in Japan for forever as retribution for killing off their faculty member.

      I collapse onto my futon and look at the calendar Rachel made for me. There’s already an X through today, even though technically today might still be yesterday in Phoenix. Math is not my friend right now, but Rachel is. She included notes. May. June. July. Sixty-four days until August 1st, the day you come home! That day can’t come fast enough. I put the calendar and my glasses on my suitcase/desk and melt into the pile of cloth. Sweet oblivion.
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      I am comatose for the next fourteen hours. I’m in the middle of a delicious dream where I am wearing a Homecoming queen tiara and eating Belgian waffles with Luke when some random woodpecker interrupts us. Every time the fork comes near my mouth, the woodpecker starts up again. I take off the tiara and cock back my arm to throw it at the bird. Suddenly, the woodpecker starts talking. It sounds a lot like my mother. It is my mother.

      “Good mornin’, sunshine.” Mom slides the door of my closet-room open. She is waaaaay too perky this early in the afternoon. “Want some breakfast? Dinner? Afternoon tea?”

      “I want to go home.” I stuff my head under my runty pillow.

      “Skyler. Up. Now.” Mom turns back into the Drill Sergeant’s daughter. “Tom and The Littles will be back from the convenience store in a few minutes with some food. I expect your butt in the kitchen in two minutes flat.”
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      “It’s alive!” Tom points at me when I come out of the toilet room, without the stupid slippers on this time. “Taberu?”

      “Huh?” I flop onto one of the three chairs around the café-sized kitchen table.

      “Taberu?” Tom repeats while miming eating.

      There are two apples the size of grapefruits, several plastic bags of what looks like the rice crackers we get back home sometimes, and five green triangles. I pick up one of the triangles and look at the undecipherable label.

      “It’s tsuna-meyo onigiri,” Lina says in her know-it-all-first-grader voice.

      “English, please.” I place the triangle back down, and Ryan snatches it to his chest.

      “Tuna-mayo rice balls,” Tom translates as he picks up another one. “It’s the Japanese equivalent of a tuna salad sandwich.”

      Tom pulls at the plastic strip, releasing the two halves of the triangle. He slides the plastic covering off until a shiny green sheet wraps back around the rice hidden underneath. He hands it back to me. “See, no mess. Good for picnics.”

      I reluctantly bite into a corner of the triangle. The crisp green paper gives way to soft, slightly-salted rice. As suspected, the paper is seaweed.

      “This is sooooo good!” Lina says through a mouthful of rice and tuna.

      I’m not sure I would go quite that far, but it’s edible. I take a larger bite until I get some of the mayonnaise-tuna with the rice and seaweed. I still prefer my tuna salad on a croissant with arugula, but this will work. For now.

      “Okay, kids, here’s the plan for what’s left of today.” Mom opens her green triangle. “Daddy and I need to go take care of some paperwork at the university, but first we’ll all go on a shopping adventure. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      “Whee.” I twirl my index finger in the air, and Mom shoots me “The Look.”

      “Pay attention, Sky,” Tom says. “You keep saying we baby you in Phoenix—”

      “And you do,” I say.

      “That stops today. You’re in Japan now. Even kindergartners know how to take the subway by themselves, so today you’re going to learn how to, too.”

      Mom’s eyebrows furrow. “Not that Lina will be traveling by herself anytime soon. Today will be your first lesson, Sky. I’m sure we’ll practice several more times before you go solo.”

      “Karen.” Tom pats Mom’s hand. “Skyler can do this. Kids her age travel solo all over Japan all the time.”

      “She’s not Japanese.” Mom jerks her hand away. “She can’t read or speak Japanese.”

      “Which is why she’s going to Ikeda-sensei’s language school. We’ll start small and build.” Tom looks back at me. “First, you need to learn how to use public transportation and read a subway map.”

      My stomach clenches. I’ve ridden the Phoenix light rail system twice in my entire life. Honestly, I don’t know where to begin. What if I get lost and can’t make it home?

      “What if she gets lost and can’t make it home?” Mom somehow reads my mind.

      “On it,” Tom says. “I’ll make an emergency paper for all of the kids before we leave. Show it to a cab driver or a police officer, and you’ll always be okay.”

      “I don’t know. This isn’t Phoenix, Tom,” Mom says.

      “Exactly. Which is why Skyler is going to be fine. Japan is one of the safest countries in the world. Here is the perfect place for her to stretch her wings. She’s going to be leaving for college soon, Karen. We need to start treating her like an adult.”

      “Yeah.” I nod at Tom. Wait. I just want to get rid of my stupid curfew and use the car anytime I want. It’s not like I want to go to Nagano by myself to visit the snow monkeys. Before we can clarify what this new adulting experience is going to look like, The Littles start to fight over the bag of rice crackers. Mom opens it and pours the crackers on the table. They attack the pile like a pair of piranha. I get all of three tiny crackers.

      My stomach growls despite the rice triangle I inhaled. “Will a hamburger be involved in today’s adventure? If so, I’m all over it.”

      “That could be arranged,” Tom says.

      “I’ll be ready in five.”

      Though I’d rather go back to sleep—preferably for the next sixty-three days—I sprint back to my closet. I pull my bedhead into a high bun to tame it. Normally, I’d put on makeup before leaving the house, but I just don’t care. I’m not out to impress anybody here. It’s not like I’m going to meet a Jean Michel—who Mom swears was a dude, despite his name—and have some epic, international romance. Mom had four years of French under her belt before going to France. My language skills consist of a few food-related words and being able to count to three, and that’s only because Tom counts ichi, ni, san before somebody gets a timeout in our house. Yeah, even if I met some hot Japanese guy, I wouldn’t be able to talk to him anyway.
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      “This is the weirdest hamburger ever.” I pull out my phone and take a picture of my lunch from Lotteria—a ratatouille hamburger, plus a Happy Meal-sized furaido potato (because you will get a blank look if you ask for french fries like I did), and a teeny cup of melon soda. I open up the bun and snap a picture of the inside. “I may regret this.”

      Mom wrinkles up her nose. “I like hamburgers. I like ratatouille. I do not like them together.”

      I take an exploratory bite. Then a second. “It’s interesting, but I’m not sure I’d get it again.”

      “We are going to start eating Japanese food, right?” Tom says from the table next to us since there were only sets of two in this tiny fast food restaurant. “I can eat this in America.”

      “No, you can’t,” I say. “There would be a nationwide boycott if McDonald’s put stewed eggplants on their hamburgers.”

      “Of course we’re going to eat authentic Japanese food,” Mom says, though she’s the one who filled a small suitcase with protein bars and Starbucks coffee packets.

      I pat my bulging backpack filled with the ingredients for tonight’s dinner—salmon, cabbage, green onions, miso paste, seaweed, tofu, and rice—plus a few more items.

      “I’m not sure exactly how we’re going to do that though with a toaster, one gas burner, and a small rice cooker. I guess it’ll be like glamping.” If Daddy can whip up a gourmet meal over a camp stove on the banks of Lake Cataouatche, then surely I can make something here. “Daddy always says a good chef has to be resourceful and work with ingredients that are available and in season.”

      “Possibly the only thing I’ve agreed with Robert on this entire year,” Tom says, and Mom gives him a sharp look.

      “Let’s go over how to get home one more time.” Mom pulls a pen out of her purse. She adds even more notes to the over-detailed map that Tom made earlier while we were waiting for our weird hamburgers.

      “Mom, it’s fine. I’m not an idiot.” I snatch the map from her. “How hard can it be?”

      “Still. I know I said not to call me because it would cost an arm and a leg, but you call me. You call me about anything. Anytime.”

      “Karen, they’ll be fine.” Tom pats Mom’s hand, trying to bring her down a couple of notches. “Japanese kids travel by themselves all the time.”

      “I got it,” I say even though Mom doesn’t look convinced. “We’ll meet you guys at home.”

      I hold my head high as I herd my siblings out of Lotteria ten minutes later. My ribs ache from the bone-crushing hug Mom gave us in case she never got to see us again. I am owning this adventure. Yes, I am. I don’t even need to look at the map as we trace our way back down the street to the subway entrance and into the subterranean shopping extravaganza. I will definitely be coming back. Solo, though. As it is, keeping up with The Littles while wearing a forty-pound backpack is a challenge.

      “Not today, buddy.” I grab the back of Ryan’s Pikachu shirt as he weaves toward a toy store.

      Lina runs in the opposite direction squealing, “Hello Kitty!”

      “Hey, hey, hey!” I say over my shoulder to Lina as Ryan breaks my grip and races toward the toy store. People stare at me as I turn in circles trying to figure out what to do. I see Lina enter the Sanrio store, so I run after Ryan first. As if we weren’t causing enough of a scene before, Ryan’s tantrum as I drag him out of the store puts us on everybody’s radar. I duck my head and yank him along behind me. Subway goers soon get a double dose of my cranky siblings when I won’t buy Lina the kimono-clad Hello Kitty stuffed animal she wants.

      My face flames as Lina stomps her feet outside of the store. Meanwhile, Ryan hops up and down grabbing his crotch.

      “Sky, I gotta go potty,” Ryan says.

      There was no mention of a bathroom on Mom and Tom’s over-detailed map. I turn in another circle looking for anything that could be the universal sign for a toilet. My stomach clenches, and I whip out my phone to call Mom—even if it’s going to cost an arm and a leg.

      “Skyyyyyyy.” Ryan’s face is turning purple.

      I cram my phone back in my pocket. “C’mon.”

      I grab The Littles by their hands and race back down the way we came. We go down another spoke of Nagoya’s underground mall trying to find a bathroom. I pull up short when I finally see a map. Ryan hops from foot to foot, grabbing his crotch again as I try to figure out where I am. A teenage guy with messy hair steps up next to me to look at the map, too. He apparently has no concept of personal space as his elbow grazes my waist. I jump back and glare at him. He’s probably the first person I’ve been eye-to-eye with today. He cuts his eyes to the side to look at me. Something about him is different. Off, even. He looks young enough to be in high school, but he isn’t wearing a school uniform like all the other teens we’ve passed today. He gives me a quick once over, and the corner of his mouth pulls up. I snap my head back to the front. Ryan whines. I’m desperate.

      “Where…is…the…bathroom?” I say in exaggerated English with a lot of hand gestures.

      “I…don’t…know,” he answers in perfect English, gesturing wildly back.

      “You speak English!”

      “Most Californians do.”

      “I gotta go!” Ryan starts to shake.

      Mr. Smart Ass flags down a middle-aged lady passing by and says, “Something something, toire?”

      The lady answers him in a slew of Japanese words. Seeing his blank expression and my brother’s purple face, the lady grabs Ryan’s hand and leads him down the corridor and to the right. I chase after them, dragging Lina behind me like a windsock. We skid into the ladies’ room right after Ryan and the lady. She gestures to a belly-button high, egg-shaped thingie tucked in the corner. Ryan is as clueless as I am. The lady grabs Ryan by the shoulders and positions him in front of it. She opens her hand again at the egg. If I’d ever been in a boys’ bathroom before, I probably would have realized a little faster that the egg was a urinal. Thankfully, my brother’s dude sense kicks in. He drops trou in front of God and everybody and takes care of business. The lady backs away, giving me a mini bow as she passes.

      “Um. Yeah. Thank you. Dōmo.” I give a deeper bow because this woman has seriously saved my bacon.

      Mr. Smart Ass is still standing at the subway map when we pass by a few minutes later. At least I think it’s him. There are lots of teen boys in the station now, several with wind-tunnel hair and regular clothes.

      “Hey, American Girl,” he says, catching my eye. “Mission accomplished?”

      “Um. Yeah. Thank you. Dōmo.” I shift my backpack onto both shoulders so I can keep a hand on each of The Littles.

      He nods. “Good.”

      I walk back toward where I think the Sanrio store is, except it’s not where I left it. I make a right, and then another right, and another right.

      “Hey, are you lost, American Girl?”

      I glance up. It’s him again, only this time he’s holding a can of something. We are back at the subway map again. I’m never going to get out of this underground maze.

      “Yes,” Lina answers as I say, “No.”

      I give her the Evil Eye. “I’m a little turned around. Once I get my bearings…” I’ll still be lost, but thank you for asking. I pull out the directions again and hold it close to the map to try to match up a word or two.

      Mr. Smart Ass doesn’t leave though.

      “They’re half Japanese, and you’re not, right?” he says.

      “Yup.”

      “Where you from?”

      “Phoenix.”

      “I can guess why they’re here, but what the hell are you doing here?”

      “Babysitting.”

      “Sucks to be you.”

      I finally find a word that matches what I’m looking for. I put my finger on the map so I don’t lose it again. Mr. Smart Ass steps in closer to see what I’m pointing at.

      “Hey, I know how to get to Shioji-chō from here,” he says. “Want me to show you?”

      I pause. Ancient advice from my mom about talking to strangers crosses my mind. But he’s American. And speaks English. And this backpack is killing me.

      “Um. Yeah. Thank you. Dōmo.”

      “This way. You need to get on the Sakura-dōri line. It’s the red one.” Mr. Smart Ass takes one last swig from his can of “Pokari Sweat”—which I hope is an energy drink and not made of actual, you know, sweat—and then throws it into one of a series of recycling bins as we pass them.

      “Yes, the Sakura-dōri line.” My heart lifts as I find that name and the rest of the over-explained directions on Tom and Mom’s map. We’re going to make it. I grab both of The Littles by a hand so I won’t lose them in the crowd.

      “You do know how to use the subway ticket machine, right, American Girl?” Mr. Smart Ass says when we get to the entrance of the red line.

      “Pfft. Of course.” I look down at the paper to double check though.

      Mr. Smart Ass rocks back on his heels. “Okay then. Well, gambatte ne.”

      “What?” I say.

      “Good luck,” he says.

      “Um. Yeah. Thank you. Dōmo,” I say, and throw a little bow on top of it.

      He nods again and backs up. A fresh stream of people walks between us.

      “Hey, what’s your—,” I say, but he’s already turned around. I whip out my phone and snap a picture. Then I realize I left the macro setting on after my hamburger pic. I fix it and take a quick second one right before this T-shirt-and-jeans wearing boy from California disappears into a sea of teenage boys in black pants and white button-down shirts.
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      Jet lag suuuuuuuuucks. The one good thing about being wide awake at two a.m. is that your BFF in Arizona is too, except she’s still doing yesterday.

      “Ready for your first day at work?” I say quietly into my headset.

      Rachel beams even though she’s wearing a powder blue polo shirt with a matching “Snow Shack” logoed baseball cap.

      “My aunt said I could bedazzle the snowflakes on my hat.” Rachel’s voice is a little bit delayed as it travels across the Pacific Ocean. “There is no hope for this shirt though.”

      “It’s okay. You can still work a popped collar like nobody’s business.”

      Rachel grabs the brim of her hat and gives me a duckface. I take a screenshot.

      “Sooooo, how’s life in Sushiland?” Rachel says.

      “Different. Really, really different. Wanna see my room?”

      “Of course.”

      I flip on my new desk lamp, which is attached to the handle of my suitcase. My suitcase is technically my desk, bedside table, and makeup vanity all in one at the moment.

      “Ta-da!” I pick up my laptop and do a 360 of the room.

      “Wow, the camera on your laptop makes your room look tiny.”

      “No, my room is tiny.” To make my point, I place my laptop back on my “desk” and then make a giant X with my body. I can almost touch both walls at the same time. I slide my headset back on and say, “At least my artwork is attractive.”

      I gesture to the wall that holds the calendar Rachel made me, plus five of our best pictures from junior year, including the one of us tanning like starlets beside my pool. I swing the laptop back to me.

      “So much for working on my tan this summer,” Rachel says with a wistful sigh. “Especially with me being cooped up in a food truck forty hours a week.”

      “Yeah, but at least you tan when you try. Meanwhile, I go from milk white to complete lobster in ten minutes.”

      Rachel picks up a bottle of sunscreen. “Hmm, maybe Luke will swing by the Snow Shack today. I would be happy to share.”

      I laugh, but something pings in me. “Speaking of tans, I saw something weird today-yesterday-your today. We passed these two high school-aged girls who had on foofy, pastel, baby doll dresses. Their hair was strawberry blonde and curled, and they were tanned. Like they seriously needed to have a talk with someone at Sephora about how to use bronzer.”

      “Did you get their picture?”

      “I wish.”

      “Wait.” I can still see Rachel on my screen, but I can hear her tapping away on her computer. A picture appears on my screen.

      I laugh. “This girl looks like an Oompa Loompa. No, they weren’t nearly that tan.”

      “According to this website, Oompa Loompa-like girls are called Gyaru, a play on the word ‘girl.’ It also includes modern ‘fashion-forward teen and 20-something girls who are going for lighter skin, lighter eyes, and a more European aesthetic.’”

      “Yeah, the Gyaru I saw were more of that type. I wonder where they got their clothes though. Maybe we could make foofy, flowered, short skirts a thing.”

      “I think we could pull it off.” Rachel makes another duckface into the camera. “We’d be All-American Gyaru.”

      “You are such a dork.”

      “Yeah, unfortunately so.” Rachel fixes her hat. “So, did you take a picture of anything interesting yesterday?”

      “My ratatouille hamburger.”

      “Lemme see,” Rachel says, and I hold my phone up to the screen.

      “Uh, Sky. That’s what they might call it in Japan, but in America, we call that a boy with a cute butt.”

      “Oh!” I flip the phone around. I swipe backward and stop. “Hey, this one was dumb luck, but it’s kind of artistic.”

      “Hmmm. We shall call this one Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cell Phone.”

      I look at it again. There is a definite visual diagonal going on with the dark of the boy’s black T-shirt and his dark-washed jeans. The silver ring on his thumb glints as he slides his cellphone into his pocket.

      “You’ve got a little bit of a lens flare in the corner, but otherwise it’s a great pic. Well done, my pupil,” Rachel says. “You should post it on your SnapGram account.”

      “Why? I think I got all of ten views last month and nine of them were from my mom.”

      “So make a new one under a fake name or a nickname or something.” Rachel’s phone buzzes, and she looks away from the screen. “I gotta go, Sky. Have a good day…night…whatever time it is.”

      “Have fun making snow cones.” I wave at the screen. “And I want all the deets the next time we VidChat.”

      “You know it.”

      I sign off and flop back onto my futon. Still can’t sleep. I toss and turn for twenty more minutes before I have a crazy idea. I insert my phone’s SD card into my laptop and pull up yesterday’s photos to edit. Rachel showed me how to make some quick fixes to pictures a couple of years ago, so it only takes a few minutes to bring the level of all my pictures up. I pull up my SnapGram account and look at my home page. There are a few pity likes and some snarky commentary from Rachel, but overall “Sky Doucet” is boring. Just plain boring. I log out of my SnapGram page and click a button. Five minutes later, “All-American Gyaru” is born though I don’t have an avatar yet. I load the two pictures of my ratatouille hamburger. Then, because my jetlagged brain is feeling a little sassy, I add Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cell Phone: Nagoya, Japan.

      Maybe I’ll add some more photos to it later. Maybe I won’t.
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      Today’s All-American Gyaru post: Toilet slippers. After a little more research, I find out that Tom isn’t the only one who does this. Apparently, toilet slippers are a thing. There was even a whole section of them at a tiny store I passed today while out walking my siblings. Our toilet slippers are boring, so I also picked up a little bottle of glue and some sequins at a 100-yen store. Then I bedazzled the wings of the silhouette angels above the word TOILET on each of the slippers. I add three pictures to my post: One from the store, plus before and after shots of our family’s toilet slippers.

      The photo post isn’t up for more than five minutes before I get my first heart. My heart swells because I know it’s genuine. It’s not my mom snooping or even a pity heart from Rachel, because nobody knows that I even have this account.

      I immediately return to editing some of the other pictures I took today, including my new favorite vending machine in Japan—The 17 Ice machine. I stuck to pineapple today, but it is my summer goal to try every flavor in the ice cream machine, even the purple yam with brown sugar one.

      “I really like the rice bowl one,” Mom says from over my shoulder when she and Tom get home. “Very artistic, especially with the lighting.”

      Tom pops open the rice cooker’s lid. “Hey, you did it.”

      “It’s one button. It’s not like I’m making Trout Amandine,” I say as Mom hugs me anyway.

      While The Littles play three steps away in the living room/dining room and Tom makes whatever version of rice, miso soup, and seafood-product we are having for dinner tonight, I show Mom some more of my pictures.

      “Did you go any farther than the park today?” Mom slumps into the chair beside me and massages her calves. “There’s a beautiful bridge on the other side.”

      “Nah, this was good enough. Luke wants to see what Japan is like,” I say, and Mom raises an inquisitive eyebrow. “For the school newspaper. He’s the new editor. He wants me to write him a story when I get back with a picture or two.”

      “Luke, hmmmmm.”

      Before Mom inquires more about my non-existent love life, I change the subject. “I noticed something weird while we were out today.”

      Mom’s eyebrows immediately furrow.

      “Not bad-weird. Just weird-weird. Where are all the Japanese kids? Like teenagers, not little kids,” I say.

      Tom puts a bowl of shredded carrots with some kind of woody-looking brown vegetable and sesame seeds mixed into it on the table. “School. Kids here go to school until the middle of July. And most teenagers go to juku after school and sometimes during the summer, too.”

      “Juku?”

      “Supplemental school or cram school.” Tom adds a blob of miso paste to the saucepan of boiling water. “It helps them get ready for high school and college entrance exams.”

      “School after school? What genius came up with that torture?” I power down my laptop so we can have dinner. My stomach rumbles at the fishy-salty smell wafting across the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry, Sky. You must be lonely.” Mom puts everybody’s chopsticks around the table in their designated spots. “Maybe one of my colleagues at the university has a teenager. Do you want me to set up a playdate?”

      “Mom! I’m not five.”

      “You know what I mean. I’m sure they’d love to practice their English with you. You could be like a goodwill ambassador. Let them see what Americans are really like.”

      I shiver. “I’ll pass.”

      “Maybe you’ll meet some interesting people at Ikeda-sensei’s language school.” Tom places a large plate with five pieces of deep-fried fish—I can tell because the tails are still on them—in the middle of the table.

      “About that.” I poke at the fish with my chopstick. “I think I’m going to pass on the whole school thing. I’m getting around okay.”

      Mom sighs. “Skyler, I thought we finished this argument in Arizona. You are going to language school. Remember, this summer is about adventure. When I was an exchange student after my senior year—”

      “Mom, I know. Okay? But this isn’t France. This isn’t even Europe. Everything is weird here. The food is weird. The customs are weird. The language is weird. They have toilet slippers. C’mon, you know that’s weird.”

      “Did you ever think that maybe you are the weird one?” Tom clunks a bowl of rice down in front of me. “America is a baby. England’s bratty, disobedient baby, at that. Meanwhile, Japan has been a country for over 10,000 years. So maybe you need to step out of your ethnocentric bubble and realize that the world does not revolve around America after all.”

      I recoil from Tom’s verbal slap. Mom shoots Tom “The Look.”

      “What Tom is trying to say, honey,” Mom says, patting my arm, “is that everyone, everyone, has their cultural biases. Studying the language of your host country is one way to get to know people better and feel more comfortable.”

      “We’re only here for sixty-four days, what’s the point?” I cross my arms over my chest. “Plus, I’ve got more important things to do.”

      “Like what?” Tom says.

      “Ummmmm.” Yeah, I got nothin’. “Stuff. Lots of stuff.”

      Mom leans toward the corner of the kitchen and pulls out a printed paper from her briefcase. She puts a well-designed map in front of me with Ikeda Language School marked with a large yellow star.

      “Can’t I just buy a phrase book and call it done?” I say.

      Mom makes a note on the map. “If you eat quickly, you can go to the bookstore across the street before class and get a phrase book or a foodie magazine or something fun.”

      Tom puts two 1000-yen bills—about twenty bucks—on the table. “C’mon, Sky. Break that bubble. Become a global citizen.”

      I look around the crowded kitchen, which is now even more cramped thanks to The Littles shoe-horning in and demanding to eat. The walls close in, suffocating me, snuffing me out. I’m not going to make it another sixty-one days in this tiny space. It’s time to put a toe outside the bubble.
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      I follow Mom’s directions to the letter. I almost get off at the wrong subway stop, but I catch myself in time. Fifteen minutes later, I make it to the yellow star. I double check the map. The Ikeda Language School turns out to be an apartment complex—a gloomy, gray building about six stories high. As I stand there matching up symbols and signs, I hear “Hey!” from across the street.

      I turn to see Mr. Smart Ass from the subway station. Or at least, I think it’s him. Honestly, I can’t remember exactly what Mr. Smart Ass looks like, at least not his face. “The Asian Guy” doesn’t help narrow down the field of choices like it does in Phoenix.

      The boy jogs across the street. “You lost again, American Girl?”

      Yep. It’s him.

      “No, I’m here for Japanese class.”

      “Really? Me, too.” Mr. Smart Ass readjusts the backpack on his shoulder. “You know class doesn’t start until seven, right?”

      “I know. That’s why I was going to go to the bookstore first.” I look down at my map again. “There’s supposed to be one inside this duh-ee-ii-something place.”

      Mr. Smart Ass pulls the map down and chuckles. “That’s Daiei. Die-A.”

      “Yeah. Daiei. Thanks. Dōmo.”

      As I walk away, Mr. Smart Ass yells, “Do you want to have zaru soba with me?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Noodles. Do you want to eat noodles before class? I’m starving.”

      Step outside that bubble, Sky.

      “Sure.” I can’t wait to tell Rachel later.

      Mr. Smart Ass’s face splits into a grin. Something clicks in me.

      “You’re biracial, aren’t you?” slips out of my mouth before I can stop it. “You looked off before—not off, different—and I couldn’t put my finger on it.”

      “I think a compliment was in there somewhere.”

      “Sorry. That was rude.”

      “No offense taken. Glad you found me so memorable. And, yeah, I’m hapa, or here they say haafu.”

      “My brother and sister are biracial. Haafu.”

      “So I noticed, but you’re the one who stuck out the other day. Sorry. That was rude,” he says, but the corner of his mouth pulls up on the side. “So, do you want to have zaru soba before class with the hapa guy from California or not?”

      “Yeah,” I say and follow him across the crowded street into Daiei, which I discover is a lot like Target. “So, does the hapa guy from California have a name?”

      “Ryōhei,” he says as we step on the escalator. He looks back over his shoulder at me. “Or David.”

      “Can’t decide or you have an alter ego, Ree…Ree?”

      “Ree-yoh-hay. It’s my first name. David’s my middle name.”

      “Gotcha. So should I call you Ryōhei or David then?”

      “Since you can pronounce V’s correctly, how about David, Skyler?” David chuckles at my shocked expression. “What? Everybody within a mile radius of your apartment knows who the Kitagawa family is. You’re hot gossip.” David mimics a busybody voice, “You can’t miss them. Kitagawa-san has a gaikokujin wife, two haafu babies, and this other girl living with them. Her first name is Su-kai-ra, but nobody can pronounce her last name.”

      Before I can tell him, the cook and cashier at the counter closest to the entrance of the food court yell something in unison at us. I recoil, but David steps up to the counter.

      “Zaru soba…futatsu…kudasai,” David says in painfully slow Japanese while holding up two fingers.

      Still, I’m impressed.

      “Hai.” The young woman nods and scribbles our order onto a piece of paper. “Sen niju en desu.”

      “Errrr,” David says.

      The woman swings the cash register display around a bit and opens her hand at it. 1020 yen. I dig through my coin purse, trying to come up with my half. I find a 10-yen coin. Then a silver one with a hole in the middle. Then four little silver ones that look like play money. A line starts to form behind us.

      “Here. Let me help you.” David grabs my change purse, dumps it on the counter, pulls out my share, and places it on the blue plastic tray along with his coins.

      My face ignites.

      He scoops up the rest of the change, puts it back in my coin purse, and hands it back to me. “It’s okay. It takes a little while to get used to.”

      The lady hands David a device that looks like my garage door opener. David scans the crowded food court until he finds an empty table. I follow behind him and can feel the eyes burning into me. All around us sit small groups of teens doing some combination of eating, studying, napping, and/or putting on makeup. Ninety percent of them are wearing a drab uniform. Even David is wearing gray jeans with a black T-shirt. Meanwhile, my cotton candy pink T-shirt practically glows in the dark. Several sets of eyes follow us to the only open table. A couple of girls giggle behind their hands to each other and make some kind of comment. If David notices, he doesn’t let on. I slide into the table across from him.

      “Are you Brazilian?” David blurts out. “Because Obaachan—my grandmother—has 1000-yen riding on it.”

      This makes me laugh. “I might be from Phoenix, but do I look even remotely Latina?”

      “You’re certainly not Japanese or haafu.” David leans forward to get a better look at me. The dragonflies awaken out of their jet-lagged coma. “Yeah, I guess not.”

      His observation is so intense that the dragonflies start crashing into each other.

      “And the grandmas are wrong. Your eyes are blue with a little bit of brown coming off the pupil. Nope, not Brazilian. Though it is a logical guess, at least here in Nagoya. You don’t usually see a whole lot of pretty white girls wandering, chronically lost in this section of Nagoya.”

      Yeah, not sure what to make of the fact that he has somehow managed to both compliment me and diss me in the same sentence. Our buzzer goes off.

      “Save our spot.” David hops to his feet. “I’ll go get the soba.”

      Okay, it’s David the girls’ eyes are tracking. I should know. I’m doing the same thing. It’s not like I’ve never had a cute guy talk to me before. Luke talks to me all the time in English. Granted it’s about homework assignments 99.9% of the time, but occasionally we talk about other stuff. Sorta. As David turns in the buzzer and picks up a tray in each hand, my mind starts analyzing. He’s not huge in height or width. Maybe he’s a runner? A soccer player? A surfer? I mean, he is from California. Aren’t they required to surf to live there or something? Engaged biceps peek out from his T-shirt sleeves as David delivers our noodles. He does something that requires upper body strength. Baseball player? Drummer? If it wouldn’t make me look like a total creeper, I’d take his picture so that I could discuss this question further with Rachel.

      “Here you go.” David puts the trays on the table.

      On top sits a small, lacquerware-like box about two inches high. A knot of grayish noodles swirls neatly in the middle of a reed mat on top of the box. Long shreds of shiny, green seaweed are sprinkled on top of the vermicelli-like noodles. David cracks open his disposable chopsticks, but I whip out my phone.

      “Oh, please, tell me you are not one of those Americans who takes a picture of every meal they eat in Japan.”

      “Only the interesting ones.” I line up the other two dishes on the tray—a tiny plate with a glob of wasabi paste next to a small pile of diced green onions and a teacup-sized bowl with some dark liquid in it. I take a couple of pictures. “This one is aesthetically interesting.”

      When I look up, David is giving me a weird look.

      “My dad is a professional chef. He taught me how to appreciate food as art.” I slide my phone back in my giant purse.

      Taking my cue from David, I push half of the green onions and a pea-sized piece of wasabi into the brown liquid with my chopsticks and whisk it around. I pull up a pile of noodles and dip them into the sauce and then let the cool, salty noodles slip quietly between my lips.

      “You can use chopsticks. I’m impressed,” David says.

      “I do live in a bicultural house, too. We eat with chopsticks on a regular basis.” I’m proud of myself for getting the second batch of noodles out of the dish and into my mouth without dripping all over myself like The Littles do.

      Suddenly, the lone businessman at the table next to us slurps up a mess of noodles with the grace of a vacuum cleaner.

      “That is so rude,” I whisper.

      “Not in Japan. Okay, Su-kai-ra, if you’re going to try to blend in with the natives, you need to learn how to slurp your noodles. Watch.” David slurps up a mess of noodles, also with the grace of a vacuum cleaner, and says with his mouth still full, “You give it a try.”

      I pull up a small pile of noodles. I try to slurp like David, but half of the noodles fall off and the other half hang out of my mouth. Flashes of manatee chewing seagrass pop into my mind. I bite the noodles off and let them fall back onto the bamboo mat of my box.

      “Now that’s rude,” David says. “More slurping this time.”

      I take another small batch and try again. I do it! But not without a few errant strands whipping up and smacking me in the nose. David shakes his head as I quickly reach for a napkin to wipe the sauce off the end of my huge nose.

      “Getting better.” David slurps up the last of his noodles. “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

      “In California?”

      “Some. More here though, during the summer.”

      “You come here every summer?”

      “Yeah, since I was five. When I was little, it was either come to Japan or spend the summer going from one summer camp to the next while my parents were at work.”

      “Surely you’re old enough to stay home by yourself now?”

      David recoils. “Sometimes it sucks to be away all summer. I miss hanging out with my friends from school, but I like coming to Japan. Plus, I’m number one grandson. Can we say spoiled brat?” David swirls around the water in his glass and stares off into space for a minute. “I’m not looking forward to spending the summer going to language school though.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Speaking of which, we should probably go. Juku is about to begin.”

      I look around. Sure enough, it’s like a silent bell has gone off. The noodle-vacuuming businessman continues to read his newspaper, but the herd of black, navy, and white clad teenagers dispose of snacks or second dinners and stampede to the escalator.

      I leap up from the table, but David takes his time. I dig through my change purse, trying to come up with fifteen percent of my half of the bill, while David drains the rest of his glass of water. I finally pull out a 100-yen coin and plop it on the table.

      “What are you doing?” David says.

      “Leaving a tip.”

      “Look around. You don’t leave tips.”

      “At food courts?”

      “No, in general. You don’t tip anybody in Japan.” David scoops up the coin, grabs my hand, and slaps the coin into it. “You’ve got a lot to learn, American Girl.”

      “Oh-kay, duly noted.”

      We follow the drab herd across the street. About thirty percent of them break off and head into the six-story building marked on Mom’s map. David and I follow them up two flights of stairs. I stop off to the side. Surely, I am not in the right spot. Shouldn’t there be some random foreigners roaming around in the hallway?

      I pull out the map again to double check. A high school girl in a school uniform rushes up the stairs behind me mumbling to herself. She pulls up short when she sees me. The girl weaves around me but stops after a few steps. She backtracks to me.

      “Can I help you?” she says in heavily-accented English. Beads of sweat dot her brow.

      “Yes. Am I in the right place? I mean this doesn’t look like a language school, you know,” I say, and the girl gives me a blank stare. I say slowly, “Where is the Ikeda Language School?”

      The girl’s face lights up. “Yes. I know. Please come.”

      David and I follow the girl down the hallway. She stops about halfway.

      “You are here,” she opens her hand to the door marked 307.

      “Uh. Thanks. Dōmo.” I give her a mini bow.

      She gives me a head dip in return. The door to 307 opens before I have a chance to knock. A middle-aged woman in an unfashionable navy suit, slippers, and a severe bun steps out. She says something sharp to the girl who takes off down the hall.

      “Please lower your voice in the hallway and be respectful of our neighbors,” the woman says in perfect, but slightly accented, English.

      My face ignites, and I cower through the door like a bad puppy. When I look over my shoulder to see if David is still following me, I notice the girl down the hall. She looks back at me and gives me a closed-mouth smile. I smile back.

      “Shoes!” someone yells from inside the apartment. Probably the twenty-something girl with the hippy-dippy top and butt-length dirty-blonde braid who is still pointing at me.

      I look down. Sure enough. There is a shoe pileup going on. What is it with these people and their shoes? I kick off my tennis shoes and push them together with my foot before padding across the room in my moist socks. The apartment looks surprisingly a lot like my apartment—minus the piles of dirty laundry, My Little Ponies, and LEGOs all over creation. I look around for an empty desk. There aren’t any. Desks that is. Instead, everyone sits on throw pillows on the floor behind one of three low, rectangular tables.

      Tom is so getting ripped off. This isn’t a real school. It’s somebody’s living room.

      I survey my options: Should I sit with Butt-Braid Girl on the left, Over-Accessorized Girl in the middle, or—Good Lord, he’s wearing an ironic Pokemon shirt with a clashing plaid button-down shirt over it—Fanboy on the right? David passes me and picks Over-Accessorized Girl, narrowing down my choices. I pick Fanboy.

      Fanboy gives me a head nod and says with a Southern drawl, “Hey, I’m Terrance.”

      “Webber-san,” the teacher says, except she pronounces it like Ooeba. “you know how to introduce yourself. Try again.”

      Terrance looks down at his notebook before saying, “Konban wa. Watashi wa Webber Terrance desu. Houston ni sunde imasu.”

      “Jōzu, Ooebba-san. Good job,” the teacher says. “You must be Doucet Skyler-san and Takamatsu Ryōhei-san.” Except she pronounces it Du-set-to Su-kai-ra.

      “Hai. Sō desu,” David says.

      “I’m so glad you came this year,” Ikeda-sensei says to David, but he only shrugs. She hands us both a cheat sheet, which has the three sentences written out in Japanese and English. “Now, everyone stand up and practice introducing yourselves to me and to your classmates.”

      By the end of the hour, I can do the script without looking at it.

      “What grade are you?” David asks when it’s our turn as partners. “I’ll be a senior this fall.”

      “Me too. Guess that makes us the babies of the class though.”

      “Mina-san,” Ikeda-sensei says and gets a class full of blank looks. “That means ‘everyone.’ Mina-san, please sit down and open up your workbooks to page one.”

      Sure enough, there is a colorful workbook and textbook on the table in the spot in front of my cushion. I open the workbook. On the inside cover is a periodic table-like chart with all kinds of squiggles on it.

      Terrance points to the chart in my book. I notice the whole side of his left hand is smudged with pencil lead. “The top one is hiragana, and the bottom one is katakana.”

      “Oh. Okay. Thanks.” This exercise looks suspiciously like some of the homework papers I’ve seen Lina bring home from her Japanese Saturday School class. I glance over at Terrance. He’s zipping through the exercise. He must feel my stare because Terrance stops and looks at me. Though it’s easily eighty degrees in here, Terrance pulls the cuff of his long-sleeved shirt down around his wrist.

      “Want to borrow a pencil?” Terrance pushes a soft-sided pencil case that says One Piece on it toward my side of the table.

      “Thanks.” I dig through the dozen or so pencils in the case. Not one of them has an eraser. Even the non-drawing ones. I look at his workbook. “You’re really good at this.”

      “Thanks.” Terrance’s eyes crinkle up at the sides. “I already know a little bit of hiragana. I was the president of my school’s Japanese Culture Club in high school.”

      Why am I not surprised to hear this?

      “Do you have a Japanese Culture Club or Anime Club at your high school?” Terrance says.

      “I think we do, but I’m not sure. Not really my thing.”

      “You should give it a try. Anime and manga are a great way to learn Japanese.”

      David shakes his head and mumbles “weeaboo” under his breath. Terrance gives him a sharp look. I have no idea what that word means. Ikeda-sensei stops our writing exercise to go back to vocabulary. Soon my head feels like it’s about to explode. I glance down at my phone. It’s almost ten o’clock. I stifle a yawn.

      “Please do pages three through seven for homework tonight,” Ikeda-sensei says.

      David groans, and Makenzie—a.k.a. Over-Accessorized Girl—shoots him a look. At ten p.m. on the dot, Ikeda-sensei dismisses us. I hand Terrance his pencil back with a thanks.

      “Ja mata ashita ne, Dusetto-san,” Terrance says as he packs up his books.

      “Huh?” I say.

      “See you tomorrow.”

      I nod. He needs some help with his wardrobe choices, but I guess this Terrance from Houston person is okay. As Terrance swings the backpack on his shoulder, the sleeve of his shirt rides up. His deep brown hand has a smear of gray graphite up the side, but then the pigment completely disappears leaving skin whiter than mine. Terrance yanks the sleeve back down before heading toward the shoe pile-up at the door.

      “I’m glad you are joining us, Dusetto-san.” Ikeda-sensei appears in front of my desk. “I know it is going to be difficult and maybe a little frustrating for you at times, but open yourself up to the experience. If you can do that, this summer will be transforming for you. You and Takamatsu-san both, if he’ll keep an open mind.”

      “It’s not like I have much of a choice.” David rolls to his feet and throws his backpack across his shoulder. “Then again, when do I ever?”

      He bolts out of the room, sliding his Vans on as he scoots out the door.

      “Um. Well. Yeah. Dōmo,” I say. “See you tomorrow.”

      I have to sit down on the genkan step to lace up my tennis shoes. Now I know why David wears slip-on Vans. Easy on. Easy off. Maybe I should have listened to Tom’s fashion advice after all. Too late now. I step out into the hallway, and a swarm of uniform-clad teens swirls around me. They’ve finally been unchained from their desks and allowed to go home and have a life for about ten minutes.

      One navy-uniformed girl stops next to me. “Ah, hello.”

      “Oh, hey. Hi.” It’s the girl from the hallway earlier. I think. “I’m Skyler.”

      “Nihongo de!” Ikeda-sensei suddenly appears at the door, butting into our conversation. “That means, ‘In Japanese.’ Practice what we studied tonight Dusetto-san.”

      “Um…okay…um.” Several people in the hall slow down to look at me. Where’d I put my cheat sheet?

      “Konban wa. Takamatsu David desu.” Suddenly comes from next to me. “Los Angeles ni sunde imasu.”

      David does a small bow. All around us in the hall, girls lean into their friends and give a quick assessment. David gives them the full California-white smile, and I swear I hear sighing.

      Oh, please.

      “Konban wa. Doucet Skyler desu,” I say, because I’m not going to mispronounce my own name. “Phoenix ni sunde imasu.” I do a small bow and smile.

      I don’t get any sighing from the loitering crowd, but I do get some surprised looks. I beam at my awesomeness. It took me a whole year of French to be able to do that.

      “Good evening. My name is Ikeda Emi…ah, no…Emi Ikeda. I live in Nagoya.” Emi’s class obviously uses the same script. Except at the end, she shoots out her right hand and weakly shakes my hand, then David’s.

      “Ikeda?” David looks over his shoulder at our teacher. “As in Ikeda-sensei?”

      “Yes. She is my mother.”

      Ikeda-sensei puts her briefcase on the floor so she can lock the apartment’s door. “Let’s walk my new students to the chikatetsu station, Emi-chan.”

      “Oh, I took the subway,” I say.

      “That is the chikatetsu, Dusetto-san. We’ll discuss basic transportation terms tomorrow night.”

      “I can show Skyler the way. We take the same subway line,” David says. “She gets lost easily.”

      I know he’s teasing, but it still stings a little.

      “Okay, then. See you both tomorrow.” Ikeda-sensei pulls a set of car keys out of her purse.

      “Ja, mata ashita ne.” Emi gives us a closed-mouth smile and a little wave.

      “In English, Emi-chan,” Ikeda-sensei says.

      “See you tomorrow.” Emi does another hyper wave close to her face.

      Though I feel like an idiot, I do the hyper wave back, but David only gives a head-nod before stepping into the stream of exhausted teenagers washing out of the building. Any hope of having a conversation with David is next to impossible for the next few blocks.

      “Hey!” I grab onto the back of David’s backpack and yank him to the side a half a second before a boy—texting with one hand, drinking a can of soda with the other, all while riding his bike on the sidewalk—almost plows into David.

      “Thanks,” David says, and I realize how little personal space I’m giving him. I take a step back. “Guess I owe you one now.”

      The next time there is a break in the sidewalk traffic flow, David and I sprint across to the subway entrance and down the stairs. I desperately pick my brain trying to remember which button to push on the ticket machine to cover the fare home.

      “You go first,” I say.

      “You don’t have a Toica?”

      “A what?”

      David flips a credit card-sized piece of paper through his fingers. “Toica. A pre-paid card.”

      “Nope. At least, not yet.”

      “Then pick this one.” David points to a button.

      I pump in coins, and the machine spits out a tiny ticket.

      “This way,” David says. “Look for the Red Line, the Sakura-dori Line.”

      I follow David through the crowd down to the subway platform. “Sakura-dori means ‘red?’”

      “What? No. Sakura means cherry blossoms.”

      “Then why isn’t it the Pink Line?”

      “Don’t know.” Something distracts David further down the platform. “Here’s your train. You do know your way home from here, right, American Girl?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Sorta kinda. “See you tomorrow?”

      “We’ll see.”

      “C’mon, misery loves company and all that.”

      David shrugs and jogs down the platform. I step into the subway car, which is crammed full of sleep-deprived high school kids and zombie-like businessmen who can somehow sleep while standing up. When nobody is looking, I take a picture for my SnapGram.
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      “Ah! You scared me,” I say as Rachel’s grainy picture comes into focus on my laptop.

      “Ha ha, Sky. I may rise, but I refuse to shine.” Rachel slaps around on her bedside table and finds her glasses. She puts them on crookedly and yawns.

      “How’s life in Phoenix? Anything interesting going on at the Snow Shack? Luke sightings?”

      “You are way too perky at seven a.m.”

      “It’s eleven p.m. here. I wanted to catch you before you leave for work.”

      “It’s stupid hot here. I’m perpetually sticky, sweaty, and my hands are stained blue raspberry. Luke hasn’t taken me up on my offer of a free snow cone. Oh, oh, oh. I do have one piece of news.” Rachel scoots up in her bed, awake now. “Guess who my new co-worker is since you ditched me for Sushiland?”

      That stings, but I say, “Who?”

      “Tia Richland.”

      “Who?”

      “Tia. As in Maddy’s new step-sister who moved in with them for senior year.”

      I don’t have to dig too far back in my brain to remember the dirt on that whole drama. Part of me honestly feels bad for Maddy. My parents are divorced, and I have a blended family, too. At least my parents did it the normal way though. My dad didn’t leave my mom for another woman. A married woman. From church. Awkward.

      “Tia’s pretty cool despite her weird situation. And she does a spot-on impersonation of Maddy.” Rachel chuckles, obviously remembering something fun that I wasn’t a part of. “She’ll never take the place of you, of course, but I might be able to get through this summer now.”

      “Great,” I say, but I don’t mean it.

      “What about you?”

      “Guess who’s in my Japanese class?” I sit up straighter. “None other than Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cellphone himself.”

      “No way.”

      “True.” I lower my voice since the walls are thin. “We went out for noodles before class.”

      Rachel squeals. “Your first date!”

      “I’m not sure killing time before class with a stranger because you’re hungry counts as a date.”

      “Yes, it does. Barely, but we’re still going to count it. Operation All-American Girl is now officially a go. Good job, Sky. Pictures?”

      “Not of him—David—because I couldn’t figure out how not to be a creeper about it but a couple of pix from the night.” I hold the phone up to the camera lens on my laptop.

      “Nice. You know if you shift your angle and take the picture looking straight down, that would make your food shots look more professional.”

      “Gotcha.” I put the phone down without showing her the sleeping businessman on the subway one. I’ll google how to take better pictures later.

      “I had someone complain yesterday that my snow cones were ‘highway robbery’ and no way they were paying three dollars for sugar water. Like I’m the one who sets the prices. Hey, lady, I’m making minimum wage here. You get what you get. I did have this idea though. What if I wet the edge of the Snow Shack cup with a little water and then rim it with sprinkles?”

      “Good idea, but your physics are off.”

      “I’m going to be a professional photographer. I don’t need physics class. Or pre-calc. Or French, really.”

      “True, but water won’t hold sprinkles, especially on plastic cups. Try using some of the undiluted syrup as your base and then dip the rim in sanding sugar instead.”

      “You are awesome! I think I still have some sanding sugar left over from the last time we—okay, you—made sugar cookies at my house. I’ll give it a try and report back.”

      Rachel suddenly screeches and points at the screen. I look over my shoulder to see my mom. The light from my laptop does give Mom’s face some creepy shadows.

      “You gotta stop watching horror movies, Rach.”

      “And you need to get off the computer and go to sleep, Skyler.” Mom crowds into the frame. “Hi, Rachel. How are you doing, honey?”

      “Fine, Mrs. Kitagawa,” Rachel says. “I brought your mail in today. Everything looks okay on the inside. Tell Lina that I gave Raphael some strawberries as a treat.”

      “I will. And I know he loved that,” Mom says.

      “Don’t let him see you in the kitchen with strawberries though,” I say. “He’ll bust the screen door in to get to you. He’s a one-turtle wrecking crew.”

      “He’s a tortoise, not a turtle,” Rachel says.

      “Whatever. He’s massive, and we should’ve gotten a labradoodle like I suggested.”

      “Hush, Sky,” Mom says. “Rachel, if you and your mom want to go swimming in our pool while we’re gone, go right ahead.”

      “Mom, she works at a pool.”

      “No, I work in a metal trailer at the pool. Not the same thing,” Rachel says. “Thanks, maybe we will sometime.”

      “Now. Skyler. Bed. Go brush your teeth first.”

      “Mom.” I have had multiple conversations with Rachel about this. How my mom can simultaneously harp on me about “being more adult” and yet treat me like a five-year-old at the same time. Rachel chuckles. Then again, she’s been pretty much a free-range teenager since she was thirteen. She has freedom. I have cash. Somehow we make it work.
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      When I get back from brushing my teeth at the kitchen sink, I notice a string of heart alerts decorates the top of my phone. I open up SnapGram. Ratatouille Burger has gotten a dozen hearts and shares since yesterday. Holy crap, Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cell Phone: Nagoya, Japan has twice as many. Maybe three times.

      Even though my angle is wrong, I load Zaru Soba, and after a quick edit, I add Zombie Businessman on the Subway: Nagoya, Japan. Just as I start to put my phone away, I get a ping.

      I <3 your pix. They make my day. (^_^)

      The pit of my stomach warms. My first fan mail! I should tell Rachel. Tomorrow. Maybe. I snuggle down into my futon. I should take a picture of the futon tomorrow. And my runty pillow. And maybe the bath room. I keep adding to my mental list until I can’t keep my train of thought on the tracks anymore. It chugs out one last suggestion: David.
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      I’m doing homework. During summer vacation.

      “You’re doing it wrong.” Lina points at my rendition of お with her pencil. “O goes this way.”

      I look over at the workbook Tom bought for Lina at the 100-yen store yesterday during our Sunday family shopping outing. I really am doing first-grader work. Only I don’t get the cutesy pictures of animals to color in on each page after I practice the hiragana characters.

      “Look, Sky!” Ryan holds up his preschooler workbook. Even his お  looks better than mine.

      “Can I take a picture?” I pull out my phone and put our work together in the middle of the table. After Lina ruins my shot for the third time with her hand, I finally go with the flow. “Here. Grab your pencils and let’s pretend like we’re writing together.”

      It takes another dozen tries, but I finally capture today’s winning SnapGram shot. Just as I load it up, someone raps on our front door.

      We don’t get visitors. We don’t know anybody. A flash of David bearing macarons passes through my homework-warped brain, but when I finally open the door, it’s a middle-aged man with a large box instead. A garble of words come out of his mouth. Unfortunately, none of them are the ones on last week’s vocabulary list. The khaki-uniformed man looks down at the box, then my blindingly white face, and then the box again.

      “Kitagawa-sama, something something?” the man says.

      “Yes. Hai. He’s my….” As “stepfather” wasn’t on my vocabulary list either, “father” is going to have to suffice. “Otōsan.”

      Delivery Dude raises an eyebrow and checks the apartment number one more time. He points to a quarter-sized circle. Delivery Dude holds out a pen to me. I throw him a bone and write Skyler Kitagawa in teeny-tiny letters. Delivery Dude hands me the box and gives me a stiff bow before leaving.

      “Dōmo!” I yell after him before weaving back into the kitchen with the heavy box.

      I put the package on the kitchen table, and The Littles crowd in. The label has Tom’s name on it, but the postage originated from New Orleans. I grab a knife and rip into the box. I pull out a note scribbled on the back of a grease-stained order slip. Typical Daddy.

      
        Baby Girl,

        

        Got your email today. So you are bored, starved, boiling, and going stir crazy. If you are that miserable, you don’t have to stay in Japan. You are my daughter, too, and I can revoke my permission for you to live abroad. You say the word, Baby Girl, and I’ll bring you home. I had two waitresses and a sous chef quit this week. I could use an extra pair of hands around here right now.

        

        Grandmere misses you like crazy. She is still sore with your mother for taking you to Japan instead of sending you to NoLa for the summer. She’s the one who bought all of your favorites and will be paying the outrageous postage to FedEx this to you. Grandmere is afraid that you will get scurvy. I don’t care if a quarter of a watermelon is eight dollars in Japan. You insist that Tom and your mother buy you some American fruits and vegetables immediately. In the meantime, please take these vitamins. It’s 5:30, so I’ve got to head into work before the breakfast rush, but Grandmere wanted to send this out to you today. She insists that you are going to be hospitalized for malnutrition because of your steady diet of white rice. I assured her that you eat other things too, but you know Grandmere. There’s no stopping the Grandmere Train once it gets rolling, so please send her emails to let her know that you haven’t died from: An earthquake, a tsunami, a train crash, radiation poisoning, or malnutrition.

        

        We love you and miss you. Please come home soon.

        

        Love, Daddy

        

        P.S. The box of beignets are from Chantel. She and Lil CiCi were in yesterday prepping for a wedding reception gig. Chantel was disappointed about you being in Japan this summer. She was looking forward to your Tuesday morning pâtisserie lessons. It seems that Lil CiCi would rather be the next Beyoncé than a pâtissier like her mama. Bon appétit, y’all.

        

      I put my dad’s letter down and dig around in the mound of packing peanuts. My hand wraps around a plastic container. I pull out a jar of peanut butter.

      “Food!” I may have squealed a bit. “Real American food!”

      The treasure box also coughs up a Costco-sized box of granola bars, a bag of pecans, three huge packages of dried fruit, six boxes of macaroni and cheese, two bottles of Daddy’s secret recipe “Kickin’ Cajun” barbeque sauce, an extra large bottle of gummy vitamins, and…the beignets.

      “Oooh, doughnuts.” Ryan reaches out for my beignets.

      “Mine!” I smack his hand.

      Ryan’s lip sticks out pitifully, and the waterworks threaten to flow. Lina eyes my boxes of mac-n-cheese like they are made of gold. A wave of homesickness washes over me.

      “If you two are good for the rest of the day, I’ll share a box of my mac-n-cheese with you for dinner,” I say.

      “Do we get doughnuts, too?” Lina looks up at me with her big brown eyes.

      It might work on shopkeepers in Nagoya, but it doesn’t work on me. Much.

      “First of all, they are not doughnuts. They are Miz Chantel’s New Orleans Beignet Bites. Second, I have to ration them. You get one. That’s it. One.”

      And The Littles are good. Perfect, in fact. I contemplate asking Grandmere to send me a case of mac-n-cheese and Miz Chantel’s New Orleans Beignet Bites.

      “What is that glorious smell?” Mom says when she and Tom walk through the door at six.

      Tom puts a bag down on the table. A fermented-salty-fishy smell wafts out. Ack.

      “Macaroni and cheese. The faux cheese, neon orange kind. My culinary kryptonite.” I shovel the last spoonful in my mouth. “Daddy and Grandmere FedExed me a CARE package. The Littles were good, so I shared a box with them.”

      “Oh, and it was my night to cook.” Tom lifts out a Styrofoam plate with something silver and stringy-looking on it from his cloth bag. “I even bought something new for us to try.”

      Lina wrinkles up her nose. “It’s looking at me.”

      The platter is piled high with tiny silver fish. With eyeballs.

      “Ryan, manners!” Mom says. Ryan puts down the bowl he’s licked clean and now has ring-around-the-face. “I guess Daddy and I will have a romantic dinner of little silver fishies all by ourselves then.”

      Mom is trying to be cheerful, but I can see her eyeballing everybody’s bowl to see if there are any leftovers that she can’t let go to waste.

      “Mommy, manners!” Ryan says a second later.

      Mom takes her finger out of the empty saucepan and licks faux cheese sauce off it.

      “Can I have my dough…beignet now? I’ve been really good.” Lina gives me the fakest smile ever.

      As promised, I bestow one precious package of powdered-sugary goodness in each of The Littles’ cupped hands. Mom stands in the corner drooling. I hold up a beignet to the corner.

      Mom shakes her head. “I’m sure Robert spent a small fortune sending those to you. No, I don’t want to eat my child’s CARE package from her father.”

      “Daddy and Grandmere want me to come home,” I say, licking the powdered sugar off my fingers. “Daddy needs help at the restaurant. Three people quit on him last week.”

      “Gee, what a surprise,” Mom says and then corrects herself like our family therapist told her to. “I’m sorry to hear that. Hopefully, Robert will have that sorted out well before Christmas break so you won’t spend your whole vacation doing free slave labor…I mean, working in the restaurant for him.”

      “I like working in the restaurant.” Granted it’s kind of the only way I get to spend time with my dad, but whatever. “I want to be a chef, too. Plus, Miz Chantel always teaches me a new pastry recipe on Tuesdays when she’s in.”

      “Feel free to practice here anytime,” Tom says while cutting up green onions for the nightly miso soup.

      “I can’t make anything here. I don’t have an oven,” I say, and Tom points to our runty toaster oven. “No, a real oven.”

      “Oh c’mon, Sky, Japanese food is great.” Mom lifts up the plate of eyeball fish and raises an eyebrow. “Okay, a lot of it is great. No, you’re staying for the summer. Robert is going to have to deal with it.”

      “I want to go home.” Why are my stupid eyes watering?

      “You’re having culture shock. I get it. We’re all still adjusting, but you will get through this. One day, you’ll look back and remember all of this fondly. You’ll tell your daughter all the time about your Summer of Adventure in Japan.”

      As I’ve never even had a boyfriend, that might be a little premature.

      “You know what you need?” Mom says.

      “Another beignet, some café au lait, and to teleport Rachel to Japan?” I say.

      “No—well, maybe yes on the beignet part—you need some personal space. Some freedom. Why don’t you leave early tonight for class? Do a little window shopping. Go back to the bookstore. Just stay in Daiei. I don’t want you to get lost. Or abducted. Maybe I should go with you.”

      “Mom!”

      “Okay, I know, personal space.” Mom backs up. “Stay in Daiei though. And don’t forget your phone.”

      I snatch my box of beignets off the table and take them back to my closet. The walls are closing in around me. The truth is I am afraid of getting lost. And earthquakes and tsunami. I can’t even completely rule out unfriendly aquatic creatures because I’ve seen Godzilla. At the same time, having my family up in my business twenty-four/seven is exhausting. We have no privacy. Case in point, I’m not gone from the kitchen for one minute before Ryan barges into my closet-room.

      “Hey, I’m off duty at six,” I say, but Ryan is oblivious. He starts fingering all my stuff. “Out.”

      “Wanna play LEGOs?”

      “No.”

      “You said you’d play LEGOs.”

      “And I did, earlier today.”

      “But I want to play LEGOs now.” Ryan picks up my beckoning cat piggy bank, which causes a domino effect with my books. The last book hits my makeup box, causing everything to dump into the floor.

      “Watch your foot!” I push Ryan’s foot away before he snaps my eyeliner pencil in two. “Out. Out right now.”

      A high-pitched whine escapes from Ryan. Which of course, my mother presumes is my fault. I grab my backpack and throw my stuff inside. I gotta get out of here before I lose my sanity.

      “I’m leaving.” I push Ryan toward the kitchen and slide my closet-room door closed behind us. “I may go to Daiei. I may not. I may go on an adventure.”

      Tom puts a hand on Mom’s arm to silence her. “Have a good time. See you after class.”

      I get out the door and down the stairs before the front door creaks open. Mom yells out the door, “Be safe.” Now that my mother has officially had the last word and not-so-subtly spoken her intention into the universe, the adventure begins.

      All the way to Daiei because I’m afraid of getting lost. Not going to tell them that though.

      I make it to Daiei on the first try and wander through the bookstore section. Like a magnet, I’m drawn to the cooking section. I flip through several books, but all the food is weird. And I can’t read the recipes anyway. Before I walk away though, something catches my eye. It’s a thin, soft cover book with pandas on it. I pick it up and flip through page after page of food art. I still can’t read anything, but many of the lunches have step-by-step picture directions. Something clicks in me. I could do this.

      “Dusetto-san?”

      I turn around to see Ikeda-sensei standing behind me.

      “You like to cook?” she says.

      “Yeah. My dad’s a chef.” I show her the book. “These are so cute.”

      Ikeda-sensei takes the book from me and flips through it. “These obentō are mini food masterpieces, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah. Seriously though, who really makes these?”

      “I do. Every day for my daughter.”

      “Really? Doesn’t it take forever to make?”

      “Mmm, it depends. Mine aren’t this complicated, but I enjoy spending time on them. It allows me to be creative. Plus, it shows my daughter how much I love her. Would you like to see one of my bentō creations?”

      “Sure.”

      Ikeda-sensei digs her smartphone out of her purse and pulls up a picture. “I made this bentō for my daughter before her final exams in March.”

      Inside the hot pink, rounded box is a rice ball face of a girl wearing a green headband. Two mini sausages cut to look like octopi cheer from the sidelines. Some green kiwi slices cut into star shapes and a mini yellow, jello-like thingie rounds out this colorful lunch.

      “Wow, your lunch—your obentō—could totally be in this book.” I flip to a page that shows how to make an ocean-themed lunch complete with sausage octopi and little fish made of rice with individually cut out seaweed scales. “I wish I could read it.”

      “One day, Dusetto-san. Be patient with yourself. And you don’t have to be able to translate every word to be able to understand.” Ikeda-sensei looks at her watch. “Oh, I must go. Would you like for me to write down some cooking words for you tonight after class?”

      “That would be great. Dōmo.”

      “Okay then. I’ll see you in a few minutes. I’m glad you like Japanese cooking.”

      I’m not sure that I’d go that far, but I smile and nod anyway. When I cross the street a few minutes later, I have my nose buried so far in my new obentō book that I almost plow David down in the entranceway of the apartment building.

      “Whoa there, American Girl.” David puts a hand on my forearm to slow my roll.

      “Oh, sorry. Gomennasai.” I practice my vocabulary word. “Do you know what time grocery stores close in Japan?”

      “That’s random,” David says, his hand still on my forearm. “Don’t know. Obaachan does the shopping. Ten? Why?”

      I show the page with the sausage octopi on it to David. “I want to make these.”

      “You can buy sausages at Lawson’s, probably other konbini too.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’ve been in Japan for ten days now and you haven’t been to Lawson’s?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “Well then, after class, American Girl, I will take you on an adventure.” A smile pulls at the corner of David’s mouth, and the dragonflies alight.

      “It’s a date. I mean deal. It’s a deal.”

      David looks down. His hand is still on my forearm. He removes it, but the dragonflies continue to loop around all during class, especially when David steals Terrance’s spot at my table. Though I definitely want Ikeda-sensei’s cooking vocabulary list, I also want to fast-forward to after class. The possibilities of this adventure—even though it’s a simple excursion for sausages—bubble up in the pit of my stomach. I’ve never had that feeling before, even the time Luke gave me his undivided attention for about three seconds total, and we didn’t talk about school. I like it. A lot.
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      “Konbini are convenience stores,” David says when we finally walk out the door after our nightly hello to Emi. “They’re all good, but Lawson’s is my favorite.”

      “Wait. Do you know where you’re going?” I stop in the middle of the sidewalk because we are not headed toward the subway station. What if I get lost?

      “Sky, I’ve been coming to Japan since I was five and riding the subway solo since I was eight. Yes, my language skills are crap, and I only know about twenty kanji, but my street smarts are epic. And I know where all the Lawsons are in a ten-mile radius.” David pulls me out of the path of a bicyclist. I stumble into him. My hand may have stayed on his chest longer than it actually needed to. “Trust me, American Girl. I’ll get you home in one piece. Why? You have a curfew or something?”

      “No,” I say, though that’s mainly because it hasn’t been an issue so far. “I’m ready for an adventure.”

      “Ikimashō,”—Let’s go, David says.

      Thankfully, Tom uses this word. A lot.
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      “Sky, you’re late.” Mom sits at the kitchen table red-penning some poor sucker’s English paper when I finally return home. “I was getting worried.”

      I kick off my tennis shoes and step up into the kitchen. Tom’s buzzsaw-like snore still manages to cut through the closed wood-and-glass door. Thank God small children in Japan tend to sleep with their parents. Suddenly, my closet-room feels luxurious.

      “I was on an adventure.” To get Mom off my back, I pull out the obentō book, the list of cooking terms, a package of finger-sized sausages, and a small carton of tiny, speckled eggs. “Ikeda-sensei gave me a special cooking lesson tonight.”

      “Oh, that’s great. I’m glad you had a fun, learning experience. Could you text me though next time so I don’t worry you’ve been eaten by Godzilla or something?”

      “Mom.”

      “I know. Just humor me, please. It’s my recurring stress dream. Your sparkly flip-flops hanging out of Godzilla’s mouth with your feet still attached to them. Don’t say it. I know.” Mom slides an arm around my waist and pulls me toward her. “What are those? Quail eggs?”

      “Yes. You can make all kinds of cute things with them. Look at this.” I flip to the page on quail egg uses in my obentō book. “Want me to make your lunch for tomorrow?”

      “It’s late. You must be tired.”

      “I’m okay. I had a soda after class. Plus, I want to.” My brain is already flipping over obentō ideas. “I’ll keep you company for a little while.”

      “That would be nice.” Mom starts back to work on grading papers.

      I pull out the aluminum bottle of Mitsuya Cider that David insisted on buying for me and put it on the table next to my other supplies.

      Mom looks at it. “Wait. This is made by Asahi, the beer company. Are you sure this doesn’t have alcohol in it?”

      Before I can answer, Mom snatches up the bottle and attempts to read it. She unscrews the lid and takes a swig, swishing it around in her mouth.

      “It doesn’t have alcohol in it,” I say and Mom nods. “Besides, they would’ve carded me in Lawson’s if it did.”

      “Not if you got it out of a vending machine.” Mom pushes the can of soda, which tastes sort of like a cross between Sprite and ginger ale, back across the table to me. “Never mind. Pretend like I never said that. Stick to your soda.”

      “I will.” Especially if cute California hapa boys insist on buying it for me. I finish the bottle, but keep it out. I need a close-up picture of it. And of the masterpiece I’m about to create.

      “This box completely messes up the aesthetic,” I say thirty minutes later after making a recycled butter container into a make-shift obentō box.

      “It’s beautiful, Sky. I love it.” Mom pulls the box closer to her.

      I rearrange the four pieces of broccoli into a mini forest next to the layer of white rice. Two sausage-and-quail-egg sunflowers perch on top.

      “It still needs something. Got it.” I grab a yellow mini jelly from The Littles’ stash. I pop one of the pieces of steamed broccoli into my mouth and tuck the jelly into the corner instead. “Perfect.”

      “It’s too cute to eat.” Mom gives my waist a squeeze.

      “You better eat it after I spent all that time on it.” I pull out my phone and take a picture, cropping it close so that you can’t see that it’s in an ugly butter container.

      “With pride. Now go get some sleep.” Mom slips the top on the butter container obentō box. “Got to be ready for tomorrow’s adventure.”

      I’m not sure artistic lunch-making exactly qualifies as an adventure, but maybe there really is something to this. I scroll back through today’s pictures on my phone to the shot of David’s tan hand doing a “cheers”—“Kampai!” he said—with his bottle of Mitsuya Cider against mine. I post that picture first. I could handle a few more adventures of this variety though.
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      When I put my instant oatmeal in the microwave the next morning, I recognize one of the kanji symbols that Ikeda-sensei wrote down for me last night. 分 means minute. I pull out my phone. It’s filled with hearts. Apparently, obentō-making is a thing on SnapGram. A very popular thing.

      It’s three thirty in Phoenix, so Rachel is probably at work. I go to her SnapGram page. She has more subscribers than I do—did, as Sky Doucet at least. Rachel knows how to play the game. People at school know that Rachel is a fantastic photographer. Sometimes she takes pictures of the right people, tags them, and gets cool points by default. I pull up Rachel’s “Top 10 List” that somehow SnapGram computes from likes and shares and how long people stay on your page. Her number one post: Maddy and Jacob, Indian Steele Park at Sunset. Okay, it is a hot picture. And they are just so damn photogenic. Life is not fair. I scroll down the rest of the list. There’s a great silhouette picture of a boy playing soccer in the setting sun—Luke! There’s the photo that won her $100 in that New Talent competition last year. All great pictures. Artistic pictures. I am nowhere on her Top 10.

      I scroll down Rachel’s page trying to find the last picture she took of me solo. It’s my favorite one: My authentic chef hat next to my thirteenth birthday present, a set of professional kitchen knives. This picture has never gotten a lot of love. I don’t know why. I’ll have to see if Rachel will print out a professional copy for me to frame and give to Daddy for Christmas. God knows the man doesn’t have any other hobbies. He’d live in the restaurant if Grandmere would let him. Plus, the picture would be better than the gift card I usually get him.

      I go back to my new SnapGram page and look at my rapidly growing list of subscribers. I’ve gained four more since last night.

      “Sky, I’m hungry,” Lina says, coming into the kitchen, still in her Hello Kitty pajamas. Bedhead Ryan is hot on her heels. “I want oatmeal.”

      “Kudasai.” I use this week’s vocabulary word for please.

      “Kudasai.” Lina steals my chair as soon as I get up to get the oatmeal packets.

      “Brown sugar and cinnamon or apple flavor? Hey, don’t touch.” I swoop in and snatch my phone from Ryan’s grubby hands.

      The Littles continue to pick at each other, so they both get apple flavor. My phone vibrates as I place the bowls in the microwave.

      It’s a text from Rachel. Auntie Gi <3ed rim idea. Asked me to do a test run this afternoon. 40 “Elsa” cups moved in 2 hrs w $1 mark up.

      Before I can text her back, Ryan pushes Lina out of her chair—my chair!—onto the floor. She howls.

      “Hey, knock it off, you two.” I grab the oatmeal out of the microwave as soon as it dings and deliver it to my hangry customers.

      I grab my phone and type, I want to see!

      My phone pings immediately. See SnapGram post. Thx for idea!

      Any time!

      “I don’t want apples,” Ryan whines.

      “Sky, it’s too hot.” Lina’s whine is even more dramatic.

      I want to see Rachel’s picture!

      “Here, put some marshmallows on it.” I grab our special bag of American marshmallows and pull a handful out. I sprinkle them on Lina’s oatmeal. I wipe my hand off and jump over to Rachel’s SnapGram account again. Right at the top is the trademark Snow Shack clear plastic cup filled with shaved ice and topped with blue raspberry syrup. The lip of the cup is rimmed with silver glitter sugar leftover from my Christmas cookies.

      “I don’t want marshmallows,” Lina says as Rachel texts, What do you think?

      I swap The Littles’ bowls.

      I type This is awesome! underneath Rachel’s SnapGram picture.

      “But now my oatmeal is ugly,” Lina says. “I want chocolate chips.”

      I grab a handful and sprinkle them on Lina’s oatmeal.

      How can I make this even better, Chef Doucet? Rachel texts me.

      “I want chocolate chips, too,” Ryan says.

      Maybe Pop Rocks instead of—I don’t get to finish my text because The Hunger Games have begun.

      “But then he’ll have two things,” Lina says. “I want two things, too.”

      “Oh for the love of peanut butter.” I grab the package of chocolate chips and pull out another handful. Half of the chips miss Lina’s bowl, but it stops the complaining for two seconds. Meanwhile, Rachel’s picture is getting some serious attention. The beginning of my note has somehow gotten lost, so I retype Maybe try Pop Rocks instead of the sanding sugar.

      What do you think about Pop Rocks? Would they stick? Rachel texts me.

      Yeah. Like I said, I text back.

      Did I miss a text?

      I look down. Crap! I thought I was texting Rachel, but instead, I was commenting on her post as All-American Gyaru. Crap, crap, craaaaaaap.

      Wait. Are YOU All-American Gyaru?

      I am so busted. Surprise! ::shrug::

      Oh.

      Oh, what?

      Not sure why you felt you needed to keep it a secret.

      I just wanted something that was you know…mine.

      Okay.

      Don’t tell anybody it’s me, okay?

      Why?

      It’s an experiment.

      Wait. Is that Cute Butt with a Cellphone’s hand next to yours?

      Yes.

      O.O //Hmmm. Will have to look over pix & discuss more later. Line is backing up.

      I keep waiting for Rachel to text me back, but she’s on radio silence all day. Part of me feels guilty about keeping this from my BFF. Part of me doesn’t.
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      “I made my mom obentō last night after class.” I pull out my phone before Japanese class that night to show Ikeda-sensei.

      “Very nice, Dusetto-san.” Ikeda-sensei nods her head. “It is an enjoyable way to express your creativity, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. I’m going to try some more designs after I go grocery shopping tomorrow. I got some cool stuff at Lawson’s yesterday, but I want to see what else is out there.”

      “Then I should teach you some more shopping words tonight after class.” Ikeda-sensei opens her hand toward my desk, which David is already sitting at. “But we should begin now.”

      I try to pay attention, but visions of sugar snap peas dance through my head. Ikeda-sensei calls on me, which I wouldn’t have known if David hadn’t elbowed me.

      “Ummm,” I say.

      “What do you do on weekends?” David whispers. He points at the vocabulary box in the textbook.

      I completely massacre the pronunciations of an exciting list that includes: laundry, cleaning, shopping for food, and watching TV. David yawns when I’m done. My face burns.

      “Mina-san,” Ikeda-sensei says, closing her book. “I have a challenge for you this weekend. I was going to assign pages twenty-five through thirty for homework.”

      David groans.

      “Instead, I would like for each of you to try something new this weekend and then tell us about it on Monday. Do something exciting and new. Go to the movies. Play pachinko. Go to a dance club. Take a shinkansen trip somewhere. I know you don’t have a large vocabulary, but bring your dictionaries along and talk to everybody and anybody. Introduce yourself to the cab driver or the person next to you at the coffee shop. Order a meal at a restaurant. Ask how much a book costs. Do something you’ve never done before and report back on Monday. Or you can do pages twenty-five through thirty in the workbook.”

      “There’s a cool club down the street from my apartment, but I’ve been too chicken to go to solo,” Makenzie says. “Anybody want to go?”

      “I do!” Hallelujah says.

      “Dancing isn’t my thing, but I’d go to avoid doing homework,” David says.

      “Sorry, high school kids, the drinking age here is 20.” Makenzie bursts my bubble.

      “Yeah, but nobody carries IDs.” The corners of Terrance’s deep brown eyes crinkle up with his mischievous grin. “Put on some extra makeup, Skyler. You could pass for twenty.”

      The possibility bubbles up in my mind.

      “That would not be advisable.” Ikeda-sensei’s steely glare burns into me.

      “Ikeda-sensei, how do you say, ‘Can I buy you a drink?’” Makenzie proceeds to plan the college kids’ evening out on Saturday with military precision.

      I deflate into my floor cushion. I guess I could do something with my family. Lame.

      I step out the door one minute after ten sandwiched between Terrance and David. I give Emi a friendly wave as we pass each other in the packed hallway. Once we hit the sidewalk, David keeps going but Terrance turns back around.

      “C’mon, Skyler. Come to the club with us Saturday night. It’s only about two blocks from here.” Terrance rips a piece of paper out of his notebook. He rights down his digits. “Text me, and I’ll meet you here.”

      Wait. Did he just ask me out?

      “Yeah, I don’t know,” I say.

      “Let me be clear, jailbait, as friends. Believe me. My twin sisters are seventeen, so, ew. No. Just friends.” Terrance hands me the piece of paper. “C’mon. Live a little. Have an adventure.”

      I mumble a non-answer and take the paper from him. I head toward the chikatetsu station solo, contemplating this strange turn of events. Anime geek still isn’t my favorite flavor of boy, but the proposition is intriguing. How am I going to sell this to Godzilla-might-eat-you-phobic Mom? As I look at Terrance’s paper again, a blob of black appears in my peripheral vision.

      “Your parents are never going to let you go to a club.” David slides up behind me in the ticket machine line. “You should come hang with me Saturday night instead. We could go to the movies or something.”

      Actually, that’s about as likely as me being allowed to go to a club with Terrance, but I play along anyway.

      “Or, I could tell my parents I was going to the movies with you, and then go to the club with Terrance.”

      “Great. Enjoy your evening of weebieness then.”

      “I will, thanks,” I say as David walks away.

      After I buy my ticket, I head toward my subway platform. It’s extra crowded tonight, but it only takes a minute to find David. I step up close to David. He plays with his phone pretending like he doesn’t notice me. Yeah, right. I don’t exactly blend in. I bump David’s shoulder to make him look at me.

      “I’m jerking your chain, David. I’m not going clubbing. I need a polite way to tell Terrance that though. He’s a nice guy, but…”

      “But what? He’s not your type? Being Black doesn’t work for you?”

      “What? No, it’s not that.”

      “Then what is your type?” David says as our subway train whooshes into the station.

      How to describe Luke? Hmmmm? “You know, the boy-next-door type.”

      “You mean white.”

      “No, I mean Abercrombie & Fitch California surfer type.”

      “You mean white.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      There are no seats open on the subway train, so I crowd in next to David and grab the ring by my head. I hope my deodorant is working. More people crowd on. We are about to invade each other’s personal space. David rotates around to face me.

      “I’m from California and I occasionally surf. But I’d rather be punched in the family jewels than wear anything with Abercrombie & Fitch on it. Does that mean I count?”

      I look at David. No, he isn’t like Luke. Or any of my previous crushes, in fact. He isn’t blond. He doesn’t look likely to be voted Homecoming King at his school. A warmth spreads in my chest as I look at David the Person, not David the Hapa Guy for the first time.

      “Yeah. You count.”

      “Cool.”

      There must be some big event going on tonight in Nagoya because even more people crowd onto the train at the next stop. I slide my backpack off and put it between my feet. The crowd keeps pushing back. I step in closer to David. And closer. And closer. I rotate sideways to keep from being pressed chest-to-chest up against David.

      “Um, hi,” I say when we pull into the next station and the knot of humans smooshes me into David. His worn black T-shirt feels soft against my exposed arm, and the scent of piney-sweet-boy wafts my way. I notice that his eyes are more of a caramel or chestnut brown than the deep brown color Tom has.

      “Back atcha,” David says, pressing into me when we pull out of the station a minute later.

      “Yeah, I’m still trying to get used to the whole lack of personal space thing.”

      “This is nothing. In Tokyo, they have guys whose whole job is pushing more and more people into trains. Awkward.”

      Finally, it’s my stop. I release the death grip I’ve had on the ring above my head and shake some blood flow back into my hand. The door whooshes open, and I inch forward with the crowd. David grabs my wrist, and I look back over my shoulder.

      “Seven p.m. at Daiei. I promise we’ll have an adventure.” David gives me the full California Surfer Boy smile, and this time it works. “Ja, mata ashita, ne.”

      “Yeah. Mata ashita.” I follow the conga line of dragonflies off the train.
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      Could this day possibly go by any slower? Prepping for my it’s-not-a-date-it’s-a-homework-assignment is exhausting. I’ve already showered, exfoliated, shaved, tweezed, cleaned my pores, moisturized, brushed, flossed, and given myself a mani/pedi. While the designs dry on my toenails, I boot up my computer. I log onto SnapGram. Along with the thirty-seven new hearts, I have five new subscribers. One of them is PhotogAZRach. I knew this was coming. In fact, I’m surprised that it took her this long. I make sure I switch back over to my Sky Doucet account though before I go heart all her new posts and comment on them.

      Rachel’s newest post—Like a Kid in a Candy Store. Literally. Phoenix, AZ—has moved up to the number ten slot in her Top 10 List.

      I write under her montage of ginormous bins of gumballs, Red Hots, gummy bears, and Blue Razz Pop Rocks: Nooooommmm. Is this the store we went to with Mariana to buy the candy for her quinceanera?

      My post is right underneath Luke’s, which is just an emoticon of a cat stuffing its face. I click on Luke’s name. Mr. All-American Boy appears. His last three posts have been of the different pools at Splash Zone. Snoozer. For someone who was promoted to editor of the Newspaper Club, his story-telling skills are weak. I click back to my Sky Doucet page and scroll down my page. Shoot. My story-telling skills are weak. I vow never to take another duckface selfie again unless I’m doing it in an ironic place or with a celebrity.

      I don’t have any exciting pictures for today. Yet. I could post something as Sky. I look over my Japan pictures for one that I could cross post. Before I can pick one though, Mom busts into my room. I close my laptop as Mom flops down on my futon, crushing the four outfits I tried on before dinner.

      “You must really like this guy,” Mom says.

      “Who? Luke?”

      “No. Which one is it: David or Terrance?”

      Damn, my mom has a good memory. I hadn’t spent any more time on David than Terrance or Hallelujah or Makenzie when Mom grilled me about my first night of class.

      I deflect. “I told you last night. It’s a homework assignment.”

      “Mmm hmm. Would you really put this much energy into a homework assignment if all your classmates were female?”

      “Yes.” No.

      Mom flips over on my futon and pushes up on her elbows like Rachel does when she’s digging for dirt. “And you’re sure this sudden change doesn’t have anything to do with a certain biracial Japanese-American boy?”

      My face obviously answers the question.

      “I ran into Ikeda-sensei today at the Sugiyama Bakery,” Mom says.

      Merde.

      “She did mention one interesting thing.” Mom picks at her chipped nail polish. “That your classmates are going to a club tonight.”

      My Chapstick falls out of my hand, hits my half-sized buckwheat pillow with a zhush, and pings off into the nether regions of my micro-closet.

      “David and I aren’t old enough to go, so I told him I’d meet him at Daiei instead,” I blurt out. “We’re going to go to the movies or something.”

      “Sky, if you wanted to go out with David tonight, why didn’t you say so?”

      I stammer nonsense syllables for a few seconds before I finally say, “You’d let me?”

      “Sure. What’s the point of being in Japan if you aren’t trying new things?” Mom sits up cross-legged on my futon like Rachel does after she’s outed a big secret from me. “And, unlike your father, Tom and I are willing to let you date before you are in college.”

      Granted this has been a non-issue before, but I’m excited that Mom is willing to ax this archaic rule Daddy made, especially as he isn’t here to enforce it anyway.

      “A couple of ground rules first,” Mom says.

      I groan. Mom ticks off her list:

      “Number 1: No drinking. Number 2: No pachinko parlors—you are underage for both, despite the amount of makeup you have on. Tone down the eye shadow. You look like an Easter egg exploded on your face.”

      “Mom!”

      “Number 3: You must have your phone on and on your person at all times. I will be texting you randomly all evening. You will respond to my texts in a timely fashion.”

      I mime texting on my phone. “No sign of Godzilla. Be home in…aaaaaahhhhhhhh. Chomp chomp chomp.”

      “You are so not funny.”

      I laugh anyway.

      “Number 4: Curfew rules still apply,” Mom says.

      “Is that it?”

      Mom nods and her face softens. “Yes. I’m proud of you, Sky, for getting out of your comfort zone and trying something new.”

      “But he’s a…boy.”

      “I know. Have a good time. Be careful. Japan is safer than America, but still.”

      Tom pokes his head around the corner, after obviously eavesdropping for the last five minutes. “Number 5: No pink hotels.”

      “What’s a pink hotel?” I turn to Mom.

      Tom answers. “It’s a place where adults go when they want to be…intimate.”

      My face feels like somebody is holding a blowtorch to it.

      “If it looks like a Disneyland hotel, don’t go in,” Tom says, ignoring my mortification. “Including the Christmas-themed one two blocks from Daiei. If you see Santa sitting outside, keep walking.”

      And I know which hotel he is referring to because David and I passed it on our way to Lawson’s the first time. No wonder the rates advertised are so cheap. Wait, how does Tom know about…oh! Not even going to go there.

      “Wow, now that we’re all feeling fifty shades of awkward, can I finish getting ready?” I say.

      Mom groans and heaves herself off my futon. She picks up the two shirts that she crushed and holds them up to me. “The blue one makes your eyes pop.”

      “Okay, people, a little privacy in the closet, please.” I shoo them out the door.

      I hear Tom say very clearly from the other side of my closed sliding door, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      Honestly, I’m not sure either.
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      I race-walk from the chikatetsu station down to the food court in Daiei, our chosen meeting spot. The blast of air conditioning is heavenly. I duck behind a potted plant to check my hair and makeup. I don’t know why I bothered flat-ironing my hair because the humidity has already poofed it back up to its pre-bath shape. I smooth it down with my hands. It springs back up. I give up. Meanwhile, all my makeup has headed south. I fix my eyeliner to look a little less raccoonish. There is one last thing I have to do before my it’s-not-a-date-it’s-a-homework-assignment with David. The thing I’ve successfully put off doing all week. I pull out my phone and text Terrance.

      Parents ran into Ikeda & she outed dance plan. Can’t go. Sorry. ~Sky

      I walk around the food court. No David.

      Terrance texts me back. Let’s go sing karaoke instead.

      I do a second lap around the food court, trying not to look awkward. Yeah, that’s not going so well. I sit down at a table and dump out the contents of my purse. I pour all the coins from my change purse into my hand and then reorganize them in my new, divided change purse by denominations. All the tables around me are filled with high school kids. Some of them are still in uniform, but some are wearing street clothes. Some of them are wearing costumes almost. I slyly pull out my phone and snap a picture of a group of college-aged girls wearing poofy, doll-like outfits in a range of sherbet colors after they pass by my table. I have no idea how they walk in those platform shoes. I snap a picture of them, too. Daiei has open WiFi, so I post both of them to SnapGram.

      Terrance texts me again. What if we meet at the Comic Café for coffee and manga?

      I couldn’t care less about manga, but at least I would have something to report back to Ikeda-sensei on Monday. And, okay, to kind of brag about to Rachel. David is now fifteen minutes late.

      Sounds good. Need directions from school. See you at 8!

      I follow Terrance’s texted directions down the street, the opposite way from Japanese school towards Lawson’s. I have plenty of time. Maybe I’ll pop in to see what other treasures I can find at the konbini tonight. As I pass the Sugiyama Bakery, the chocolate croissants and mini pastries sing their siren’s call through the glass. I stop for a quick drool. I whip out my phone and take a picture of all the tiny green-tea-colored pastries. I’ll post it to SnapGram as soon as I can jack somebody’s WiFi. I’ll email them to Miz Chantel later too for inspiration. A bell on the door tinkles as a young, professional woman in four-inch heels leaves the bakery with a box of goodies in her hand. A sweet, buttery smell wafts out behind her. I take one more deep breath. I wonder if that green, mini Bundt cake with a perfect strawberry on top would get ruined in my purse? Or I could eat it on my way to meet Terrance even though Ikeda-sensei said it was rude to eat and walk at the same time unless you were at a street fair. I gaze longingly one last time. I’ll definitely be back. Probably tomorrow. With Mom so she can buy it for me. I start back down the street when I hear the bells tinkle again.

      “Hey! American Girl! Wait up.”

      I look over my shoulder to see David in yet another version of a black T-shirt and dark jeans bursting out the door of the Sugiyama Bakery.

      “Sorry, lost track of time.” David steps up next to me. “Come join us.”

      “Us?”

      “Me and Emi.”

      “Ikeda-sensei’s daughter?” I say, and David nods. So now I know why he stood me up. “Um, yeah. Change of plans. I’m meeting a friend at the Comic Café at eight instead.”

      David snorts. “Boy, Terrance has got some serious game.”

      “It’s not a date. It’s a homework assignment.”

      “You keep telling yourself that.”

      “I don’t want to be late. See you Monday.” I can’t quite let it go, so I add, “Have fun on your date with Emi.”

      David laughs. “Hiro would kick my ass if I made a move on Emi. Nah, I’m just keeping her company until Hiro is done with baseball practice. C’mon. You should join us.”

      David opens the door to the Sugiyama Bakery and waves some of the sugary-buttery smell my way. “C’mon, Dusetto-san, don’t you want to try melon pan? You can’t come to Japan and not eat melon pan.”

      I continue to stand on the sidewalk. David gives me his best sigh-inducing smile. It doesn’t work on me. Much.

      “I can only stay a few minutes,” I say.

      “It’ll be worth it. I promise.” David leads me over to the table. “Hey, look who I found.”

      “Sukaira-chan!” Emi squeals. She takes her navy duffle bag—decorated with ten pounds of stuffed animal charms—off a chair and tucks it between her feet. “Come, sit.”

      The tiny table is already crowded, but I squeeze into the chair next to Emi anyway. Emi pulls a plate of half-eaten mini quiche and glass of iced coffee in front of her as David walks toward the bakery counter.

      “What’s with the uniform? It’s Saturday night.” I point at Emi’s school-issued, boxy T-shirt and her navy, polyester blend, athletic pants. “Please tell me Japanese kids don’t go to school on Saturdays, too. Aren’t regular school and juku enough?”

      Emi’s face remains blank.

      “Your uniform.” I point at her shirt. “It’s different today.”

      “Oh! Yes, I go to softball on Saturday and Sunday. Also after school.”

      “Really? So school, then softball, then juku? When do you do homework?” I say.

      “After juku.”

      “When do you sleep?”

      Emi shrugs.

      “Wow. That is harsh,” I say.

      “What do you do after school?” Emi says.

      “Sometimes I stay after school for Culinary Club. Usually, I go home, take a nap, do some baking, hang out with friends, do homework. You know, the usual.”

      Emi sighs and props her head up with her hands on her cheeks. “You have nice life, Sukaira-chan. I want to be an American girl, too.”

      “One melon pan and some kōhī.” David leans over my shoulder and places a yellowy-green, scone-like dome in front of me along with a cup of coffee. “Enjoy.”

      “How much do I owe you?” I say.

      “My treat. Also, trying to bribe you to change your mind back to the original plan.”

      “You could still hang out with us.”

      David scoffs before sitting down next to me and fanning out five little paper tubes of sugar like a magician with magic cards.

      I carefully pull out the middle one.

      “The Queen of Hearts,” David says in mock-magician mode. “Am I right?”

      “You are very weird,” I say.

      David pretends to be wounded. He dumps the remaining four tubes of sugar into his coffee.

      “Weird and wired. Would you like some kōhī with your satō, Takamatsu-san?” I say. Is it totally lame that I’m excited to be able to use two of this week’s vocabulary words?

      “What? It’s the only way I can drink kōhī, Dusetto-san.” David puts his forearm on the table next to mine.

      An espresso-fueled jolt surges through my body before the caffeine even hits my bloodstream. I will my arm to stay put. David picks up his hyper-sugarnated coffee with his left hand even though I know he is right-handed. His right arm stays next to my left, silently challenging me. I can feel the energy buzzing between the millimeters of space between us. David talks to Emi, something about baseball, but I can’t follow the conversation. And it’s even in English.

      Not. Going. To. Flinch. First.

      My breath escapes louder than I intend it to when David finally pulls his arm off the table.

      “You gonna eat the melon pan before your date with Terrance?” David says.

      “You have date?” Emi perks up.

      “It’s not a date. It’s a homework assignment,” I say. “Terrance is going to teach me about manga.”

      David lets out a derisive snort.

      “Ooooh, I love manga. Please wait.” Emi ducks under the table and digs through her duffle bag until she comes up with a paperback book the size of a small iPad but several inches deep. She thunks it on the table between us. “You want to read? It has many manga. Little story each time. Maybe there is one you like. Sorry, David-kun, it is shōjo manga. You would not like. Many romance story. Girl story.”

      I reluctantly take the book. “I can’t read Japanese though. In fact, I barely know the first two lines of hiragana.”

      “It’s okay. You can look. Some manga are translated into English on the internet. Maybe you can find one you like.”

      “Um. Sure. Thanks. Dōmo.” I only take the book so that Emi won’t lose face. “I’ll bring it back on Monday.”

      Now to get back to important business. The melon pan dome is about the diameter of my hand. They must wash the cross-hatched top with egg whites before sprinkling coarse sugar on top. I take a series of pictures during the dissection of this culinary marvel. When I look up again, David and Emi are staring at me.

      “I’m being obnoxious. Sorry.” I put the phone on top of the manga in my lap. SnapGram can wait until later for my full assessment.

      “So, do you like it or not?” David says. “I can’t tell.”

      “It doesn’t taste much like melon, but it’s really good,” I say.

      “Melon pan is oishii!” Emi says.

      “Oishii,” I agree.

      David rips a piece off his melon pan and pops it in his mouth. “Told ya.”

      I try not to inhale the rest of the melon pan, but it is so good. The coffee, however, is a different story. Daddy insists that I’ll discover the joy of French pressed coffee in college, but right now…Ack. Since David bought it though, I make myself drink half of it.

      “I should go. I’m going to be late.” I cram Emi’s book into my oversized purse. “Thanks for the manga, Emi-chan.” I throw in the –chan ending to be friendly. “Have fun on your date.”

      “Oh, no.” Emi waves her hand in front of her nose, brushing away the idea. “Sometimes Hiro-kun comes to Sugiyama Bakery after baseball game on Saturday.”

      “Sometimes? Like every Saturday,” David says. “Because Emi comes here after her softball practices and games on Saturdays. What? I’ve known Hiro since I was five. Our dads work for the same company. We used to hang out every summer. This year he’s suddenly too busy on Saturday night. Every Saturday night.”

      Emi looks mortified. “Please don’t say to my mother.”

      “Himitsu,” David says and then translates for me, “Our little secret. Himitsu.”

      “Himitsu. Oishii himitsu.” Wish I could have a delicious secret, too.

      Emi chuckles. “We say amai himitsu. Sweet secret.”

      “Konban wa,” a deep male voice says from behind me, and Emi flushes.

      I turn around to see a hot guy—my God, they’re multiplying!—in a dirt-streaked baseball uniform. He pulls up a chair and wedges in between Emi and David. He takes off his baseball hat and tucks it into his back pocket. There’s a little splattering of mud on his cheek next to his shortly clipped hair. Yeah, I can see why Emi hangs out here every Saturday night. He talks in Japanese to Emi, who quickly turns from pickled ginger pink to beet red. Then he turns to David, elbows him in the side, and nods in my direction.

      “Skyler, this is Hiro. Hiro, Skyler,” David says.

      Hiro makes a comment that makes Emi chuckle and David elbow him back.

      “Hajimemashite,” I say and go through my whole introduction speech.

      “Damn, Takamatsu. She speaks Japanese better than you do,” Hiro says in perfect English. I guess my face registers shock because Hiro adds, “I lived in Los Angeles for most of elementary school. Ryōhei and I played on the same Little League team.”

      “Now Hiro-kun goes to Nagoya International School. He helps me with my English homework,” Emi says, her face beaming. “There he joins the baseball club.”

      “Speaking of baseball, are you coming tomorrow or what?” Hiro says to David. “Coach says he wants to see what you’ve got.”

      “You play baseball?” I say.

      “Does he? Shoot, our boy Takamatsu here—” Hiro says.

      “We gotta go.” David jumps to his feet. “I’ll text you later.”

      “We? I thought you hated manga,” I say.

      David shrugs, but Hiro says, “There’s obviously a lot you don’t know about Takamatsu.”

      David practically pushes me out the door. I barely get a “bye” out before we’re on the street. I am so late.

      “Change your mind?” I say as David follows me down the street.

      “Just want to make sure you don’t get lost, American Girl.”

      A few minutes later, I burst into the Comic Café with David hot on my heels. Terrance’s face lights up when he sees me, and then dampens when David walks in behind me.

      “Hey, man.” Terrance nods at David.

      David nods back at him, but his body is rigid.

      “I found some manga that a lot of the girls in my Japanese Culture Club in high school used to like,” Terrance says, his thick Texan twang echoing through the small store.

      I follow Terrance to the back of the store. David follows two steps behind me. When we stop in front of a crowded bookshelf, David folds his arms across his chest, his mouth set in a firm line.

      “This one is a little old, but the girls loved Fruits Basket.” Terrance flips down a hand-sized book. “There’s a love triangle between a girl and boys who turn into zodiac animals. They also liked the gender-bending Ouran High School Host Club. Sometimes you see girls at anime cons dressed as Hunny from Ouran. But my favorite, the one that started it all for me…Sailor Moon.”

      “Wow. I’m going to take my Man Card and go over to the guy section now.” David shoves his hands in his pockets and walks to the other corner of the small bookstore.

      Terrance bites his lip to keep from laughing.

      I lean into him. “What?”

      “Mr. Man Card is about to find out that he’s in the yaoi section.”

      “Yaoi?”

      “Guy-on-guy manga.”

      Terrance and I lean around the book stack as David pulls a book off the shelf and pretends to read it.

      “Hey, Man Card, I think the sports-related manga section is at the front of the store.” Terrance’s triumphant smile lights up his entire face. “But, hey, I won’t judge your reading taste if yaoi is more your thing. There’s room for everybody on the bookshelf.”

      David flips Terrance off and heads to the front of the store. I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      “Where were we…ah yes, the one that started it all for me.” Terrance reaches above my head. “Sailor Moon. Can’t go wrong with magical girls.”

      “My little sister has a T-shirt with these characters on it.”

      “I have the first two seasons of Sailor Moon on DVD if you want to borrow them.”

      “Errrr.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little weird that the fan base for Sailor Moon is six-year-old girls,” David yells from across the store, “And teenage boys.”

      “I’m a twenty-year-old man, and Sailor Moon helped pave the way for anime to be accepted as a legitimate art form in America.” Terrance hands me volumes two and three. “Sailor Moon opened the door for Pokemon, which led to Naruto, Bleach, and Durarara.”

      “Yeah, and created a whole generation of white kids who desperately want to be Japanese,” David says, coming up behind me.

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been a white kid.” The muscles in Terrance’s neck tense as he stares down at David, who is about four inches shorter than he is. “Then again, these desperate white kids were the ones who grew up to be Hollywood animators who now almost exclusively use the Japanese style of drawing. Thundercats, Justice League, Teen Titans. All rebooted and done in anime style. So why don’t you and your Man Card go step outside and leave us to our cultural understanding lesson? Just because Skyler’s white doesn’t mean she’s desperate to be Japanese. Maybe she’s just open-minded.”

      David steps back like Terrance has punched him in the face. “Dude, I’m not trying to start a fight with you in the middle of a bookstore. I’m tired of all the freakin’ weeaboos at my school wearing lame anime T-shirts, ending all their sentences with desu, squealing “kawaii!” at the stupidest things, asking me about ‘my country,’ and generally pretending to be someone they’re not. It pisses me off.”

      “Wait, aren’t you half white and trying to become more Japanese this summer? You want to borrow something from my manga collection? Maybe it will help you out with your glaringly obvious identity crisis. Like I said, there’s room on the manga bookshelf for all types.”

      I glance around the bookstore to see that now everybody is staring at us. Three loud foreigners causing a scene. Could we be any more stereotypical? My face burns.

      “Yeah, I’m gonna go before we get kicked out of the store.” I hand the books back to Terrance. “And I’m not a weeaboo. I didn’t even want to come here this summer.”

      “Sky, wait,” David says as I high-tail it out of the store, all eyes on me.

      “Way to go, jackass.” Terrance’s twangy Texan accent carries across the store.

      I backtrack to the Sugiyama Bakery so I won’t get lost. Emi and Hiro are still inside. Though there are books and papers on the table along with coffee cups and empty plates, it’s pretty obvious what they’re studying, and it isn’t English. Emi smiles her closed-mouth smile and leans in to wipe the splatter of mud off the side of Hiro’s face with her hand towel. Hiro wraps his hand around Emi’s wrist as she pulls her hand away. He only holds on for a second or two, but the energy coming off Emi could light up the entire block. I turn away. So much for my training-wheel date. At least I got a couple of cool pictures out of the deal.

      My phone buzzes, and Terrance’s name comes up. I don’t open his text. Or the next one. Or the next four. I dip down into the Daiei next to school and hide in the magazine section of the bookstore for a little while, squeeing at all the examples of cute lunches in yet another obentō magazine. Thanks to all the new obentō-making tools I bought at the hundred yen store yesterday, I could totally make these.

      White kids desperate to be Japanese. Weeaboo. David’s voice echoes in my head.

      I don’t know why guys do this to each other. It’s like how Tyler Blaines picks at Luke about being a Mormon. Purposely dropping f-bombs around him though Luke asked him not to. Making fun of his “magic underwear.” Stuff that doesn’t have anything to do with anything. It’s pure meanness. I hate it.

      I put the magazine down. I don’t want to be Japanese. I don’t want to be tall, skinny, flat-chested, and big-nosed either. Life is so unfair. I pick up the fashion magazine someone has left in the wrong section and flip through it. There’s an article showing a beautiful young woman in a plain bathing suit. The model has a tragic expression. You don’t even have to be able to read Japanese to know that they are tearing her apart. I flip the page. It details how you can shrink your muscles, boost your breasts, and use tape to create folds in your eyelids. I flip through the magazine looking at all the ads. American brands. American celebrities. All the foreign models are white. What do they call Japanese kids desperate to be white Americans? Youaboo?

      The black coffee in my stomach burns. I put the fashion magazine down and buy the obentō one instead. I’m not a weeaboo. I am appreciating Japanese food and cooking. My phone buzzes again. This time it’s Mom.

      Don’t worry so much Mom. I’m fine. Wait. What’s that? Ahhhhhhhhh. ::chomp chomp chomp:: J/K

      Not funny. You’re grounded.

      Wait. Whuuut?

      J/K

      On my way home now.

      I ride home in a funk, wondering how to translate “The night epically sucked” into Japanese for Monday’s homework assignment. As I pass the bank of drink machines near my apartment, a dark figure steps out. I yelp and sling my giant purse off my shoulder, ready to use it as a weapon, especially as it still has Emi’s large manga in it.

      “Sky, sorry.” David steps farther out on the sidewalk into the street light and puts his hands up in front of him. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I stand in the middle of the sidewalk, still in a defensive stance. “Why are you here?”

      “I didn’t want you to be pissed at me about, you know, back there.”

      I continue to stand and stare.

      David clears his throat. “I’m sorry.”

      “For….”

      “Being a jerk. Terrance is a weeaboo though, despite what he says.”

      “Still doesn’t sound like an apology.”

      “I’m sorry for implying that you are a weeaboo like the annoying people at my school. You aren’t. Terrance is right. You’re different.”

      I don’t want to be different. I’m tired of being different here. David opens up a small plastic bag and hands me Sailor Moon Volume 1.

      I accept the manga. “From you? Or Terrance?”

      David pretends like I’ve stabbed him in the chest. “I’m hurt. It’s from me, American Girl.”

      “Dōmo.”

      “Dō itashimashite,” David says. You’re welcome. “So, think we can have a redo next Saturday?”

      “Next Saturday night?” I repeat, in case my ears were playing tricks on me.

      David steps closer to me and puts his hand on my forearm. The dragonflies alight.

      “Yeah. You. Me. Melon pan. Deal?” David says.

      I’m not pausing for dramatic tension. It’s for courage. The dragonflies urge me on, chanting, Amai himitsu! Sweet secret!

      “It’s a date,” I say, “if you’re on time.”

      “I promise.” David squeezes my arm. He backs away into the shadows and down the street.

      “Oyasuminasai,” I call after him. Good night.

      “Oyasuminasai, Sukaira-chan,” David’s voice echoes through the dark.

      His voice and touch stay with me as I go up the walkway to my apartment. As I climb the metal stairs, I kick my training wheels off.

      Mom and Tom are waiting for me when I walk through the door. That’s never a good sign. I don’t even get a “Hi, honey. How was your date?” before Tom starts in on me.

      “I talked to your father,” Tom says, the groove between his eyebrows deepening. “He says that you are begging him to come home.”

      You. Me. Melon pan.

      “I wouldn’t exactly call it begging,” I say. “I was homesick the other day.”

      You. Me. Melon pan.

      “But I’m fine now. I want to stay in Japan. It’s only for the summer.”

      You. Me. Melon pan.

      The dragonflies are tying themselves up in yogic knots. This could be great, or it could be a disaster. If nothing else, it would be something. Dare I say, it would be an adventure. An adventure without training wheels.

      “That’s your final decision?” Tom says. “There’s no going back. Are you totally in or totally out this summer?”

      You. Me. Melon pan.

      “Totally in,” I say.

      Mom throws her arms around me and smothers me with kisses. “I knew you would come to your senses. This is going to be the best summer ever. I know it.”

      If we could fast-forward to next Saturday, I might know for sure.
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      I snuggle down in my futon Sunday morning—okay, afternoon—savoring my amai himitsu. I tuck my hands underneath my runty pillow, and something now familiar hits my hand. It deserves a picture for sure now.

      My introduction to manga in Nagoya, Japan. Sailor Moon Vol. 1. I hashtag it with Sailor Moon, magical girls, anime, and manga and post it to SnapGram.

      It’s not the greatest picture artistically. I can hear Rachel in my head criticizing the shadow caused by my hand. It’s not for her though. It’s for me. Yes, I enjoyed the entire manga more than I thought I would. But what the picture is, is a reminder of amai himitsu and the promise of hopefully even more of them.

      I have twenty-seven new subscribers since last night. Apparently, I have someone named LoliDaaniaMI to thank for that. She took my two best pictures of the girls in the sherbert-colored, foofy dresses and their break-my-ankle-for-sure platform shoes and created a FanSmash of them. She even cropped them for me and adjusted the color. I click on her personal page, convinced that it is Rachel in disguise. Nope. This girl has over 10,000 subscribers. I scroll down. There are pages and pages and pages of girls of all colors and sizes in sherbert-colored, foofy dresses drinking tea from bone china teacups, playing with bunnies, riding trains, and looking super cute at everyday tasks. I go back to the FanSmash shot. She’s added words to my list of usual hashtags: Japanese Fashion, Japanese street fashion, rocking horse shoes, and kawaii.

      I wince, hearing David’s mocking voice of kawaii in my head. But this girl looks to be of Middle Eastern descent, is from Michigan, is in her late 20s, and is a damn good Photoshopper. And I would kill for her collection of macaron-themed accessories. David might still classify her as a weeaboo, but I think she’s pretty cool. I become her 10,031st subscriber.

      I spend another thirty minutes looking at her page before my stomach roars. The note on the kitchen table explains why the apartment has been unusually quiet.

      
        Sky, tried to wake you up three times. Leaving for the movies without you. Be back home in a few hours. Need to stop at store and get toilet paper, detergent, etc. Text if you need me. ~Mom

        

      I swear I don’t remember Mom coming in once, much less three times, but whatever. I bring my laptop into the kitchen to keep me company as I make and consume a mound of chocolate chip pancakes. LoliDaaniaMI’s SnapGram page has tons of cross posts about macarons and Japanese sweets and tea parties. I follow eight more people based solely on their excellent foodie posts.

      I’m about to explode and fall into a carb coma when I get an alert sparkle. Rachel has a new post up. It’s an artistic picture of Pop Rock “Elsa” cups next to a wad of cash. She’s titled the picture: Making bank (and a bonus from the boss) for my innovation.

      The pancakes turn to a brick in my stomach. It was my idea. Adding salt to my wound are all the comments underneath praising Rachel’s genius. She doesn’t acknowledge my contribution AT ALL. Love how she thanked everybody and included her plans to go clothes shopping with her new “partner-in-crime” Tia from the Snow Shack tomorrow with the bonus.

      Let’s call it what it is. I’m jealous. Of my best friend. Part of me wants to call her out on it. Publically. Part of me knows that if anyone deserves a bonus and a new wardrobe, it’s Rachel. But it was my idea. A simple “Thanks to my BFF Skyler for helping me come up with this awesome idea” would suffice. I close up my laptop and decide to look at Emi’s manga instead. One picture is not worth losing your best friend over.

      
        
          [image: section break]
        

      

      Somehow the day gets away from me. It’s almost dark by the time my family returns home. I know because I can hear The Littles whining about dinner two seconds after the door opens. Mom shoos them into the living room so she can answer her cellphone.

      Out of all the stories in Emi’s manga, I like Tanabata Wish the best. I close down my browser after bookmarking the unofficial translation page of this obviously popular manga and anime. I may have to go get my own copy of this story. Maybe Terrance can help me.

      I pop out of my hidey-hole to see what Mom is cooking for dinner. I pull up short in the living room.

      “Too bad, Robert.” Mom’s voice travels easily from the kitchen through the closed wood-and-glass door into the living room. “No. No. NO! It was her decision, Robert. No, I don’t want to talk to your mother. Yes, I’m sure Lucille has all kinds of opinions on the subject. Look, I’m not going to discuss this with you anymore. If you want to revisit the custody arrangement, then contact my lawyer. Good-bye, Robert.”

      “Son of a…,” Tom says. Mom hushes him, but he doesn’t stop talking. “Why does he insist on fighting us every step? He hasn’t been a real dad to Sky for the last twelve years, why does he suddenly want to start being one right before senior year? He wouldn’t know what to do with Sky under his feet twenty-four/seven.”

      “If Robert thinks he’s going to take Skyler away from me this summer—”

      “Whoa now, Mama Bear. Skyler’s not going anywhere. Robert’s probably having a mid-life crisis and suddenly realized that he’s got basically one year left in Sky’s life to call the shots. Once she’s an adult, she won’t have to go to New Orleans anymore. I’ll email the lawyer after dinner and give him a heads-up though. Everything will be okay, Karen. All your chicks are still firmly in the nest.”

      I step close to the door. I can see my parents’ embracing shadow on the glass. Grabbing the door, I slide it open roughly to announce myself. Mom steps away from Tom and turns to wipe her eyes.

      “Hey, sweetie.” As usual, Mom wants to keep up the charade that her divorce from Daddy was an amicable one. “I let your dad know that you are doing okay. And that you are staying in Japan for the summer after all.”

      “How’d he take it?” I say, playing along as I always do.

      Tom is not as good of an actor as Mom is. He lets out a derisive snort, and Mom shoots him a look.

      “Fine.” Mom’s voice is hard before she forces it soft again. “Fine. He misses you. So does your grandmother.”

      “Oh,” I say and head over to the pancake mess I left behind before Mom calls me out on it.

      “Tom and I were thinking,” Mom says. “To celebrate your decision to stay in Japan this summer with your family, why don’t you go on an adventure tomorrow with The Littles? See some sights or do some shopping. Eat out. Practice your new language skills. Ikeda-sensei said you are doing a great job in class, by the way.”

      Tom takes his wallet out of his back pocket. He pulls a 5,000-yen, about fifty bucks, out. I let it hang in the air.

      “Skyler,” Mom says in a warning voice.

      I take the guilt offering. “I’ve been wanting to go back to Nagoya Station. Ikeda-sensei said there is a lot of shopping there. I want to get some souvenirs for Rachel, Grandmere…Daddy.”

      The line between Tom’s eyebrows deepens.

      “Okay.” Mom’s voice is tight and high-pitched. “Sounds like a plan. Have a grand adventure. Just be safe. And don’t forget your phone. And our numbers. And don’t forget that 9-1-1 is 1-1-9 here and—”

      “Mom!” I crush the bill in my hand and cram it into my pocket.

      Lina wanders into the kitchen with Ryan on her heels. “I’m hungry.”

      “Nihongo de, Rina-chan,” Tom tells her to use Japanese.

      “Onaka suita,” Lina says while rubbing her stomach. Ryan parrots her.

      “Good job, Lina. We should totally go out for pizza tonight to celebrate.” I pat Lina on the head, officially starting the dominoes.

      “We already had snacks while out today,” Mom says. “I’m going to make us something for dinner.”

      “I want pizza.” Ryan tugs at Tom’s pants leg.

      “Maybe another time,” Mom says.

      “I heard Japanese pizza is really good. Different from American-style pizza,” I say. “We should go on a family adventure and try it out.”

      “Papa, piza tabetai,” Lina says, telling Tom that she wants to eat pizza.

      “See, that totally deserves a gold star. We should reward Lina for her awesome Japanese skills,” I say, knowing that I’m laying it on thick.

      Ryan continues to pull at Tom’s pants leg saying “Pizza pizza pizza.”

      And our trio breaks them.

      “Well…,” Mom says, defeated. She looks at Tom.

      “Okay, let’s go try some Japanese pizza,” Tom says, pulling his pants back up.

      “Wait, let me go grab my phone.” I bounce out of the kitchen. “I want to take some pictures on this adventure.
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      “Money…check! Snacks…check! Toys…check! Hand towel-handkerchief-thingie…check! Nearly useless phrasebook…check!” You’d think we’re going on safari in Kenya, not ten subway stops to the big Takashimaya Department Store in Nagoya Station. “Okay, Littles, ikimashō!”

      “Ichi…ni...san…shi…,” Ryan and I count the stairs going down into the subway station.

      “Um, I don’t know what comes after ten,” I say.

      “Jū ichi…jū ni…jū san,” Ryan continues counting for me until we run out of stairs at twenty-seven.

      We enter the main station and a blast of cool air evaporates the layers of sweat smothering my skin. I miss the dry heat of Phoenix so much. It’s still rush hour, and the place is packed. I’m regretting this idea already.

      “Sumimasen,” a middle-aged man apologizes to me even though I’m the one blocking the subway map sign.

      I shuffle off to the side with Lina two steps behind me. Wait. I look up and my heart hiccups. “Where’s Ryan?”

      I scan the sea of navy business suits. Thank God Ryan insisted on wearing his neon yellow Pikachu T-shirt like he does almost every day. He sticks out like a glow stick. I grab Lina to me like a football and dodge through the mass of people like an NFL quarterback. Meanwhile, Ryan—oblivious to the fact that he’s shaved a few years off my life—explores today’s lunch special made out of plastic display food in front of the restaurant.

      “Don’t take off like that. And stop touching the fake food!” I do an apologetic wave to the cashier who is giving us the hairy eyeball. I artfully arrange the chopsticks and porcelain teacup my brother disturbed before jerking The Littles away. Ten seconds later, I swoop back in and take a quick picture to post later. It’s so realistic looking. I poke it.

      At the subway ticket machine, I pump in 100-yen coins praying that I’ve calculated the fare correctly. The Littles might not need one, but I need a Toica card like David’s, like yesterday. A fresh wave of navy washes through the subway station—all the people who will be squeaking into work.

      I adjust my backpack like it’s my battle armor, grab The Littles by their wrists, and steel myself before we go through the turnstile. “Whatever you do, don’t let go of me.”

      And we’re off!

      We make it through the turnstile and zigzag through a sea of men dressed in navy suits, white shirts, and black briefcases. We dodge around a horde of uniformed high school boys—several of whom have their hair like David’s—and a group of elementary school girls who look like Madeline’s Japanese cousins. I suddenly regret wearing a hot pink T-shirt. Like I need to draw any more attention to myself. I fling The Littles onto the subway car first before shoe-horning myself in. I slide my backpack off, whacking some thirty-something businessman in the process.

      “Sumimasen,” he apologizes to me though I’m the one who clubbed him.

      “Sorry!” I give the guy an apologetic head bow and tuck my backpack between my feet.

      As the subway car pulls out of the station, I grab the ring above my head and pray my deodorant is working. The Littles cling to my legs like barnacles. We ride smoothly for several minutes before lurching into the next station. I tighten my core to keep from leaning so much. I don’t mind being pressed up against David, but I’m not interested in sandwiching with random businessmen. My hand tingles from lack of blood and the death grip I have on the ring above my head. Finally, two seats open up. Rude American or not, I lunge for them and pull Lina into the seat next to me. Ryan stands in front of me pretending to surf. I grab the back of his shorts to keep him from toppling over at the next stop. A pair of kimono-clad old ladies with elaborate, poofy buns enters and sits down next to Lina. They keep cutting their eyes over at us. Finally, one of the grannies leans over and pats the wavy-hair shag on my brother’s head since he wouldn’t let me brush it this morning. The granny says something to her friend. The friend agrees and gently cups her hand underneath one of Lina’s springy pigtails which, thanks to the humidity, has curled up tightly. Looking at my sister through a stranger’s eyes, I realize Lina looks a lot like Boo from Monsters Inc. today. Except she talks. A lot. To anybody. Including herself.

      “Ohayō gozaimasu!” Lina says to the grannies, totally forgetting Mom’s never-ending lectures about not talking to strangers.

      “Lina. Shh,” I say.

      The grannies make delighted, surprised noises.

      “Kawai kochan,” Granny number one says to me. “Amerika kara kitano?”

      “Errrrr.” I hear America, but I don’t understand the rest.

      “Amerikajin desu ka,” she tries again.

      Got it! Sorta. They think the kids are cute and want to know if we are American.

      “Hai. Watashitachi wa Amerikajin desu.” I hope I said, “Yes, we are American.”

      The grannies’ eyes open wide.

      “Nihongo jōzu ne!” the grannies over-compliment my limited Japanese skills.

      I bow my head and try to look humble. At the next stop, the grannies wave at us and say, “Bye bye” as they get off the subway. I make The Littles stop whatever imaginary game they have moved on to and wave back at them. As they get back to their game—loudly and in English—I look at them. For the first time ever, I see my siblings as the grannies did. How the Japanese do. White. That’s not how people see them in America, for sure. I’ve lost count of how many times people have stopped Mom and me in public and asked if Ryan and Lina were adopted from China. So if you aren’t seen as fully American or fully Japanese, how do you know who you really are? I’ll have to ask David. The dragonflies loop around remembering the promise of melon pan and one-on-one time with my favorite hapa boy on Saturday.

      Finally, it’s our stop. We repeat the albino salmon run process in reverse and make it out of the teeming subway station.

      “Takashimaya!” I say, like we’ve discovered Atlantis. My shoulders finally release from my ears. “Aaaand, we’re too early. They don’t open until ten.”

      The Littles detach their barnacle selves from my legs.

      “I wanna look at toys.” Lina’s deer-in-the-headlights eyes shrink back to their normal size.

      “Me, too,” Ryan says.

      “And I want to buy a cool gift for Rachel, but Takashimaya isn’t open yet. Hey, look. There’s a drink machine over there. Who wants a juice box?”

      I thought the purple spheres on the front of the juice boxes were grapes. I was wrong. Really, really wrong.
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      That night, the entire class laughs at my prune-juice-with-a-curry-chaser story.

      “I swear I didn’t do that to my siblings on purpose. Though they are now thoroughly cleaned out.” I am laughing now, but at the time…wow. “Guess I need to spend more time learning katakana characters. And I didn’t know that some of the public toilets in Japan were BYOTP. Anybody want some expensive toilet paper. I have extra in my purse.”

      Ikeda-sensei laughs. “Anybody else have a fun story from this weekend?”

      Makenzie scowls from her throw pillow. She’s freezing Hallelujah out for ditching her Saturday night to go to yet another temple. While Hallelujah enlightens everyone—groan—on her latest temple adventure, Terrance slides a piece of paper across the desk we are sharing tonight because David was late to class. I look down. During my story, he had sketched out a manga-fied caricature of me with a Sailor Moon manga in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. It’s pretty good, actually. Terrance leans over and writes something in Japanese on the corner of the paper. I pick the hiragana symbols apart.

      Go-me-n-na-sa-i. Gomennasai. I’m sorry.

      I look over at Terrance who is giving me an exaggerated, wounded puppy face. He leans over and writes some more. Friends?

      I bump Terrance’s ironic Pikachu T-shirted shoulder and write in hiragana, Hai!

      Terrance pretends to wipe some sweat off his brow as Hallelujah continues to drone on. Without taking his eyes off Ikeda-sensei, Terrance sneakily digs through his backpack. A minute later, he slides a DVD case from his lap onto mine. I look down. It’s Season 1 of Sailor Moon. I smile. Terrance smiles back at me, and this time I see him through a new lens.

      I flip the drawing over and write on the back. Thanks! I’ll return it soon. Question: Do random people talk to you on the subway and ask if you are American?

      Sometimes, Terrance writes back. But they usually ask what part of Africa I’m from.

      Why?

      Because in Japan Black = African. White = American or maybe British or Australian.

      That’s messed up.

      Terrance shrugs. Ikeda-sensei clears her throat. Terrance and I snap to attention.

      “Thank you, Sumisu-san,” Ikeda-sensei says, even though I don’t think Hallelujah was completely done. Ikeda-sensei picks up a decorative bag and places it on top of the paper that Terrance is trying unsuccessfully to cover up with his hand. “I think Dusetto-san deserves the prize for the most entertaining homework adventure. Even if it wasn’t technically still the weekend.”

      Ikeda-sensei reaches into the bag and pulls out a red, papier-mâché sphere and puts it on the desk in front of me. It takes me a few seconds to realize that it has a face.

      “Wow. Thanks for the…erm.” I don’t know what this thing with bushy eyebrows and huge white eyeballs but no pupils is.

      “Daruma,” David says from his solo table.

      “That’s right, Takamatsu-san,” Ikeda-sensei says.

      “It’s supposed to be a good luck talisman,” David says, and everybody looks at him. “What? I am Japanese. Sorta. Daruma are old-fashioned. Nobody buys them now. Just American tourists.” David shoots Terrance an ugly look. “And weeaboos.”

      Ikeda-sensei beams like she’s finally unlocked David’s inner Japaneseness. “Today, daruma are mostly used by politicians, but they used to be very popular in Japan. You fill in one eye when you set your goal. When you reach your goal, you fill in the other. You keep the daruma in an important place to remind you of your goal every time you look at it. Congratulations, Dusetto-san. I hope Daruma-san grants your wish. Let me know when your wish comes true. Now, mina-san, put your books away. It’s time for a pop quiz.”

      I slide the daruma back in the bag and quickly add Terrance’s picture and the DVD when Ikeda-sensei turns her back. I glance over at David. His arms are firmly wrapped across his chest. David doesn’t say one word to me the rest of the night. Not even when he gets on the chikatetsu with me to go home. I slide into the seat next to him anyway.

      “So, how do you know so much about daruma?” I dig in my gift bag and pull out the daruma.

      “I am Japanese.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re as American as I am. In fact, I know I’m more Japanese than you are because I checked your quiz. I got a hundred, and you got an eighty-five.”

      “Okay, maybe.” David stares at my daruma. “Sometimes I wish I was more Japanese. It would make my life easier. At least here in Japan.”

      “How?”

      “Like I’m supposed to know everything because I’m Japanese, yet nobody will tell me anything because I’m ‘not really Japanese.’ I can’t win.”

      I stare at David, unsure of what to say. We sit in silence for a minute or more until I can’t stand the awkwardness.

      “You know, it’s kinda cute in an ugly way.” I hold Daruma-san out to David. “I don’t know what to wish for though.”

      “That you and Terrance will live happily ever after?” David says.

      “What? No. You do realize that you can be platonic friends with people of the opposite sex, right?” I tuck Daruma-san back in his decorative bag to keep him safe. “And stop calling him a weeaboo. I looked it up, and that’s rude. Terrance genuinely wants to understand Japanese culture and language. You might even learn something—or even come to like him—if you’d get over yourself.”

      David snorts. We sit in awkward silence for five more minutes.

      “So, American Girl, if your platonic friend Terrance can have your digits, can I?” David blurts out as the subway pulls into my stop.

      “Maybe. If you get to class early tomorrow.” I stand up and grab my stuff. “I like Terrance, but his Axe or whatever is so strong, it makes my eyes water.”

      I look back over my shoulder when I get to the door. The California smile has returned. And, yes, it does work on me this time. A lot. The dragonflies shoot off fireworks in response. Thank goodness I don’t have much junk in my trunk. The subway door barely misses my butt because I’m too busy staring back at David. I dream of that smile…All. Night. Long.
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      The next morning, I wake up early to the sounds of howling wind and rain pouring down on our tile roof. I sigh and snuggle back down into my futon. For one delicious moment, I’m back home in Phoenix with the A/C going full blast and the scent of Belgian waffles and bacon in the air.

      Lina’s screech punctures my Phoenix fantasy. “Mommy! Ryan peed on the futon!”

      I look at my phone. Five-oh-seven. So not my problem. I turn over and dream of waffles some more.

      “Holy…!” Mom’s voice interrupts the bite of waffle drenched in butter and syrup headed toward my open mouth. “It’s not pee. It’s water. And it’s leaking through the ceiling. SKY! Go get a pan or trash can or something. Now! Tom, help me with this.”

      And my day goes downhill from there.

      “Do not tell Mom.” I pop in the Totoro DVD after lunch because we are already going stir-crazy in this tiny box. “It’s our himitsu.”

      The Littles smile in conspiracy as I sweeten the deal with glasses of grape juice, which they aren’t supposed to have outside of the kitchen. Lina shhs Ryan as I slide back into my room with my makeup box and laptop. Lina’s makeup application technique causes me to do a double-take when I catch my reflection in the hand mirror hanging on my wall. I have so much fine glitter on that I look like Edward Cullen. Unfortunately, Lina’s hairstyling skills aren’t much better. I push one of the six ponytails on my head out of my way so I can tissue the first layer of glitter off my face. I load up today’s photos, which aren’t artistically great, but they definitely tell a story. Thanks to the weather shot off the TV, at least now I know where Nagoya actually is on this island. It’s the one under taifu—typhoon—warning. Not sure exactly what that means. Is it like a Phoenix haboob with rain instead of dust? Mom and Tom still went to work, so surely it isn’t that big of a deal. I set my alarm for thirty minutes. That’s about how much time I have before the rain pots in our apartment need to be emptied again. I took a dozen pictures of the pots at different angles, but end up picking the very first dumb luck shot because of the nice plop and ripple effect on the water in Pot Number One.

      In less than one month, my new SnapGram account has surpassed Rachel’s in both hearts and subscribers. I don’t want to be smug about it, but I can’t help it. It’s nice to be appreciated.

      I pull out some mini Post-it notes and make a series of different eyes for my daruma and photograph them. My favorite picture is from my Sailor Moon manga—tornado swirl eyes. I’m pretty sure that means confusion. Before my pictures have a chance to load, the power goes out, which means our crappy WiFi system goes with it. My lifeline!

      “Noooooooooo!” I say as a frenzied whine erupts in the living room.

      My phone rings, which means it’s an emergency.

      “Sky, we’re stuck in the station,” Mom yells from somewhere crowded. “The storm has flooded the roadways and some of the train tunnels. It looks like we might be here for a long time. Maybe even overnight.”

      “In the station?”

      “Yes, work was canceled and everyone was urged to go home. We can’t get through town right now by train or taxi, and it’s too far to walk. If they can’t get the trains running soon, we may have to look for a hotel.”

      “Noooooo!”

      “Ikeda-sensei called me about noon. Obviously Japanese class has been canceled tonight, too.”

      “Noooooo!”

      “Wish you’d show that much enthusiasm for normal school.”

      It’s not that. Instead, I’m kicking myself over playing hard-to-get with David yesterday. Now I’m just hard to get. If I’d given him my damn phone number, we could have texted this boring day away. I amaze myself with my own stupidity sometimes.

      “Are you kids okay?” Mom brings me back to the current problem.

      “The power is out. The roof sprung a second leak. All we have are a few rice crackers and some protein bars for dinner. And, when it gets dark, The Littles are gonna lose it. Yep, one big party here. Thanks for asking.”

      “You know, honey, things aren’t exactly a party here either.” Mom pulls out her daughter-of-a-drill-sergeant voice. “So, suck it up, Cupcake, and get the job done. I’m almost out of battery. I’ll see you when I can. Love you. Bye.”

      And she hangs up on me.

      I grumble all the way to the kitchen where at least a little gray light is coming through the window. Lina stands in the doorway of the kitchen flipping the light switch back and forth.

      “The power is out,” I say.

      Ryan runs over to join us. “But I wanna watch my movie.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Fix it!”

      “I can’t.”

      “FIX IT!”

      “I said, I can’t.”

      “Skyler, Ryan knocked over his grape juice.”

      “FIX IT!”

      “Skyler, Ryan is stepping in the grape juice.”

      “FIX IT!”

      “Clean it up!” I throw a dishtowel at Lina. It smacks her in the face, and she howls.

      Ryan screams over top of her wails. “FIX IT FIX IT FIX IT!”

      “SHUT UP NOW!” I say.

      As I storm through the living room, I trip over Ryan’s LEGO castle. It shatters like glass. Ryan’s whine turns into a high-pitched screech. I yank the sliding door of my closet-room closed and flop down on my futon. I put in my earbuds and crank up the music. I can almost drown out The Littles’ screaming. Almost. They don’t even leave me alone for one whole song. Lina cracks my door open a minute later.

      I rip my earbuds out. “What?!”

      “Skyler.” Lina wipes her snotty nose on the hem of her Hello Kitty T-shirt. “Somebody is here.”

      “Fabulous.” I stumble back through the dim living room, LEGOs puncturing my bare feet.

      Somebody is pounding a dent in our door. Without taking the safety chain off, I crack the door open. A figure in a black hoodie stands on the landing holding a shredded umbrella, trying unsuccessfully to avoid the waterfall pouring off our roof.

      “David?”

      “Are you okay? I’ve been banging on your door for like five minutes.” David shivers as the wind shoots another blast of rain horizontally, spraying both of us in the face. “Can I come in?”

      Suck it up, Cupcake, and get the job done.

      A puddle is forming around my feet in the genkan. “Yeah.”

      I close the door to take the chain off. When I open the door wider, the wind howls and pushes David into the crowded genkan with me. I have to put my hand on David’s chest to keep him from mowing me down. The wind slams the door closed behind him.

      “Um, hi,” David says.

      “Hi.” I can feel David’s heart pounding under my fingertips. I pull my hand away and step up into the apartment. “C’mon in.”

      “Thanks.” David shakes the water off what’s left of his umbrella and kicks off his Vans.

      The Littles peek around from behind me.

      “Do you have an ax?” Lina says.

      “He’s a friend, Lina,” I say, but The Littles stay attached to my butt. “Remember, we met him in the subway station one time.”

      “A friend with supplies, like….” David puts his backpack on the kitchen table and unzips it. “Flashlights.”

      This is the magic word. Forget candy and kittens. Any potential ax murderer could walk straight into our house if he offered The Littles flashlights. They snatch the flashlights out of David’s hands and sprint into the living room to make shadow animals and spotlights for their “Lina and Ryan Show.”

      “Thank you, David!” I yell after The Littles, who still ignore us. “Rude heifers.”

      David walks to the sink, takes off his black hoodie, and wrings the water out of it. David flicks the wrinkles out of his still-soaked hoodie and hangs it on one of the kitchen chairs to dry. He runs his hands through his drenched hair, slicking it completely down.

      Oh, how I wish I could take a picture of this for SnapGram and call it: Hot boy in my kitchen in a clingy, black tank top. It would probably break the internet.

      David looks around our dim apartment, and I’m embarrassed like this really is my house.

      “Your parents stuck at work because of the typhoon?” David says.

      I nod trying to unstick the hot boy loop in my head. “In the train station somewhere.”

      “Well, then, all the more for us. I hope you like onigiri.” David starts unpacking food from his backpack.

      I lift up the green triangle and read the label. “Tsunameyo. Oh yeah, we love these.”

      “Damn, American Girl, you learned to read katakana overnight?”

      “No, only the characters for tuna mayo. And prune. You learn fast after buying sour plum onigiri by mistake and feeding your siblings prune juice.”

      David pulls out a liter of Mitsuya Cider and sets it next to the row of onigiri. “And I have some melon pan. Not the most nutritious dinner, but it’s all they had left at the konbini. Seriously, the shelves were almost bare.”

      “Melon pan. You are my samurai in shining armor.”

      “I accept hugs as payment for my epicness.” David opens his arms out wide and tips his head to the side.

      We stand there looking at each other.

      He drops his arms. “Or not.”

      Time suddenly takes on a Jell-o-like consistency. I can hear The Littles in the other room making game show theme music, yet they might as well be back in Phoenix.

      “Dōmo.” I step in and give David a quick, friendly squeeze. I try to ignore the sizzling sensation on my upper arms where my skin touches his. “I’ll return the flashlights tomorrow during class.”

      “Do you know you have glitter on your face and in your hair?” David says, giving me a confused look.

      Merde!

      My hands fly to my hair as I race to the sink. The six ponytails! I yank the elastic bands out of my hair and finger-comb my locks out. All the extra moisture in the air makes my hair poof up to higher frizz levels than normal. I splash cool water on my broiling face and scrub another layer of glitter off my face with the dish towel.

      “We were desperate for something to do today, so Lina made me over.” As if I’m not humiliated enough, I suddenly realize I’m wearing my A/C-doesn’t-work outfit: An old tank top and shorts Mom won’t let me wear out of the house even in Phoenix. At least I remembered to put a bra on this morning. I run my tongue over my teeth. Whew. And brushed my teeth. When I turn around, David is right behind me. I swear there is steam coming off his hair.

      “You missed a spot.” David steps closer to me. His fingertips brush the skin of my cheek right under my left ear.

      My brain sputters, especially when his fingers don’t leave. Instead, they weave through a lock of wavy hair beside my ear. David stands so close to me that even in the dim kitchen light I can see the tiny scar underneath his left eyebrow. His lips, a perfect cupid’s bow.

      Breathe, the dragonflies remind me. I take a gulp of air.

      David’s fingers leave my hair and fan out around the back of my neck. I’m sure he can feel my pulse hammering away underneath his thumb. David leans forward, his eyes dipping.

      Before my brain can even process what’s happening, a light pierces my wide-open eyes.

      “It’s the Ryan and Lina Show! Starring Skyler!” Lina’s spotlight bounces around the room some more before landing on David’s face. “With special guest…David!”

      David winces and shades his eyes. I try not to ooze into the sink. Sometimes, I hate my siblings.

      “Ooh, onigiri.” Ryan puts his flashlight down in the middle of the table and rips into an onigiri.

      “Dōmo arigatō, David-san,” I make The Littles chant a few minutes later.

      “Dō itashimashite.” David dips his head. “Since we don’t have class tonight, and it’s still raining like crazy, can I hang with you guys for a little while? My grandmother is helping out our ninety-year-old neighbor. She won’t be back for a while either.”

      “Yes,” I say. “We can study together. I’ll quiz you on vocab.”

      “Wow, buzzkill, way to ruin a perfectly good evening. How ‘bout we play videogames instead?” David digs a Nintendo DS out of his backpack.

      Lina squeals, snatches the DS out of David’s hand, and races into the living room with Ryan hot on her heels. And I am perfectly okay with this. Unfortunately, we only get about fifteen seconds of alone time before Ryan is back, making David his captive and commanding him to rebuild the LEGO castle I destroyed earlier with my foot. Meanwhile, I’m in charge of repeatedly dumping the overflowing pots out in the kitchen sink.

      Around nine, the DS batteries die. Lina lets out a whine.

      “Okay, Littles, show’s over,” I say when I come back from trip #932 to the kitchen. I think my biceps are getting bigger. “We’re ditching bath time tonight. You two are going to bed.”

      “But I’m not tired.” Ryan rubs his eyes with one hand and hands David another LEGO block with the other. “I want to play with David.”

      “Gee, dude, I’d love to, but I need to help Skyler with her homework. Another time, okay?” David holds out his fist. Ryan bumps it with his tiny one. Ryan fist-bumps me too, instead of his usual good night tackle, as he passes out the door and into the bedroom.

      “You.” I point at Lina. “Futon. Now.”

      “Awwwwww.” Lina launches herself at David, grabbing him in a tight bear hug and giving his cheek a big, slobbery kiss. She yells in his face, “Oyasuminasai!”

      “Thank you.” I grab Lina by the back of her elastic waistband and pry her off David. “Bed. Oyasuminasai. Good-night.”

      Lina slobbers all over me, too, before going to her room. David looks shell-shocked by the drive-by slobbering.

      “You’re an only child, aren’t you?” I say.

      “Yep. Number One Grandson, too. Lucky me.” David wipes off his cheek. “Is your family always so touchy-feely?”

      “Yes. My mom’s from the South. She hugs everybody. Tom told her to stop doing that in Japan. That it freaks people out. Your mom is American. Doesn’t she hug all your friends? Pretty much if you come to my house, expect to be hugged.”

      “Nah. We aren’t the touchy-feely type. I don’t think my mom’s hugged me since I was ten.” David puts out his hand, and I pull him to a stand. “I can’t remember my dad ever hugging me. He’s old-school Japanese.”

      This breaks my heart. “You are obviously suffering from an acute hug deficiency. You’ve got all the classic signs and symptoms, including an addiction to black clothing and a snarky personality.”

      “I’m not snarky.” David pushes his deflated hair out of his eyes. “Tonight.”

      “True. So you don’t need a hug then?” I say.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “In that case.” I step into David, wrap my arms around him, and squeeze. I whisper into his ear before releasing him, “Thanks for being my hero today.”

      David puts his hands on my hips to stop me from pulling away. My heart pounds so hard that it threatens to explode out of my chest and onto the tatami floor.

      Do it! the dragonflies say.

      As I lean in, David’s light brown eyes close. I press my lips gently to his. The dragonflies do wing-bumps. As I pull away, the corner of David’s mouth pulls up on the side.

      “Mō ichido kudasai,” David says.

      “I don’t understand.”

      The flashlight dims and finally goes out. In the pitch black, I can hear my blood rushing, David’s breathing, and rainwater dripping into the pots. David’s hands pull me closer to him. So close that I can feel his heart pounding through his tank top. The side of David’s face brushes mine. His breath warms my ear.

      “Mō ichido kudasai,” he whispers. “One more time, please.”

      I am happy to oblige. Except I miss his lips. “Can I call a redo on that one?”

      I miss the second time too, but I finally get this kissing thing down on my third try. And the fourth and the fifth and then I lose count. I also lose my sense of equilibrium. Thankfully, the wall appears behind me. The grit in the plaster digs into the skin on my shoulder, but I don’t care. I pray there won’t be a Skyler-shaped dent in the wall later as David kisses me harder, his mouth moving against mine.

      The blood rushes so loudly through my veins that I almost miss the sound of heavy footsteps on metal stairs. Which wouldn’t be the end of the world, except the feet come with people who are speaking in English.

      “My parents!” I push David away like we are suddenly two magnets of the same charge.

      I splay my hands all over the floor, blindly groping for a plausible excuse. Finally, my hand hits a hard plastic rectangle. David’s DS. I smack it into David’s chest—okay, it might have been a little lower based on the oof sound David makes—and stumble into the kitchen. As the keys jingle in the lock, I flip on the second flashlight we had left on the table along with the remains of tonight’s dinner. I will my breathing to slow to a non-panic rate.

      “Sky, you’re still up.” Tom comes through the door first, holding a new camping-style lantern in his hand. He kicks off his shoes and steps up into the apartment.

      “I am so tired. What a day.” Mom kicks off her ballet flats and bends over to rearrange our shoes correctly. Including David’s Vans. “Whose are these?”

      “Where’d the food come from?” Tom asks at the same time. “And the hoodie?”

      “Well…,” I say, trying to come up with a way, any way, to not make this sound like a bad teen drama.

      David clears his throat and walks into the room, the DS open but not turned on. “Me. Takamatsu Ryōhei desu. Hajimemashite dōzo yoroshiku onegaishimasu.”

      If I wasn’t so busy seeing my life flash in front of my eyes, I’d be impressed by David’s command of the ultra-polite introduction.

      “My grandmother was worried about Skyler and the kids after she heard about the train stations flooding.” David puts the DS on the table. “She asked me to deliver some food and flashlights.”

      “Yeah. And I asked him to stay and do homework with me since class was canceled tonight.” I realize this story would have a lot more credibility if a textbook or at least some pencils and paper were on the table. I can’t stop the rambling excusefest escaping my mouth. “Yeah. The Littles loved David’s DS. Now Lina wants one for her birthday. And Ryan and David built an epic LEGO castle together…and…and….”

      We totally weren’t making out in the other room, like, ten seconds ago.

      “Anyway.” David puts a hand on my shoulder to shut me up. “You’re home now, so I’ll go. I want to make sure my grandmother made it back home okay.”

      “It’s after ten. I’ll walk you home. The street lamps are still out,” Tom says.

      “No need. I can use the flashlight on my phone.” David packs up the rest of his stuff and zips up his backpack.

      “Oh, no. We’re going to walk. Together.”

      David and I gulp in unison.

      “Okay, then. See you in class tomorrow, Sky.” David dips toward me for a hug but aborts his mission after seeing Tom’s face. He grabs his still damp hoodie instead.

      “Yeah, hopefully. I mean, hopefully, it won’t rain,” I say.

      David hops around in the genkan trying to get his shoes on. He looks back at me one last time and smiles. “Oyasuminasai.”

      My eyes lock with David’s. Our amai himitsu warms my heart. “Oyasuminasai.”

      Tom’s big hand passes in front of David’s head and slams the metal door open with unnecessary force. “Ikimashō.”

      After their feet go down the metal stairs, I pick up the remnants of our dinner and divide them up into our five different trash/recycling cans. I put what’s left of David’s umbrella into trash can number four. My mind slips back to the soggy boy in a clingy tank top in my genkan. Part of me still wishes that I had a picture of that to post. Part of me is glad to have that memory all to myself.

      “Sky?” Mom waves a hand in front of my face to get my attention. “Come back down to Earth, please. We need to have a discussion about tonight.”

      I slump into one of the kitchen chairs. “What’s there to discuss? You said, and I quote, ‘Suck it up, Cupcake, and get the job done.’ And I did. The Littles were fed, entertained, and put to bed at a reasonable hour. What else do you want from me?”

      “Details about what happened after the kids went to bed.”

      “Nothing. We talked…about school, friends, stuff. You know…stuff.”

      “Well, as David was sparkling—and not in the figurative sense, mind you—when he left, either you gave him a vampire makeover or there was quite a lot of ‘stuff’ going on.” Mom wipes the dishtowel across my hairline and shows it to me. There’s a large smear of glitter.

      “There was some kissing involved,” I blurt out. “There. Are you happy now?”

      “And?”

      “And that’s all. I swear.”

      Mom turns my face. She wipes the dishtowel across my neck, too. “Go to bed. We’ll talk about this more in the morning.”

      As I pass through the living room, I pick up my nearly dead cell phone. My heart warms seeing where David had added his digits to my contact list. I am just crashing, sparkle-free, into my futon when I get a text.

      It’s from David. Made it home alive. Barely.

      I am soooooo sorry.

      Was ordered to take a cold shower and keep my hands to myself.

      OMG! I’m ready to spontaneously combust from shame.

      Also told that I was lucky that unlike AZ, guns are against the law in Japan.

      Seriously, my parents are going to find a charred black spot on my futon tomorrow morning.

      Sorry!!!!

      It’s ok. It was worth it. Are you still free on Sat?

      I text YEEEEESSSSS!!!!!!!! but then take it back down to Yes before I hit send.

      Cool. Oyasuminasai.

      Oyasuminasai.

      A warm wave washes to my toes and back. I turn off my phone to conserve what’s left of the battery and fall back onto my futon. In the pitch black, I can see David’s face perfectly. I can smell his piney-boy scent on my tank top, which I purposely put back on. Feel his hands traveling up the skin on my back as he kisses me. Taste the melon pan on his lips. I wrap my arms around my pillow and pretend like it’s David.

      Saturday can’t get here fast enough.
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      Yeah, I’m over this whole rain thing. In Phoenix, it pours for about ten minutes, and then we’re good for the next month or so. Here, I’m developing some serious guns from my non-stop pot-emptying workout over the last four—FOUR!—days. At least the electricity finally came back on last night. I’ve never been snowed in like my cousins in Virginia, but I now totally get that feeling of being trapped inside by the weather. Ugg.

      Mom slides open my door yanking me out of my semi-doze. “Sky, we gotta go. You can let Ryan and Lina sleep for a while longer since it’s so dark and rainy.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I flip over and bury down into my futon.

      “The rain is supposed to stop late this morning, so the apartment rental company is sending over a crew to fix the roof and repair the interior water damage. So, you guys need to be out of the way. Here’s some extra money. Take the kids out about noon. You can eat lunch out, go to a movie, shopping, whatever you’d like.”

      “Okay.” Not exactly my first choice of people to hang out with, but spending other people’s money works for me.

      “There’s one other thing, Sky.”

      I brace myself.

      “I need you to pack a weekend bag for everybody and bring it to the train station with you. Tom and I already put our stuff in the suitcase, but I need you to do the rest.”

      “Why?” I say.

      “Because while the construction people are fixing our apartment over the weekend, we are going on a little trip.”

      “Where?” Ikeda-sensei keeps talking about Kyoto and Tokyo and Osaka. Any of those could be fun. And provide me with a lot of potential pictures.

      “Ishizu.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “That’s where Tom’s mother and grandmother live, remember?”

      “Do we have to?”

      It’s no secret that Mom—a divorced, working, lapsed Catholic, over-thirty foreign woman with an extra kid in tow—was hardly Tom’s mother’s first choice for her Number One Son. Obaachan softened up a little after her only grandkids were born, but thankfully her visits have been few and far between.

      Mom sighs. “Yes, we do. She’s been asking us to come out for the last few weeks. I’ll meet you at five tonight at the gold clock in front of the Takashimaya Department Store in Nagoya Station. It’ll be a short visit, I promise. We’ll be back Sunday night.”

      I sit straight up. “Sunday? Can’t we come back on Saturday instead? Afternoon? Early? I’m sure the construction guys will be done by then.”

      “No, honey. Tom already told Obaachan we’re coming for the weekend.”

      “Why can’t we send Tom and The Littles to Ishizu and we do our own thing?” I can’t keep the desperation out of my voice. “Or I could always stay by myself. I’ll keep out of the apartment during the day. Surely they’ll be gone by dinner time. I’ll be fine.”

      “No. No. And absolutely not.” Mom sighs and her voice softens again. “It’ll be fine, Sky. I’m sure it will be fun.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “If I have to go, you have to go. So, suck it up, Cupcake.”

      “This is so not fair. I—”

      “I don’t have time for a discussion about it. I expect you to woman up and get the job done.” Mom swoops in and kisses the top of my head. “See you at five.”

      I flop back down on my futon. Not that I’m going to be able to go back to sleep now. My phone buzzes with a text.

      It’s from David. Ohayo.

      Good morning to you, too.

      Ugg. Still no Japanese class tonight. First floor is free of water now but not cleared by officials yet.

      Nooooooooooo.

      You’re such a nerd.  :  P

      A rainbow peeks out from all the black clouds in my life. Hmm. Are you up for an adventure today?

      Always.

      As I lay out the plan via text, suddenly my day gets a whole lot brighter.
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      This adventure would be a lot more fun if I wasn’t lugging around two hyper kids and a suitcase. I wind through the maze of underground malls in Nagoya Station until I find the golden clock in front of the Takashimaya Department Store. It’s my touchstone every time I come to the underground mall. If I can find the clock, then I can find my favorite bookstore, the little drug store that sells cheap snacks, and my favorite noodle shop. But we aren’t going to the noodle shop today.

      I finger the 5,000-yen bill, about fifty bucks, in my pocket and congratulate myself. I know it was a guilt offering from Mom, but I’m not too proud to accept it. We explore another spoke of Nagoya’s massive underground mall, running out the clock. Seriously, I could be a total Mole Woman down here if you gave me enough money. My stomach growls. My phone says it’s finally one o’clock. My heart flips. The Littles can’t keep a secret to save their lives, so my acting is going to have to be Oscar-worthy.

      “Who wants to eat sushi for lunch?” I say.

      Three hands shoot up. I steer The Littles into a kaitenzushi restaurant next to my favorite bookstore. A narrow conveyer belt runs around most of the restaurant. Three chefs make plates of sushi and place them on the belt at different parts of the loop.

      “Irasshaimase!” the trio yells as we enter.

      I give them a confident head nod. I purposely find four empty seats facing the conveyor belt. I make The Littles wipe their grubby hands with the wet napkins placed in front of them.

      “Oooh, inari!” Lina squeals as a little plate with two of the pillow-like sushi passes by.

      I scoop it off the conveyor belt and put it between them. The Littles attack the sushi rice encased in a sweet fried tofu skin. I lift down another plate of inari and nonchalantly glance around the room. My heart sinks, but my stomach couldn’t care less. It growls loudly again. A parade of sushi and side dishes passes me by. I pull down a plate with two pieces of scrambled eggs tied on top of a rectangle of sushi rice with a seaweed belt. Tamagoyaki. I remember the word from one of my obentō magazines. I really prefer my scrambled eggs with a nice Gruyere cheese but the sweet, slightly alcoholic taste wakes my taste buds up. Mirin, I remember. Mirin—sweet, rice wine—that’s what I’m tasting.

      I put another plate of inari in front of The Littles and snap a quick picture of them. I’ll obscure their faces with a Hello Kitty and Pikachu icon later before posting.

      “Irasshaimase!” the chefs yell.

      I run my tongue over my teeth, hoping I don’t have any seaweed stuck in them. A hand with a silver ring on its thumb suddenly appears on my shoulder.

      “Hey, guys.” David’s face appears next to mine, and my heart goes ka-thunk. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “David!” The Littles squeal. Lina jumps off her chair and throws herself at David. She gives his leg a hug of the python variety. Everybody, including the sushi chef nearest to us, looks embarrassed.

      “Get off him, Lina.” I pry her off David.

      “But I like David.” Lina looks up at David with her big brown eyes.

      “I like David, too, but we still can’t tackle him,” I say.

      “You can if you want to,” David says under his breath as he slides into the open chair beside me. “What are we eating today?”

      “Inari,” Ryan says, his mouth full of sushi rice.

      “And tamagoyaki,” I say.

      “Amateurs.” David wipes off his hands. “You can eat that in any American mall. I thought you said this was an adventure?”

      David pulls down a red plate with a bamboo basket on it. I peer inside. Something has been battered in tempura mix and deep fried. The tiny tentacles give it away.

      “That’s baby octopi, isn’t it?” I say.

      “Yes. Tako.” David grabs one with his chopsticks and pops it in his mouth. He chews for a few minutes before swallowing. “Okay, you guys try one.”

      “Errr,” I say.

      Lina wrinkles up her nose and clamps her mouth closed. Ryan, however, grabs one with his fingers and swims it over to his mouth singing, “Tako tako tako takooooooo.” He chews and chews and chews.

      Finally, he swallows and grabs another one.

      “Oooh, c’mon, Sky. You aren’t going to let a preschooler show you up now, are you?” David says.

      It’s calamari. Only it’s all in one piece instead of rings. Dad makes it every Christmas as part of our Linguine with Fruit of the Sea. This really is no different. But it is. I feel every crispy tentacle when I place it on my tongue. I chew. And chew. And chew some more. I can’t get it to break down. Finally, I get it into small enough pieces that I can swallow without David having to do the Heimlich maneuver on me.

      “Wow. That was…interesting,” I say as David and Ryan finish off the basket. “It was like chewing on a bathmat.”

      “Whatever, hater. One point for the guys.” David reaches across me, puts out his fist, and Ryan bumps it with his tiny one. “Next up, fried fish bones.”

      Lina wrinkles up her nose again, but Ryan reaches across me from the other side and grabs one out of the basket before it even hits the table. I break off a piece and pop it in my mouth.

      “Meh. It kind of tastes like overcooked bacon,” I say.

      “I want more.” Ryan puts out his fist for David to bump.

      “Third and final culinary challenge.” David lifts down two plates. Each plate contains a striped shrimp the size of my hand. “The ōkii ebi challenge.”

      “I can’t eat something that is staring back at me,” I say.

      So David bites its head off—head, eyeballs, antenna, and all—and puts it back on the plate.

      “Situation solved, though my team deserves an extra point for that.”

      Lina turns green. “That poor ebi.”

      I’m feeling for the shrimp, too, but I feel sorrier for me. I take a deep breath and pour some more shōyu—soy sauce—on my little, rectangular plate and dip the back half of the shrimp into it. As long as I don’t think about the front half, I’m golden. Ryan has no issues. He reaches for the other one.

      “Wait.” I pull out my phone. “I have to take a picture of it first. Otherwise, nobody is going to believe me.”

      “I’m sure our classmates have tried them before,” David says.

      “No, my…um, friends, back home.”

      “Well in that case.” David takes the phone from my hand. He reverses the camera. “Lift up the shrimp a little.”

      David squeezes closer to me, and we take a shrimp selfie. And then a second one. We stop ourselves before the third because the sushi chef is glaring at us. I put the shrimp down and slide it in front of Ryan. He consumes it from head to tail.

      “Two bonus points for the guys.” David puts out his fist, and Ryan, cheeks puffed out with shrimp, bumps it.

      “Okay, bonus round. I see uni coming down the track.” I smugly congratulate myself not only for being able to read the two hiragana characters on the sign in front of the plate, but for also knowing what they mean. “Takamatsu-san, I recall that you didn’t do your homework that night, so do you remember what Ikeda-sensei said uni is?”

      “Hmmmm?” David takes the black-and-gold plate off the conveyor belt and places it in front of me. He pokes at the stringy orange stuff on top of it with the back end of his chopsticks.

      Just to show him up, I pick up the other uni sushi with my chopsticks and take a large bite. I smile to cover up the fact that my taste buds are rebelling against the bitter, salty assault.

      David picks up his uni sushi and pops it in his mouth. He makes a face and grabs my cup of green tea.

      “Booyah! One point for the girls.” I put my fist out to Lina, but she leaves me hanging. I pick up her hand and make it do a half-hearted bump.

      “Sea urchin. Lunch of champions. Ack.” David takes another swig of my green tea. “What? I live in Los Angeles, sushi capital of America. I can’t remember the Japanese words for right and left, but I know every sushi name by heart. Which is why I didn’t do the homework. Why bother spending time on stuff I already know? Plus, I wanted to see your reaction to uni. It was classic. It looked like this.”

      David makes a face. I punch him in the arm. David grabs my arm and pulls me into him. His arm only goes around my waist for a few seconds, but the touch sets off a chain reaction in my nervous system. I didn’t think it was possible, but now going to Ishizu sucks even more.

      We switch back to more common sushi—like salmon and cucumber rolls—before we are all groaning. A huge stack of rainbow-colored plates piles up around us.

      Crap! What if 5,000 yen isn’t enough?

      David hails the waitress over. She uses a handheld scanner on the piles of plates. The machine spits out a receipt after somehow magically calculating all the different plates’ costs and totaling them up. I pull out my 5,000 yen and reach for the bill in David’s hand.

      David pulls the bill—with my hand still wrapped around it—to his chest. “I got it.”

      “But The Littles ate a small fortune in inari.” I could let go, but I choose not to. “Let me pay for at least half.”

      David’s thumb rubs against my index finger as he chooses not to let go either. “Consider it the date I wanted to take you on this Saturday.”

      The dragonflies alight. I’m sure I am smiling like a complete idiot. A smile pulls across David’s face, too.

      The Littles put their hands in front of them in a prayer-like position and dip their dark-brown heads. “Gochisōsama deshita.”

      “Dō itashimashite,” David says in return but turns back to me. “Next time, maybe it could be just the two of us though?”

      “YES! I mean, yes, I’d like that,” I say.

      “Cool.” The side of David’s mouth pulls up. “’Cause you haven’t tried deep-fried chicken cartilage yet.”

      “Ack. How about we go back to Sugiyama Bakery and eat melon pan instead?”

      “That could be arranged.”

      Ryan, of course, interrupts our romantic moment to announce loudly that he has to pee. We agree to meet David at the golden clock in five minutes. My heart misses a beat when he shows up without my suitcase.

      “Don’t worry.” David hands me a slip of paper. “I put your suitcase in a locker across from the kaitenzushi restaurant. Don’t lose this paper. It has the locker number and passcode on it.”

      “Thanks.” I wish I could stuff my siblings in a locker for a few hours.

      “Can I hang out with you guys for a while? My grandmother is going to make me work in the garden if I go home,” David says. “And do my homework. Ikeda-sensei ratted me out, and Obaachan lost face. My grandmother threatened to cut off my allowance if I ever showed up to class without my homework again.”

      “Ow.”

      “Nah, she wouldn’t actually do it. My dad complains that Obaachan is turning me into a brat by spoiling me every summer.” David shrugs. “I’m not a brat. But sometimes being Number One Grandson does have its advantages.”

      I look at my phone. I still have three hours to kill. “I’d love to spend the day with someone over four feet tall for a change.”

      David smiles, and my body threatens to melt into a puddle. “Cool.”

      We spend a good chunk of the afternoon in the arcade. We play the taiko drum version of Rock Band, make goofy photo stickers with The Littles, and then I kick David’s butt at air hockey. The whole time, David stays close to me, but never touching me. Which makes me want him to touch me even more. The thin slice of air between us crackles with energy. I can’t stand it. Is there anywhere where we can be alone for ten seconds? Why are there so many freakin’ people in this city?

      The Littles squeal when David suggests we go to a toy store. David sweetens the deal by giving them both a couple of 100-yen coins and suggesting that they buy something out of the gatcha-gatcha machines. For once, I am thrilled by The Littles’ indecisiveness.

      “We’ll be over there.” I point to a padded bench within eyesight of the massive selection of machines—four rows of back-to-back machines, stacked three high, each one containing plastic balls filled with a tiny toy or doodah. Lina is in cuteness overload. “Make sure you look at all the machines before you decide.”

      I figure that gives us an hour right there. I sit down. Though there is plenty of room on the bench, David sits down so close to me that our legs touch from hip-to-knee.

      “I wish you weren’t going away this weekend.” David pushes a lock of hair behind my ear, letting his fingertips continue to brush down the skin of my jaw. A jolt of energy shoots to my toes. “Are you sure you can’t stay home this weekend? Fake an illness or something? I’d be happy to be your knight in samurai armor again. Bring you some miso soup, melon pan, whatever you want.”

      “Wow, that’s a tempting offer.” I wonder if David has been sharing some of my dreams lately.

      David stands up and walks toward the bank of machines. He nods at me to follow him. At the back corner, David squats down and looks into the bottom machine. I’m not sure what his sudden fascination with the anime One Piece is about, but I squat down, too. David looks over his shoulder, then he leans in and kisses me. I’m sure the security camera people just fell on the floor because I almost did.

      David puts his wrist up to my forehead. “Wow, you’re hot. I think you are coming down with something.”

      I am a terrible liar. How could I pull this off? But now I really want to pull this off. Don’t I? Maybe? Yes! No. I don’t know.

      A mommy with her preschooler in tow comes around the corner to our hideout. I stand up and pretend to be fascinated by a Hello Kitty gatcha-gatcha machine. David stands up close beside me, and we try to look natural.

      Yeah, I’m sure.

      David’s phone goes off. He groans but doesn’t answer it. “I better go. Obaachan must be back from her senior citizen English conversation class and noticed that I’m MIA. Text me if you need your samurai.”

      David squeezes my hand before he lumbers away. He stops to give The Littles fist bumps as he passes them. At the edge of the toy store, David looks back over his shoulder. A smile lights up his face. A pulling sensation rips at my heart. I fight the urge to dissolve into a hot, weeping mess.

      How am I going to make it until Monday night?
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      At five o’clock, The Littles, our suitcase, a new obentō magazine, and I assemble at our agreed upon meeting spot, the golden clock in front of Takashimaya. Too bad my parents aren’t there. I flip through my magazine impatiently as The Littles play WWE Smackdown with their gatcha-gatcha machine prizes—a plastic Pikachu figure and a little, white seal stuffy. The afternoon definitely went south after David left. I look across the crowded station to see my mom’s ghostly-white face among the commuting swarm. Mom catches my eye and waves. I guess I stick out in a crowd, too. The Littles squeal and glomp Mom. She bends down and smooches all over them.

      “Tom is running late.” Mom plops her briefcase on the top of the suitcase and slides the straps over the telescoping handle. “Now, who wants to buy some rice cracker snacks for our trip? Can you get the suitcase, Sky? I need to make sure Ryan and Lina don’t get lost.”

      Mom walks off hand-in-hand with The Littles before I have a chance to remind her that I spent the last five and a half hours NOT losing them in Nagoya Station. Thank you very much.

      It’s almost six before we finally board the train to Ishizu, and the train is packed. When a space finally opens up on the bench seats lining the sides of the train, Tom and Mom sit down and pull The Littles onto their laps.

      Hello?!?!?

      “Something will open up soon.” Mom doesn’t notice, or just plain ignores, my annoyed expression. “The kids look like they are about to drop.”

      I get back to staring out the window, determined not to talk to the people who are single-handedly ruining my entire life. I press my sweaty forehead against the cool glass of the door and bang it a few times.

      A blur of gray whizzes by as we head out of the city. I try to read the squiggly letters on the billboard signs to entertain myself. I recognize a good chunk of the hiragana, some of the katakana used for foreign words, and even a few of the kanji pictograms. My brain hurts as it fights to turn the squiggles into sounds and then the sounds into words in my brain. Now I understand why Lina finds reading phonic books such a chore. I massage my temples.

      I don’t have to read these words. It’s not like Japanese is going to be useful when I move to New Orleans after graduation.

      A glimmer of doubt sparks.

      Robert wouldn’t know what to do with Sky under his feet 24/7.

      I snuff it out. I have to close my eyes to turn off the messages they keep sending my brain to decipher. When I finally open my eyes again, the gray-and-white backdrop colorizes like that scene out of The Wizard of Oz. Concrete, glass, and neon squiggles morph into blue tile roofs, pink- and purple-flowered bushes, and green rice paddies. I dig the Calpis soda out of my bag and take a swig. I snort, thinking about David’s special name for the milky, carbonated beverage. Ah, David. My lips tingle, and I don’t think it’s from the Calpis.

      I pull out my phone and take a picture of the bottle. I crop it a bit and add a filter.

      Calpis Milk Soda, Nagoya, Japan: Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cell Phone affectionately calls this drink “Cow Piss Soda.”

      I add it to my queue to upload once I have WiFi again. How many posts are too many in one day? But what if they are all cool? Do you get a pass for enthusiasm? It’s not like I’m posting twenty selfies. My stuff has content, as Rachel would say. Okay, I have one selfie. I put it in the queue to go to Rachel only with a note: In case you want to see what Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cell Phone looks like. *swoon*

      I cram my phone into my back pocket as we pull into the next stop. People repeatedly apologize as they maneuver around the huge foreigner with a suitcase. At least a seat finally opens up near the front of the train car.

      “Here.” I park the suitcase in front of Tom and take off for the front.

      Tom opens his mouth to complain but quickly clamps it closed. Too many people are cutting glances at our freaky little family as it is.

      Always act civilized in public. Peaceful. Respectful of others. Ikeda-sensei is in my head. No angry outbursts. No crying. No cell phone chatter on the train.

      I squeeze into an opening at the front and pull out my cellphone so that I can blend in with the natives. The fashionably-dressed, college-aged girl beside me glances at my undecorated, outdated phone and gives me a pitying look.

      I know. I’ve been trying to get Mom to update my phone for like four years now.

      I glance over at her technology. Not only does it look cutting edge, but it’s also highly decorated. Emi would approve. I make plans to buy cute accessories for Rachel’s and my phones. We’ll start our own new trend at school. Plus, a suction cup-backed tiny stuffed animal would work great to cover up the crack in the top left-hand corner of Rachel’s hand-me-down phone.

      College Girl gets off at the next stop, and I slide to the edge of the row. Unfortunately, a twenty-something businessman takes my former spot. He looks at me.

      Please don’t talk to me.

      Thankfully, he slips in his earbuds and plays some game on his phone. Just in case he thinks about getting chatty later, I slip in my earbuds even though my phone is now dead and close my eyes.

      The train gently sways to a chuk chuk chuk cadence through the countryside lulling me to sleep. The overall quiet of the train—because The Littles are passed out—is only punctuated occasionally by the muffled blare at crossings as we pass through towns. I open my eyes for a moment to see the sun dipping in the sky, tucking itself behind rich green mountains. Leftover rain clouds from the taifu wrap themselves around some of the mountain peaks. Visions of David return to my brain. I replay the night of the taifu over and over in my mind until I slip back in time. I can hear the rushing rain, taste melon pan on David’s lips, and feel the tingling pressure of David’s body pressed against mine. His head resting on my shoulder. The smell of beer on his skin.

      Beer?

      I will my heavy eyelids open. Sure enough, there is a head using my shoulder as a pillow, but it is certainly not David’s. I jerk awake. I lean as far to my right as I can, hoping that it will wake the guy up. It doesn’t. Instead, Sleepy Dude slides down my arm—and my chest—until he ends up in my lap. Unfortunately, “Get off me, drunk dude!” was not on my vocabulary list this week.

      “Hey!” I say.

      A large hand lands on the dude’s shoulder and yanks him back up to a sitting position. Sleepy Dude and I look up to see Tom standing in the aisle, his eyebrows knitted into a tight line. A bunch of tightly controlled words rush out of Tom’s mouth. All I get is musume (daughter) and biru (beer).

      “Hai. Wakarimashita. Sumimasen.” Sleepy Dude dips apologetically at Tom and gathers his belongings. He stumbles down the train car and falls into an empty space. He’s snoring again before his butt even hits the seat. The wrinkle in between Tom’s eyebrows releases.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      Tom nods. “The next stop is ours.”

      We rattle into Ishizu station a few minutes later. As I step off the train into the horse stall-sized station, a blast of moist air warms my A/C-chilled face. The air smells watery, like in Nagoya, but the pungent, sewer-y smell is gone. Instead, the air here smells green and earthy like the bathmat-sized patch of grass in my backyard in Phoenix does after a summer monsoon storm.

      I take a deep breath. “Toto, we’re not in Nagoya anymore. Matter of fact, are we still in Japan? Are those…gasp…trees?”

      We head down the street into the heart of the small, agricultural town. At least in Nagoya, people pretend like they aren’t staring at us. Here, people’s eyes are practically popping out of their heads. Even the ticket collector—no automated turnstiles here—does a double-take as he collects my ticket. Shopkeepers suddenly rush out to tidy their storefronts as my freaky family passes by.

      “Konban wa,” I greet each and every one of them just to watch their surprised expressions.

      We troop single-file through a series of narrow streets.

      “Car!” Mom yells when headlights suddenly illuminate the alleyway, which Tom informs us is actually a two-way street.

      I step off to the side, and my right foot disappears into air. I grab onto Mom to keep from falling into a deep gutter. Finally, the alleyway turns into a slightly wider street as we head out of the tiny town into the countryside. We walk along a raised, narrow, one-car-width street with rice paddies flanking both sides. Rice paddies filled with mosquito larvae, apparently. I have three nickel-sized welts on my calves by the time we get to a concrete bridge. A house, which looks like a mini version of Nagoya Castle, sits on a tiny piece of land surrounded by rice paddies.

      “Here it is. The Kitagawa family home for the last four generations.” Tom puffs up his chest and leads us over a small bridge straddling a large ditch. Or maybe it’s a moat.

      “You think Obaachan keeps piranha in her moat?” I whisper to Mom. “You know, to keep Number-One-Son-stealing foreigners away?”

      “Skyler Elaine,” Mom chastises, but I catch her smile.

      “Holy crap, her house is huge,” I say.

      The house rivals the size of my house back in Phoenix. It even looks like my house a little. Same white stucco walls. Only our tile roof is peach, not deep gray, and it doesn’t turn up at the edges. Plus, we have normal windows and doors, not giant sliding ones.

      Because I stopped so suddenly, Lina runs up on my heels.

      “Ow! Watch it.” I push her away, which sets off a domino effect with Ryan and Mom.

      “Stop it!” Mom snaps at us. She smooths down her floral skirt and pats down her humidity-frizzed hair. It puffs back up. “You will all be on your best behaviors while we are here. Got it?”

      “It’s going to be okay, Karen. She likes you.” Tom squeezes Mom’s hand. Mom gives Tom a look that telegraphs liar. “Okay, you’re the mother of her only grandchildren. She will be thrilled to see them.”

      Tom pulls The Littles in front of him like a human shield and pushes them towards the door.

      “You can hide back here in the rejects pile with me, Mom,” I say.

      Mom gives me “The Look.”

      Tom pulls open the heavy sliding glass and metal door.

      “Tadaima!”—I’m home, Tom says.

      “Hai!” echoes through the house.

      Tom herds everyone into the tiled genkan. Several tiny pairs of shoes are lined up neatly, their toes pointed out. Five pairs of thin, leather slip-on shoes are on the top step, pointing into the house. A minute later, the wood-and-frosted-glass door that leads into the house slides open and Obaachan pokes her head out. The Littles kick off their shoes and rush to hug their grandmother. Tom bows and says some pleasantries. Mom extends her hand.

      “Ohisashiburi desu.”—Nice to see you again, I say.

      Obaachan looks at me for half a second and then goes back to oohing and ahhing over The Littles. My ego takes a further hit when I kick off my size ten sneakers and slide on the leather slippers. A good two inches of my heels hang off the back, but I shuffle into the house behind the rest of my family anyway.

      Okay, Obaachan’s house is kind of amazing. She has tatami floors and shōji doors like our apartment but on a much bigger—and cleaner—scale. We follow Obaachan down a narrow, wooden floor hallway to what I guess is the parlor because it looks so uncomfortable. A scroll-like picture with pink and purple flowers on it decorates one wall. The air in here smells like incense mixed with jasmine. A single iris in a vase sits on a low table beside a big chest of sorts.

      “Shoes.” Tom puts out his arm to keep us from stepping on the tatami.

      We all leave our slippers in the wooden hallway.

      “Hai, dōzo.” Obaachan gestures at the decorative cushions already placed neatly around the low table.

      As Mom and I fold ourselves down onto the zabuton, Tom takes each of The Littles by the hand and leads them to the large armoire. He gently presses them down into a kneeling position before opening up the door to expose the altar inside. A picture of an old man and a decorative china jar sit behind a bowl filled with sand and ash. Tom lights an incense stick. When the end glows a bright orange, he sticks it in the small bowl. The incense stick releases a curl of pungent smoke. Finally, Tom picks up a ring of beads off a little hanger and loops them over his hands, which are together in prayer. He kneels down between The Littles and says a bunch of words. I don’t understand even one of them.

      I don’t know what Tom bribed them with—candy, toys, extra TV time, all of the above—but The Littles don’t make a peep for a good two minutes straight. A new record. Instead, they sit perfectly silent and still, their little hands in prayer and their wavy-haired heads bowed.

      I scoot closer to Mom for support, for both of us. Finally, Tom does a deep bow to the floor, and The Littles mimic him. Taking that as their cue that the performance is over, The Littles jump to their feet and race over to the table. Tom groans to a stand and loops the rosary-bead-thingie back on the hanger. He leaves the door to the shrine open though, and soon the smell of incense fills the room.

      Obaachan excuses herself and shuffles to the kitchen.

      “I didn’t know you were Buddhist,” I say to Tom when he joins us around the table. He sits through Mass every Easter with us, and I presume Christmas Eve, but I’m not usually there.

      “It’s more about tradition and respect than religion to me,” Tom says with a shrug.

      Obaachan returns a few minutes later carrying a lacquer-ware tray with seven tiny glass tumblers on it. Even though she is well over sixty, Obaachan folds effortlessly into a kneeling position without spilling a drop. She gracefully lifts each tumbler with her right fingertips resting around the glass and her palm supporting the bottom. Obaachan places a glass of light yellowy-brown mugicha—roasted barley tea—in front of Tom. Then one in front of Mom. Then two glasses of apple juice in front of the squirmy kids. Three glasses remain for the two of us—two mugicha and one apple juice.

      Obaachan turns to Tom and says something. I get she (meaning me), drink, and mugicha.

      “Mugicha o kudasai,” I answer. Everyone’s head snaps around to look at me. “Dōmo arigatō gozaimasu.” I thank her extra politely.

      I don’t like mugicha. It tastes bitter and starchy, like you’re drinking the water you cooked your buckwheat noodles in. But tonight, I take the glass and sip it like it’s a beer at my twenty-first birthday party. I stifle a squeal when Obaachan places a plate with a ring of sponge cake on it on top of the table.

      “It’s baumkuchen,” I say, and Obaachan nods. “Da…The Littles and I watched them make this today in the train station mall. They build it layer by layer on a rotating cylinder. I took pictures to show Miz Chantel.” And my SnapGram subscribers.

      When I go to pull my phone out to take a picture of this confectionary masterpiece, Mom gives me “The Look.” I put my phone down.

      “Oishii!” I declare though I still like melon pan better. Especially when it comes with a cute hapa boy.

      “We brought you a few gifts.” Mom digs through her giant purse. She places a jar of mesquite honey, a box of prickly pear tea, and a bag of cactus candy on the table. I dig in my backpack and bring out a bottle of Dad’s you-don’t-get-the-secret-family-recipe-until-you’re-thirty “Kickin’ Cajun” barbecue sauce that he bottles and sells at the restaurant. The barbecue sauce that almost kicked Bobby Flay’s ass on Iron Chef America back in the day.

      “Hai, dōzo.” I offer the bottle to Obaachan with two hands, like Ikeda-sensei taught us to do.

      Obaachan politely accepts our gifts with minimal comment. Soon the conversation turns back to how great The Littles are. Well, Obaachan talks, and The Littles snarf down the rest of the baumkuchen. All I understand is “hungry” and “dinner” and a short list of kid-friendly Japanese dishes like curry and rice and soba noodles. I don’t think The Littles truly understand her either, but when Obaachan rolls to her feet and heads toward the kitchen, The Littles follow after her like two stray cats behind a sushi truck.

      “I better go help,” Mom says.

      “No, it’s fine. I will.” Tom groans to a stand and rubs his knees. He kisses Mom’s cheek before staggering out of the room.

      Mom blows out a loud sigh and deflates from her previous ramrod-straight posture.

      “Good job, kiddo.” Mom looks down at her watch. She sighs again and uses my shoulder as a pillow. “Only thirty-nine more hours to go.”

      “Seriously, the two of us should go back to Nagoya tomorrow morning.” I tilt my head until Mom and I are ear-to-head. “Tom’s got this.”

      Mom sighs again. “I wish. Oh, by the way, we need you to watch Hii-obaachan—Tom’s grandmother—tomorrow while we go visit some of Obaachan’s family.”

      “Can’t you take her with you?” I say.

      “It’s not her family. Plus, Tom said they don’t get along very well. Obaachan needs a break from taking care of her mother-in-law.”

      “You know, I’m not feeling so well. I think I might be coming down with something.” I put my wrist to my forehead. “Maybe I should go back to Nagoya tonight or first thing tomorrow morning. I don’t want to make an elderly person sick.”

      “Oh, hell no,” Mom says, though she does put her wrist to my forehead. “Sorry. Believe me, if I could stay and babysit, I would. Did Tom mention that his maternal grandfather was a POW during World War II? Americans aren’t exactly his favorite people. No, I need you here. I’m sure Hii-obaachan will love you. I’ll make you a deal. You take care of Hii-obaachan tomorrow and next weekend will be all about you. Okay? You tell me what you want to do, and we’ll do it.”

      “I want to go to the movies with friends.”

      “Who?”

      “David and Emi—Ikeda-sensei’s daughter—and maybe a friend of hers.” Amai himitsu.

      “Deal.”

      “And…I should get a little extra money so I can buy popcorn or whatever Japanese people snack on at the movie theatre for the full adventure of it.”

      “Okay.”

      “And…a later curfew. Like midnight.”

      “Now, you’re pushing your luck.”

      “You owe me. Big.”

      “Eleven-thirty, and that’s my final offer.”

      “Deal.”

      “Deal.” Mom looks at her watch and sighs.
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      Obaachan’s house might be ancient, but her WiFi system isn’t. After my turn in the ofuro, I crash squeaky clean and slightly pruney into my futon and check the status of all my new SnapGram posts. I am particularly proud of the altar post, which I sneaked a picture of when nobody was looking. By sheer dumb luck, I managed to catch a curl of smoke coming off the incense stick.

      It’s five a.m. in Arizona, so I’m shocked when I get an instant message from Rachel.

      Gooooood mornin’ bestie! Rachel writes.

      Why are you up so early?

      Because I never went to bed.

      Whaaaaaa? Spill!

      Tia invited me to a pool party last night at their house. Which you will recall is actually Maddy’s house. A bunch of peeps from Splash Zone were there, but no Luke. And no Maddy.

      I type back. :  ( for Luke. :  ) for Maddy. So what’s life like on the Dark Side?

      Now I know what we’ve been missing. Next time though, you’re coming with me.

      Deal. Now, juicy details.

      I got to play Truth or Dare. Maddy was out with Jacob, so when I chose Dare, Tia dared me to go into Maddy’s room and take something.

      Aaaaannnndddd…..

      Two seconds later a picture pops up on my screen. It’s a silver square. I blow up the picture a little more so that I can read the print.

      OMG! I type back. I mean, everybody kinda suspects that they are, but OMG!

      There was a whole box full in her closet. She won’t miss one. Maybe I need to send it to you. Especially after the picture you sent me. Hmmmm?

      My face burns. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

      Still. Gotta be safe, kids.

      Thank you and moving on now…Congrats on getting an invite to the party.

      Movin’ up!

      Yay.

      Don’t be jelly. You’re still my BFF. You’ll be stealing condoms from Maddy, too, before you know it.

      *Awkward* Yes to the party. No to the stealing. Even if it is from Maddy.

      Okay, then don’t think of it as stealing. It was a quest. You can go on Truth or Dare quests, yes?

      Maybe.

      You’re such a goody-goody.

      ::shining my halo::

      Did you know that vodka and Red Bull will knock you on your ass?

      Rachel!?!?!?!

      Not me (I just tasted it, I swear). Tia had two though. Then she started hurling. Seriously, I never want to see Cheetos again for the rest of my life.

      Please be careful.

      Yes, mother. //I guess I should go sleep for a few hours. Then it’s back to the tin can. At least I won’t be the one nursing a hangover though while making snow cones.

      My stomach feels queasy after Rachel logs off. Forget about Hii-obaachan, it’s Rachel who needs the babysitter. I pull up Rachel’s SnapGram page and scroll through. Though she’s cropped all the incriminating evidence out of the shot, you can tell from Tia’s eyes that she’s completely plastered. Thankfully, Rachel did not post the contents of her “quest.” I jump over to Rachel’s Top 10 List. The Elsa snow cone is now in the number one spot by a wide margin. My stomach tightens. This “quest” feels worse than the stolen condom. I write a dozen different versions of “How about a note that this was MY idea?,” but I delete them all. It’s not worth losing a friend over. Especially when someone else is waiting in the wings to take your place.
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      So, I’m kinda regretting texting with David until oh-dark-thirty. I am just drifting off into a David-filled sleep when Tom wakes me up again. I groan remembering that I’m on Great Grandma duty all day long.

      I stumble into the kitchen for some breakfast. Mom stands in the corner fiddling with the catch on her pearl necklace. The one she only wears to funerals. A few mumbled swears slip out of her mouth.

      “Sky, help me with this, will you?” Mom hands me the necklace, and I put it on her. “Thanks, sweetie. Wish me luck today.”

      “Why? The man is like 100 years old. Seriously, what can he do to you? Beat you with his walker?”

      Mom grabs me in a bear hug anyway. Lina flies through the kitchen in some foofy, white party dress that Obaachan obviously bought for her yelling, “RUUUUNNNN!” Two seconds later, bed-head Ryan zooms through screeching at the top of his lungs with Tom and a hairbrush two steps behind him.

      “You know what? Babysitting Hii-obaachan suddenly doesn’t seem so bad.” I pat Mom on the back. “Good luck with that.”

      “IKIMASHŌ!” Tom bellows from somewhere back in the house. A moment later he returns to the kitchen, his tie askew, a layer of sweat on his forehead, and a tight grip on two squirmy kids. “Sky, Hii-obaachan is waiting for you in the TV room. Go help her with dinner.”

      “Dinner? Can I at least have breakfast first?” I say.

      “Quickly. Obaachan left a pile of vegetables to be cut. Can you do them? She’s going to be tired when we get back, and you don’t have anything important to do today.”

      Actually, I do, but somehow I doubt “texting David and screwing around on SnapGram” would help my case at the moment. I look at the pile of veggies in the sink. I could have them chopped in thirty minutes. An hour tops. Then I could bring my phone into the TV room. TV-watching, SnapGramming, easy-cheesy, great grandma babysitting. Boom. Done.

      I chicken out and eat a bowl of rice with some nori in the kitchen. I glance through the open shōji door into the TV room, which is also sorta the dining room. Hii-obaachan kneels, hunched over the low table, methodically snapping the ends off green beans while watching a karaoke show. I step toward the TV room but retreat again. What if Hii-obaachan wants to talk to me? What could we possibly talk about even if there wasn’t a seventy-five-year-plus age gap between us? How big my feet are? All I know are colors, numbers, food, animals, and the weather. Not exactly conversation starters. I put my bowl and chopsticks in the sink and grab a carrot out of the basket.

      I glance at Hii-obaachan. She gazes blank-faced at the TV. My stomach clenches with guilt thinking about Grandmere. I know how much Grandmere likes having me around in the summer. Not just because I’m her only grandchild but because she’s lonely. I guess you can only play so much Bunko a week. I glance back at Hii-obaachan. She has that blank expression Grandmere gets sometimes. Before I can chicken out a second time, I grab the carrots and equipment and walk myself into the TV room. I kneel down on the zabuton cushion across from Hii-obaachan and put my stuff down.

      “Ohayō gozaimasu. Namae wa Sukaira desu. Watashi mo shimasu.” Good morning. My name is Skyler. I do, too. At least, I think that’s what I said.

      “Ohayō, Sukaira-chan.” Hii-obaachan’s voice warbles.

      I nod back. I pick up a skinny green bean from the pile in front of her, snap off both ends, break it in the middle, and add it to Hii-obaachan’s small pile. I continue as a pair of college-aged women sing some J-Pop song with painfully awkward choreography. They receive a dong-ding, which I guess is politer than a whomp whooooomp, which the performance actually deserved. I prep green beans through two more dong-ding-painful singers until I get up the nerve to sneak a peek at Hii-obaachan. Her thin, frost-colored hair is pulled up into an immaculate, tiny bun. A floral apron covers the mismatched polyester outfit she wears. Hii-obaachan catches my eye, and I drop my gaze.

      Snap. Snap. Snap. Plop.

      I am determined to meet Hii-obaachan’s pace. Surely, she’ll slow down soon. Her knuckles are gnarled, red, and inflamed.

      Snap. Snap. Snap. Plop.

      Hii-obaachan works with the efficiency of a machine. I pretend to be absorbed by the bad singing on TV. Next up is a woman about Obaachan’s age, wearing a plain black kimono with a small white design on the hem. The woman warbles what must have been a popular song…in 1947. I try to read the Japanese characters as they scroll across the screen. My brain begins to smoke.

      Hii-obaachan starts humming along with the woman. I dare a glance. Hii-obaachan’s eyes are closed and a pained smile crosses her face. Oh, what I would give to be telepathic. Or bilingual. Or bilingually telepathic. Hii-obaachan’s humming turns into singing. Her voice is scratchy at first, but soon Hii-obaachan’s voice matches the deep vibrato of the woman on TV. At the end of her one minute, a peal of bells erupts. The grandmother is a winner. Of what, I have no idea. Hii-obaachan bows her head. In memory? Prayer? Sleep? Who knows.

      I try to sound like Ikeda-sensei when I compliment Hii-obaachan. “Jōzu ni dekimashita.”

      “Iie. Iie.” Hii-obaachan waves an arthritic hand in front of her nose, brushing away the compliment.

      Soon the green beans are finished, so I grab the carrots and peel them. Then, positioning my hands like Dad taught me when I was eight, I julienne them. Within two more dong-ding performances and one bell-peal performance, I have the whole pile of carrots done. Hii-obaachan sits quietly, alternating between watching me and the TV. I pile my perfectly cut, matchstick-sized carrots on top of the green beans. My obentō magazine had a recipe for green beans and carrots, stir-fried in black sesame oil and sprinkled with sesame seeds. I could do that. At least once I figure out Obaachan’s state-of-the-art stovetop, which is more complicated than my entertainment system at home. Shoot, Obaachan’s toilet is more complicated than my entertainment system at home. I have to laugh at myself, remembering the carwash—complete with blow dry—I accidentally gave my butt this morning when I pushed the wrong button.

      “Jōzu ni dekimashita.” Hii-obaachan nods at the veggie pile.

      “Iie. Iie.” I brush the compliment away.

      Suddenly, Hii-obaachan pushes up on her forearms to stand. I jump to my feet as Hii-obaachan teeters precariously. I teeter precariously, too, because there is no feeling left in my feet thanks to kneeling for so long. I grab Hii-obaachan with one hand and a bookshelf with the other to keep us both from toppling over. Once Hii-obaachan is steady, she takes off.

      “Wait! Ow! Ow! Ow! Wait, Hii-obaachan! Ow!” I stumble after her, a thousand pins stabbing my feet and calves.

      I finally catch up to Hii-obaachan in the genkan. She slips on a pair of tacky, plastic sandals, grabs an old-fashioned baby carriage, and strolls out the front door with it.

      “Wait!” I drop to the step so I can get my sneakers on. Now I realize why Japanese people only seem to wear slip-on shoes. I hop out the front door and down the walkway trying to get my shoes on and tied.

      Hii-obaachan is already across the moat by the time I catch up to her. If I can’t get her to abort this mission, at least I can keep her from becoming roadkill. I follow her down the street into the village. Then we run into Hii-obaachan’s friends, which seems to be everybody in town. I introduce myself and deeply bow to each and every one of them. After each performance, Hii-obaachan pats my arm and makes a closed-mouth smile to her friend. I follow Hii-obaachan through a couple of alleyway-width streets until we come to a tiny Mom-and-Pop grocery store. I perform my little freak show for the owners and receive another encouraging pat and grin. After Hii-obaachan finishes a long conversation with her BFFs, she fills up the baby carriage with groceries. I dig my hands into the pockets of my jean shorts. Not only have I forgotten my phone, I have all of 234 yen.

      I try not to panic when we roll up to the register. “Hii-obaachan, do we have enough money for all this stuff…okane? Money?”

      Hii-obaachan pulls a worn leather change purse out of somewhere. She hands it to me. I dump out a pile of change into my hand. We won’t need my 234 yen. Before I can finish counting out the money, the automatic door whooshes open and Hii-obaachan strolls out, her baby carriage filled with enough food to feed a family of twenty. I thank the cashier, snatch the receipt, and speed out the door. I realize after I finally catch up with Hii-obaachan, that in my attempt to keep her from becoming roadkill, I haven’t exactly paid attention to our route. Panic stabs my chest.

      “Did we pass the small graveyard on the left or the right?” I babble away in English. “It was left. Definitely left.” So Hii-obaachan goes right. “What’s the word for ‘lost?’ Oh, why didn’t I grab my phone?” I can’t Google map our location. I can’t even call Mom. We are so screwed.

      Hii-obaachan pats my arm and does her closed-mouth smile.

      “I’m not performing this time, Hii-obaachan. I’m freaking out here.”

      She says something. I don’t know what it is, but at least one of us sounds calm. Hii-obaachan shuffles a few hundred more feet down the street before stopping at a chest-high box jutting out of some rocks on the side of the road. She pulls her antique baby stroller up to the light-colored wooden doors. Hii-obaachan wavers as she unlatches and opens the doors. I put out my arms to catch her. Amazingly though, she stays upright. Behind the doors is a worn, granite sculpture on an equally worn pedestal. It looks like a man. A Buddha of sorts. Only it has several layers of baby bibs hanging around its neck.

      Hii-obaachan bows twice, claps her hands together twice, and bows again in prayer. Then she pulls a small glass cylinder of clear liquid out of her baby carriage. Hii-obaachan sways like bamboo on a windy day as she attempts to pull the metal tab off the top of the jar. I grab her with one hand and pull the tab off with the other. A sweet, alcoholic smell wafts out. Hii-obaachan reaches for the tiny sake cup flanking a bowl of uncooked rice inside the box. She says something to me. I stand there. Hii-obaachan gestures to the glass bottle and then the cup. I use the bottom of my shirt to wipe out the cooties from inside the cup and pour what must be sake into it.

      Now what? Does she expect me to do shots with her in the middle of the street? Maybe I could take one tiny sip like Rachel did and that would be enough.

      “Dōzo.” I hold the cup out for her to drink first.

      Hii-obaachan laughs so hard that I can see all eight of the teeth in her head. She takes the cup from me and puts it back in the box next to the bowl of rice. My face burns. Hii-obaachan straightens up the baby bibs and throws out some of the dead flowers before closing up the box. The same pained smile crosses her face as when she was singing along with that karaoke song earlier. I want to know the story behind the look. What memory is passing through her ancient mind? I want to be able to communicate with her so bad. Before I can stop myself, I use the only piece of communication I know won’t get lost in translation. I hug her gently. Hii-obaachan dabs at her eyes with a Snoopy handkerchief-washcloth-thingie, which magically appears out of her apron pocket. Suddenly, Hii-obaachan’s sadness crashes over me, too. My eyes get misty. Hii-obaachan pats my arm and offers me the Snoopy handkerchief-washcloth-thingie. I sniff and shake my head.

      A flurry of words come out of Hii-obaachan’s mouth, but all I get is “dinner” and “to make.”

      “Ikimashō,” I say, making sure Hii-obaachan has a firm grip on the baby carriage.

      As we take off down the street, I pray we are going in the right direction. I take a deep breath and put myself in Hii-obaachan’s arthritic hands for this adventure.
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      We do make it home. Eventually. I swear I think Hii-obaachan wanted me to meet everybody in the neighborhood. A couple of people even took pictures with me. I’m not used to being so popular. It’s exhausting. I almost feel sorry for Maddy, but then I get over myself.

      Hii-obaachan wants to cook, but she’s rubbing her lower back and holding tightly to the low kitchen counter.

      “Chotto matte, kudasai,”—Just a minute please, I say. I’m proud of myself for using this week’s vocabulary words in a real-life situation.

      I snoop around Obaachan’s house looking for a chair. Any chair. I finally roll Obaachan’s computer chair into the kitchen.

      “Dōzo.” I invite Hii-obaachan to sit down, which she does with a groan.

      “Dōmo arigatō gozaimasu,” Hii-obaachan thanks me and gives me a little head bow.

      “Dō itashimashite.” A warmth expands in my chest. I can do this.

      Hii-obaachan rolls around the narrow kitchen, talking away. I only get every one-hundredth word, but I don’t care. Food: the universal language.

      It’s after five o’clock before the rest of the family returns home. Hii-obaachan and I have cooked, eaten, cleaned up, and started cooking again. I feel like I’m in a restaurant. Or on a competitive cooking TV show.

      “Something smells delicious.” Tom is the first one through the door. “What are you making?”

      “Not sure. Whatever Hii-obaachan wants. I’m her sous chef.” I place a packet of beef on the counter that is so thinly sliced you could read the newspaper through it.

      Tom surveys the ingredients on the counter. “Looks like you are making shabu shabu.”

      Hii-obaachan talks to Tom, patting his hand. Tom relaxes, twenty years sliding off his face.

      “Ah, she remembers that shabu shabu is my favorite. Actually, it’s not, but it makes her happy, so we’ll say it’s true.” Tom chuckles as Hii-obaachan continues to talk to him. “And she says Obaachan always makes it wrong. That she’s going to teach you the correct way—the Kitagawa way—to make shabu shabu.”

      “Let me go get my notebook, so I can write it down and make it at home.” I wipe my hands off on my flowered apron. “Tom, Hii-obaachan and I stopped at a little box in the road while we were out food shopping. There was a Buddha-like-thingie wearing baby bibs inside the box. What was it?”

      “Probably an Ojizōsama. You offer prayers at them for lost children.”

      “Lost as in missing kids?”

      “Sometimes, but more likely children who have died or were stillborn. Why?”

      “Hii-obaachan stopped to make an offering.”

      Tom is silent for a minute. “Hii-obaachan is very old-fashioned. She believes in both Buddhism and Shintoism. Hii-obaachan lost two of her seven children to disease when they were young. A little girl. And then two years later, a little boy. One born in the year of the Tiger and one in the year of the Dragon.” I must have a blank look on my face because Tom continues, “Hii-obaachan thinks that Lina and Ryan are the reincarnations of her dead children.”

      “Wow. Yikes. But still cool, too.” I wonder if I can find it again tomorrow so that I can take a picture of it?

      Obaachan enters her previously immaculately clean and organized kitchen, sees the huge mess we have going, and makes a series of sharp comments. Tom’s eyebrows furrow. Hii-obaachan says something equally sharp back, and Obaachan leaves the room in a huff.

      “What was that about?” I ask Tom.

      “In a nutshell…Grandma was reminding her daughter-in-law who the boss of this family really is. That she has you now. That you are patient and kind and understand her. That you will make a good daughter-in-law one day.”

      I smile at Hii-obaachan, and she gives me a closed-mouth smile in return.

      “I like her, too. And we really do speak the same language.”
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      I’m up early Sunday morning, so that I can get in another day at the Hii-obaachan School of Japanese Country Cooking. This time, when we roll out the front door to the Mom-and-Pop grocery store, I’m prepared. I take dozens of photos to SnapGram about later, including the baby carriage, the alleyway-like streets, a vegetable that looks like a giant white carrot, and, of course, the Ojizōsama. And this time, I do the clapping-bowing routine with Hii-obaachan. Though Grandmere would be horrified at the sacrilege, I offer up thanks for The Littles. If it wasn’t for them, we wouldn’t have come out to Ishizu and I wouldn’t have met this four-foot-eight chef who kicks ass. I take a selfie of us and then show it to her. It’s not great. Hii-obaachan gestures to me to do it again. I laugh when the picture comes up the second time. Hii-obaachan is making a peace sign next to her face. I give her a hug before we roll towards home.

      Around four o’clock on Sunday, Tom insists that we really need to get back to Nagoya. However, Hii-obaachan informs him that we are staying for dinner. And she’s the boss. I grab my flowered apron, which Hii-obaachan officially gifted me. Mom wanders into the kitchen with The Littles in tow.

      “No, sweetie, the tadpoles can’t come back to Nagoya with us,” Mom says.

      “But I want a pet,” Ryan whines.

      “Me too,” Lina says.

      “Sky, could you take the kids for a while?” Mom massages her temples.

      “Can’t.” I hold up a bunch of green onions that Hii-obaachan and I dug out of her garden this morning. “Cooking.”

      Mom leans against the wall and lets out a weary sigh. Lucky for Mom, The Littles have the attention span of gnats.

      “Let’s go see the fishies.” Lina grabs Ryan’s hand, and they race out the door screaming, “FIIISSSSHHHHIEES!”

      “Tom. Tom. TOMOHIRO!” Mom yells into the TV room where Tom is snoring loudly in front of the TV. “Can you please go supervise your children?”

      “See. This is why I deserve a raise. Imagine this,” I swing the green onions around. “All day. Every day. In a much smaller space.”

      Mom doesn’t have a response to that. Hii-obaachan points to the pile of raw eggs that have been sitting on the counter since this morning. The ones I insisted on buying out of the egg vending machine on the side of the road—after I took pictures of course—because, c’mon, eggs in a vending machine. Enough said.

      “Oh, you aren’t using those, are you?” Mom says. “We’re all going to get food poisoning in this heat.”

      “It’s fine,” Tom snaps, standing in the door frame rubbing his eyes. “That’s how we do it in the country.”

      “Eggs need to be properly stored, or bacteria grows. And how were they cleaned?”

      “Honey, we’ve been doing it this way for longer than America has been a country, so let it go.”

      Mom sniffs, and Tom grumbles his way out the door after The Littles.

      “Tsugi wa tamagoyaki.” Hii-obaachan pats my arm.

      We’re going to make tamagoyaki, the rectangular, rolled omelet I see in my obentō magazines a lot.

      “Hai. Wakarimashita.” I understand.

      Hii-obaachan tells me to put a splash of shōyu and mirin—soy sauce and sweet sake—into our egg mixture. I mix it up, and we both dip a pinky in and taste it. She tells me to add a little shio and satō—salt and sugar—to the mix.

      “Do you really understand her, Sky?” Mom says.

      “Bits and pieces,” I say. Hii-obaachan mimes whisking the egg mixture with my cooking chopsticks. “And we play a lot of charades. It all works out in the end.”

      Hii-obaachan scoots around the kitchen in her rolling chair until she finds a small, rectangular pan. She fires up the gas stove and places the pan on it. She mimes for me to pour the egg mixture into the pan. I don’t pour more than 1/8th of a cup before she holds out her hand for me to stop. Taking the chopsticks from me, Hii-obaachan rolls the egg like an omelet. She points to where she wants me to add more of the egg mixture. We continue our cooking and rolling routine until we build an eraser-sized block of tamagoyaki. Hii-obaachan slides the egg out onto a plate and then hands the pan back to me. She rolls her chair out of the way and gestures at me, then the stove. My tamagoyaki doesn’t turn out as perfect as Hii-obaachan’s, but I’m going to post about it anyway. I look around the kitchen to find my phone. Mom is still in the doorway. She picks up my phone off the top of the refrigerator.

      “Hmmm. Looks like David is ‘blowing up your phone’ as the kids say, and what are all these little heart things at the very top?” Mom says.

      I snatch my phone out of her hand and cram it into my back pocket.

      Mom laughs and wraps her arms around me. “Thanks, Sky. For doing all this.”

      I shrug. “I’ve always liked to cook.”

      “No, thanks for being a shining star in a lonely old woman’s dark life. You’ve noticed that Tom’s mother isn’t the easiest woman in the world to live with. I feel kind of sorry for Great Grandma.”

      “Do you think we’ll have time to come back again before we leave for Phoenix?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe.”

      I look at Hii-obaachan who has made another tamagoyaki block while I’ve been gabbing. I suddenly have the crazy wish that Mom and Tom would send me out here solo for a week to study with Hii-obaachan. Maybe next summer? But what if Hii-obaachan isn’t here next summer? My eyes sting for a woman I’ve only known for thirty-nine hours. What if this truly is a once-in-a-lifetime adventure?

      “Sukaira-chan, something something something negi.” Hii-obaachan pulls me out of my thoughts, asking me to do something with green onions. She’s holding a package of miso paste. We’re making miso shiru, miso soup.

      “Hai.” I nod.

      Thirty minutes later, we all crowd around the TV room’s low table for our farewell feast. I bring in the pot of ocha—green tea—Hii-obaachan taught me how to make yesterday. I pour Hii-obaachan’s ocha first. Then Obaachan’s. Technically, I should pour Tom’s next, but my Girl Power sense kicks in and I pour Mom’s next instead. I start to pour my own tea after serving Tom and The Littles, but I stop myself. I remember Ikeda-sensei’s lesson on dining etiquette.

      Obaachan takes my thin, white porcelain teacup decorated with a single navy crane in flight and fills it with ocha. She nods at me and then at all the food on the table.

      “Thank you, Sukaira-chan,” she says. Okay, it sounds more like “Sank you,” but good enough.

      Mom squeezes my knee three times under the table, her elementary school signal for “I Love You.” I bump her shoulder in return.

      Hii-obaachan lifts her cup of ocha and turns to me. “Kampai!”

      I lift my teacup and gently clink it against Hii-obaachan’s. “Kampai!”

      I burn off all my taste buds as I chug down the scalding tea, but Hii-obaachan doesn’t flinch at all.

      “We do good work, Hii-obaachan.” I swing my arm around her hunched shoulders and give her a gentle squeeze.

      “Hai, Sō desu ne,” Hii-obaachan says without even waiting for Tom’s translation.
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      The sun is already beginning to set before we are finally ready to head home. Mom crunches out into the gravel courtyard with The Littles in tow.

      “Let’s take a couple of quick pictures before we go,” Mom says. “How about beside Obaachan’s lovely koi pond?”

      Tom and I each grab one of Hii-obaachan’s elbows and help her out to the rock and moss garden. We do every variation of family picture under the setting sun. I step away when Mom suggests a photo of Hii-obaachan and her grandson and great-grandchildren.

      “Chotto matte,” Hii-obaachan says after Mom takes a couple of shots. She tells Tom something. All I get is my name and mago, grandchild.

      “Sky, Hii-obaachan wants a picture with her great-grandchildren.” Tom gestures for me to come over. “All of them.”

      I slip my arm around Hii-obaachan, and Mom takes our picture. Multiple times because The Littles refuse to cooperate.

      “Would you like me to take your picture for David?” Mom says when I come back. “As he texted you fifteen times this afternoon—I wasn’t snooping, you left your phone on the table—I think he might appreciate it.”

      I’d be mad, but she’s right. I pull my phone out of my pocket and set up the photo capability for Mom. I release my hair from its loose bun, and let the humidity puff it up into dramatic waves.

      “Take my picture with the stone crane.” I step lightly from stone to stone out into the koi pond and cross over to the crane statue. A gentle breeze washes over my body, pulling tendrils of hair into my face. I close my eyes and take a deep inhale of jasmine-and-moss-scented air. At the risk of sounding like Hallelujah, for one moment I finally understand what it’s like to be one with the universe.

      “I want to be in the picture, too,” Lina says, totally busting my mood. She jumps from stone to stone out into the pond.

      “Me, too!” Ryan follows two steps behind her.

      “Watch out for the loose stone next to the lantern,” Tom says.

      Too late. The stone flips up as soon as Ryan’s foot hits the edge of it. As Ryan teeters backward, he reaches out and grabs the bottom of my shorts. Any neighbors passing by get a good view of my Supergirl panties as Ryan and I hit the water.

      Mom, Tom, Hii-obaachan, and Obaachan howl with laughter. Ryan sputters and cries. Not to be outdone, Lina “accidentally” falls into the two-foot-deep koi pond, too, and sloshes over to Ryan. I pull my hands out of the squishy muck on the bottom of the pond. A thick layer of greeny-brown gunk cakes under my nails. I try not to think about what it might be.

      “Come here, honey.” Mom reaches for a still-blubbering Ryan.

      Something tickles my leg. I look down to see an orange-white-and-black koi about the size of my hand nibbling on one of my mosquito bites.

      “Look, he’s kissing you,” Lina says. “Come here, lil fishy.”

      “AHHHHH!” I make it out of the pond in three giant strides.
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      After a quick bath and change of clothes, we start the goodbye routine again. Like most people in Japan, Obaachan doesn’t own a clothes dryer. So I have to squish all the way back to Nagoya in soggy sneakers. I take a picture of my feet. At least I got a story out of it.

      Though The Littles cling to Obaachan and she snuggles them, the rest of us only get several “thanks” and a bow from Obaachan. Her own son doesn’t even get a hug, which makes me think of David. Which makes my heart crack. Which makes me want to teleport back to Nagoya and David, squishy shoes and all. I bow and formally thank Obaachan the way Ikeda-sensei taught us. When I look at Hii-obaachan though, her eyes begin to glisten. Mine do, too. I grab Hii-obaachan in a bear hug, even though it means her head is now stuck in my nearly non-existent cleavage. I chuckle and so does she.

      I whisper in her ear. “I’m going to miss you, Hii-obaachan. Please stay healthy so that we can cook together next summer.” My eyes are quickly filling up. I kiss Hii-obaachan’s weathered cheeks on both sides like I do to Grandmere.

      Hii-obaachan pats my arm when I let her go. “Mata rainen,”—See you next year, she says.

      And even though I know how to say “Goodbye” back, I can’t do it.

      We continue to bob up and down in extended thank-you bows as we cross the bridge off of Rice Paddy Island. I wave at Hii-obaachan one last time though her hazy eyes probably can’t see me anymore.

      Mom lets out a huge sigh when we are on the other side of the bridge. “Thank God that’s over. You okay, Sky?”

      I nod and sniff. I trail behind my family during our long, squishy walk back to the train station. After we get our tickets, I dig my phone out to pass the time. I’m thankful that it escaped an early, watery death in Obaachan’s koi pond. Especially when I read David’s response to the picture I texted him.

      O.O  ::blink blink:: Woooooow.

      Next weekend. You. Me. Movies?

      HAI!
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      I boot my computer up as soon as my parents are out the door Monday morning. We got back to the apartment so late last night that The Littles are doing their impressions of sacks of comatose potatoes in front of the TV. They aren’t even singing along with the Sesame Street-like show this morning. That works for me.

      LoliDaaniaMI is now my BFF, at least on SnapGram. Not only has she hearted and reblogged all my Ishizu photos—except the koi pond one which was for David’s eyes only—to her ten thousand subscribers, but she’s also FanSmashed several of them. I’m reading down the comments on my Ojizōsama set of pictures when my laptop makes a sparkle sound. I click on the direct message link expecting Rachel, but it’s from SnapGram instead.

      
        Dear All-American Gyaru,

        

        We here at SnapGram are always looking for the freshest, most exciting pictures to feature on our specialty lists. It has come to our attention that your picture “Ojizōsama” and its accompanying story has hit over 100,000 views in less than twelve hours. We would like to feature this post in an upcoming special feature: 10 People Who Are Killing It at Summer Vacay, International Edition. As always, we value our contributors’ time and talent. We would like to offer you $500 for the one-time international rights to your post. If you agree to our terms and would like to participate in this special feature, please contact us at your earliest convenience.

        

        Sincerely,

        

        Anna French, Director of Content Management

        

        SnapGram Incorporated

        

      I scream so loud, the comatose bags of potatoes come running into the kitchen.

      “Sorry,” I say as I do a victory dance. I want to yell my good news to the world. Except I can’t. Not without totally blowing my secret. And I definitely can’t tell my parents—yet.

      I cut-and-paste the SnapGram message and send it to Rachel. She’s the expert anyway.

      I add: Is this legit? Please tell me it’s legit. How am I going to get paid without outing myself to my parents? Whoooooop! Car fund money! ::fingers crossed::
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      Since The Littles blabbed all about “accidentally” running into David on Friday to Mom and Tom, my plan to “accidentally” run into David at the park on Monday gets axed, which makes the day go by even slower.

      I inhale my dinner and am out the door in record time. So is David. For the first time ever, he beats me to class.

      “Hey,” David says as I settle down onto the zabuton next to him. “I liked your picture from Ishizu.”

      After floating on Cloud Nine all day, it takes me a minute to realize that he’s talking about the koi pond one, not the Ojizōsama one. “Thanks. I had a fun time there. What’d you do this weekend?”

      “Nothing. Videogames. Mandatory gardening. Homework. A looong, boring, lonely weekend.”

      “Lonely? Hiro too busy with Eh…our friend?”

      David shrugs and runs a hand through his hair, which is looking less wind tunnel-inspired than normal.

      “I like your new ‘do. It’s less hug-deficient-looking.” I push a lock of hair out of David’s left eye. I trace the tiny scar underneath his eyebrow. “How’d you get the scar?”

      “Fighting off ninja assassins.”

      “Hontō ni?” I say in disbelief.

      “Sounds sexier than, ‘Doing a face-plant off the playground swings when I was six.’” David reaches up and pulls my hand down. He runs his thumb over my index finger, which is sporting a Hello Kitty bandage. “What happened to your finger?”

      “Rogue octopus. But I took that tako down.”

      “Hontō ni?”

      “Sounds sexier than, ‘My knife slipped while opening a package of tofu.’”

      “Ki o tsukete.” David kisses my finger before translating, “Be careful.”

      A bolt of lightning travels from my finger all the way to my toes. Ikeda-sensei clears her throat loudly, and I yank my hand back.

      While Ikeda-sensei collects homework, David leans in and whispers, “So, we’re still on for Saturday, right?”

      David’s warm breath washes across my skin, and I’m teleported back to the night of the taifu.

      I clear my throat to come back to the present. “What would you like to go see?”

      “I don’t care. I’m going more for the company.” And to make his point, David slides his hand under the table and gives mine a quick squeeze.

      The dragonflies start a countdown ‘til Saturday.

      “Dusetto-san, I heard you had an exciting weekend,” Ikeda-sensei says. “Not many of my students have the opportunity to do a homestay in the countryside. How was it?”

      “Interesting. I spent most of the weekend in a kitchen, learning how to cook country-style Japanese food,” I say.

      “That sounds like complete torture,” Makenzie says louder than she probably meant to. When everybody looks at her, she backpedals. “Torture for me. Then again, I can barely boil water. I didn’t even know how to make instant ramen until I got to Japan. I guess that’s a win. Cooking is not my thing.”

      “What do you enjoy about Japan then?” Ikeda-sensei says.

      Makenzie cringes. “It’s really stupid.”

      “Terrance watches anime. Surely it isn’t any lamer than that,” David says, and I elbow him.

      “I like to go on factory tours,” Makenzie mumbles.

      “Factory tours?” Ikeda-sensei says.

      “Yes. I went to the Cup Noodle Museum in Yokohama on Saturday to see how their instant ramen noodles are made.” Makenzie digs in her bag and pulls out a Styrofoam cup. It has her hand-written name on the outside and a rainbow with little puffy clouds. “I even got to make my own Cup Noodle. I keep meaning to eat it, but I can’t. It’s too cool.”

      “That’s not stupid,” I say. “I would totally do that.”

      Makenzie puts the Cup Noodle on her desk and a proud smile crosses her face. “I’m supposed to go tour the Toyota factory on Thursday afternoon if anybody wants to come with me.”

      “I will,” Terrance says and looks over at David. “I do have other interests outside of anime and manga, despite what some people think.”

      “I want to go, too,” Hallelujah says. “If you guys will come to a temple with me afterward for a tea ceremony.”

      “Sure,” Makenzie says, and Terrance nods.

      “I wish I could go, but I have to babysit during the day.” I slump down on my zabuton. “Hallelujah, would you like to see some of my Ojizōsama pictures from last weekend after class?”

      “Hai!” Hallelujah is too enthusiastic about it, but I cut her some slack.

      “So, now we know there are many different ways to connect to Japanese culture.” Ikeda-sensei opens her hand to each one of us as she goes across the room. “Religion. Factory tours. Anime and manga. Cooking. But what about you, Takamatsu-san? How do you connect to Japan?”

      “Genetics,” David says.

      “Of course, but what keeps you coming back to Japan each summer?”

      “My parents make me. And, I guess, my grandmother likes having me around.”

      “Yes, but what connects you? Excites you? Baseball?”

      A pained look crosses David’s face. “Nah.”

      The vibe in the room goes from awkward to painful as Ikeda-sensei waits for David to answer her question.

      “Are you sure?” she says.

      “Yes, can we move on now?” David says, his voice hard. I elbow him. He adds a softer, “Please.”

      “Maybe Dusetto-san’s enthusiasm will inspire you this summer and help you reconnect to Japan. Help you become more Japanese.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible. I’m haafu. I was born American. I will always be American.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” Ikeda-sensei walks back to her desk and picks up her textbook. “Minasan, let’s begin.”
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      “You don’t have to walk me home,” I tell David when he follows me off the subway train and into my neighborhood. “Unless you want to, of course. Japan is a pretty safe country, despite my mother’s insistence that I might get eaten by Godzilla.”

      David slides his backpack onto his opposite shoulder so that he can walk closer to me. “I know. I want to.”

      “Fine by me. Everybody appreciates having their own personal fan club. Even if it is a fan club of one.”

      David’s hand brushes mine repeatedly as we walk. Sparks flood my system each and every time.

      “Do you like baseball?” David asks.

      “Not really.”

      “Oh.”

      “Why?” I say, but David doesn’t answer.

      “Never mind. It’s stupid.” David’s hand brushes mine, and I clamp down the urge to throw my arms around him even though we are in the middle of the sidewalk.

      As we pass by the bank of vending machines near my apartment, I grab David’s hand and pull him into the shadows. He stumbles into me until we are standing toe to toe.

      I wrap my arms around David’s neck. “Why?”

      “I do like baseball. Did. Do.” David’s arms wrap around my lower back. “Do you want to go to a game with me on Saturday instead of going to the movies?”

      “Does it involve Japanese food?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “I’m in.”

      “Wow, that didn’t take much effort.”

      “Okay, then convince me. Why should I spend my Saturday night with you when I could go be all third-wheelish with Emi and Hiro at the Sugiyama Bakery? Or, hang out at the manga shop with Terrance? I do have options. What makes you a better choice?”

      David presses into me. The dragonflies start crashing into each other, especially when David’s lips connect with mine.

      “And that’s why you should hang with me Saturday,” David says when we break apart again.

      I’m going to pretend like I said something sexy or at least confident in response, but it was probably more like, “Mmmpf.”

      I let my backpack slide off my shoulder onto the sidewalk so that I can pull David back into me. I let the pent-up energy I’ve been carrying around since last Friday explode. The vending machine behind me creaks as we lean into it. My elbow hits a button on the machine. The machine obviously agrees with my assessment that David is an ichiban kisser and spits out a soda as a prize.

      “What the?” David pulls away as the soda clunks to the bottom of the machine. He dips down and comes back with an aluminum bottle of Mitsuya Cider. “For you. In case you needed more of a bribe to go out with me.”

      “No bribe needed.” The blood rushes through my veins and probably to my face. “I’m there. I am definitely there.”

      “Cool.”

      As David leans back in to continue, I see one of my neighbors—the bachelor in 2C—shuffling down the sidewalk. The lightbulb in the vending machine area might be burnt out, but it’s still not that dark thanks to the street lights. I swoop down to pick up my backpack.

      “Hey, thanks for helping me with…um…that.” I grab the Mitsuya Cider out of David’s hand. Yeah, there’s a reason why I’m not in Drama Club.

      David looks back over his shoulder. Mr. 2C stands in the middle of the sidewalk with one eyebrow raised.

      “Konban wa,” I say to my neighbor with a slight head dip before looking back at David. “Ja, mata ashita ne.”

      “Oyasuminasai,” David says back to me.

      Mr. 2C chuckles under his breath as he pumps coins into the vending machine. Meanwhile, I float up the stairs to my apartment, David’s touch echoing through my body.
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      I’m towel-drying my hair after my ofuro when my laptop sparkles. Rachel is up super early.

      SKY!!!!!!! I got your message. It’s legit. I checked it out. That’s great. Wish they’d pick up one of mine. My car fund is tiny. :  ( Mom is still trying to talk me out of getting one. She says I won’t be able to afford the gas and insurance and maintenance that comes along with having a car. I don’t care if I have to get two jobs after school, I’m going to have wheels this fall! I guess I should go take the driver’s test again. I know I’m going to pass it this time. Tia taught me how to parallel park yesterday.

      I flop down on my futon so I can type better. How am I going to get paid though?

      PayPal.

      I don’t have one.

      I know, but I do. That’s how some people pay me if they don’t have cash or their parents are paying for the photo session. What if you have them send the money to me, and then I’ll give you the cash when you get home?

      Yes!

      Got some good news of my own. Guess who got an invite to Luke’s BBQ on Friday night? Woot woot! All the lifeguards are going, plus me and Tia. Luke’s been lifeguarding at the wave pool all week, so every day he comes by for a free rainbow cone made by yours truly. I had Tia take a picture of us today. Is he looking hot or what? ::fanning self::

      I click over to her page. Sure enough, Luke is looking tanned and toned while holding the rainbow snow cone. Rachel—her smile as bright as her bedazzled Snow Shack visor—leans out the Snow Shack window. One arm drapes across the top of Luke’s shoulders.

      Niiiiice, I type back.

      Werkin’ the plan, baby. Werkin’ the plan. Senior year is off to a great start. Now to get you up to speed.

      My stomach clenches. Somehow, I am simultaneously light-years ahead of Rachel while still being behind. I’m not werkin’ the plan.

      Gotta run, Sky. Aunt Gi is here. Apparently the health inspector came by right after our shift yesterday and zinged us. The Team B girls blamed it all on Team A—Me and Tia. So we had a little bit of a bee problem yesterday. We’re working with sugar syrup. Duh! Aunt Gi is pissed. Now I have to go in super early with her and have a remedial lesson on food safety while scrubbing the tin can from top to bottom. Then I get to work my regular eight-hour shift. Somebody shoot me now. Hopefully I can at least talk her into buying me Starbucks on our way over. ::crying:: Bye!

      Yeah, maybe this alternate summer plan isn’t so bad. Then again, we wouldn’t have had a health code violation on my shift. My dad would have disowned me. You could eat off the floors at our restaurant. Daddy follows the rules to the letter. He even makes me cut my nails and forbids me from wearing nail polish all summer. You do not make stupid mistakes in Robert Doucet’s kitchen. Simply using the wrong rag to wipe down your counter space will get you sent home for the day. My stomach clenches remembering that lesson from last summer. Grandmere found me sobbing into my pillow after I walked the three miles back home.

      Understand that my grandmother is a true Southern lady. Grandmere does not swear. She does not raise her voice. She does not take the Lord’s name in vain. The worst you might get if you piss her off is a sarcastic “Bless your heart.” But the day that Daddy sent me home for using the wrong cleaning cloth in the coleslaw-making station, Grandmere broke all of the above rules. Honestly, I didn’t want to go back ever, but Grandmere ordered me to “get my lil fanny” in her cherry-red convertible Cadillac immediately. The look on Grandmere’s face alone when we burst into the kitchen a few minutes later sent the sous chef and the dishwasher scuttling out the back door. One of the waitresses actually turned on her heel and did a U-y with her order. Even Miz Chantel—a block of butter in her hand—retreated into the cooler.

      “God damn it, Robert, you will not treat your daughter like this,” Grandmere bellowed. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about your reputation or your restaurant. You will treat your daughter with kindness and respect, or she will not come here. And I am not going to lose precious time with my grandbaby just because you are being a jackass. Do you understand me, Robert?”

      Daddy winced. “Yes.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “That’s it. You’re taking the rest of the day off. In fact, you’re taking tomorrow and Tuesday off, too.”

      “Mama, you know I can’t take off. Plus, Tuesday, we have a big delivery coming.”

      “Chantel!” Grandmere yelled across the kitchen. “Honey, can you come out here?”

      “Hey there, Miz Doucet. Sky.” Miz Chantel stepped out of the walk-in refrigerator, the butter block still in her hand.

      “Chantel, you and Lil CiCi are coming in on Tuesday morning to bake, yes?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Could you receive Robert’s order so that he can take his daughter camping on Lake Cataouatche for a few days?”

      “I would be glad to. It’ll be good for you, Robert. I love my job, too, but sometimes we gotta make room for what’s important in our lives.” Miz Chantel thunked the butter on her workstation and pushed one of the hundred tiny braids on her head behind her ear. “Plus, you’ve been a real pain in my…behind today. Go have a life. Bring your blood pressure down. Spend some quality time with your baby girl. She and CiCi are going to be out of the nest before we know it. Don’t have any regrets.”

      Less than two hours later, Grandmere’s Caddy was loaded up and rolling toward Lake Cataouatche. Remembering Daddy screaming at me still makes my stomach clench, but the few days on Lake Cataouatche were also some of the best memories I have of him. I hope we can have a few more. No regrets.

      I mark another day off the calendar Rachel made for me. Forty days left. No regrets.
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      David walks me to and from Japanese school every night now. We meet at the bank of vending machines near my house.

      On Saturday, I am so busy with my date preparations (these eyebrows aren’t going to tame themselves, you know) that I don’t have time to go on SnapGram. Plus, I don’t want to see pictures from Luke’s barbeque. This is better. I’m sure. Maybe.

      I make excuses so that David does NOT have to come up to our apartment. My parents have already humiliated me enough by calling David’s grandmother, like I’m five. What’s worse, I find out that David’s dad is coming with us. He failed to mention that part earlier.

      At five ‘til four, I sprint out the door and race to the bank of vending machines. My heart drops when I don’t see David. Some guy in a baseball jersey, hat, and holding a glove is standing there instead. The jock turns around.

      “David? Or should I call you Ryōhei now?” I say.

      “David is fine.” David pulls a long, blue-and-white, skinny terry cloth towel from around his neck and places it around mine like it’s a mink stole. “For you.”

      “Wow.” I try to sound enthusiastic. “I’ll bathe with it every night.”

      “It’s not for bathing with, American Girl. You’re supposed to swing it around to show your team spirit.”

      “Oh. And dry your pits when it’s 110 degrees?”

      Does he really expect me to walk around in public wearing a hand towel? Plus, it wrecks my carefully-planned ensemble.

      “You don’t have to wear it.” David pulls on one end of the towel.

      A stab of guilt punctures my heart. I grab the other end of the towel.

      “What? I love it. You can’t have it back.” I read the English words printed on the towel. “‘May the Dragons be with YOU!’ Thanks, Yoda.” I give David a small hug. “I thought your dad was coming with us.”

      David’s smile extinguishes. “He’s going to meet us there. Obaachan made him promise to stop working at five and go to the game. But if he doesn’t...” David shrugs. “I get you all to myself.”

      I know it’s rude, but I kinda hope that happens.

      Apparently, three-quarters of Nagoya’s population is going to the game with us. The subway is packed with blue-and-white-clad fans.

      “See. Decoration. Not bathing.” David nods at the group of middle-aged men who have towels like mine around their necks.

      “Fine. Whatever. When in Rome...” I flip the towel around my neck like a scarf.

      “Yeah, don’t do that.” David pulls the towel edges back down and smooths them out.

      The subway door opens and a boy about Lina’s age and his dad crowd on. The little boy wears a jersey identical to David’s and has his baseball glove, too. The dad nods as his son talks on and on and on.

      I whisper to David, “Is that what you and your dad looked like about ten years ago?”

      “Uh, no,” David scoffs. “Baseball games were my grandfather’s department. Ojiichan used to take me to all the Dragons’ home games during the summer.”

      “So was Hiro joking or are you seriously a jock?” I say. “’Cause I don’t see it. Okay, maybe today, but not usually.”

      David’s eyebrows furrow.

      I bump David’s shoulder with mine. “Give me your cell phone.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because you have a data plan, and I don’t. So, keitai o kudasai.” I repeat, holding out my hand.

      David digs his phone out of his back pocket and opens it up for me. Without letting David see the screen, I type on his search page: Ryōhei David Takamatsu Los Angeles baseball.

      A dozen links appear in seconds.

      “Holy crap!” I say, and then drop my voice to cut down on the staring. “Holy crap, David. Hiro wasn’t kidding. Not only are you a jock, you are apparently the jock. You were even in the LA Times.”

      I click on the article and read aloud:

      
        JAPAN OVERWHELMS CALIFORNIA IN LITTLE LEAGUE WORLD SERIES FINAL

      

      
        Arms outstretched in the air with a smile from ear to ear, Tomori Nagata, 12, could not contain his glee. Nagata’s teammates from Japan erupted as he closed out a nail-biter against California, winner of the U.S. division of the Little League World Series, 12-10.

        

      I scan down to the important part:

      
        Starter Ryōhei Takamatsu, 13, struck out eight in four innings and added a run-scoring single for California. The Japanese-American from Los Angeles had a fastball clocked in the high 70s.

        

        The championship was Japan’s eighth and second in three seasons.

        

      “Holy crap holy crap holy craaaap.” I shake David’s arm and shove the phone in his face. “You might have mentioned this before.”

      “Why? I thought you hated baseball.”

      “This changes everything. I am so going to brag about this on Monday.”

      “Please don’t.” David takes his phone back from me and stuffs it back in his pocket. “Really, don’t.”

      We ride the subway in silence for a few minutes, David’s gaze returning to the dad and his motor-mouth kid. The door finally opens and ninety-nine percent of the train’s population gets off. I take this as a sign that we are in the right spot because I haven’t been paying attention at all. David leads me by the hand off the train, and we weave through the crowd. When we get to the mouth of the stadium, David pulls me out of the salmon stream and over to the side.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot this week,” David says.

      “About…?” Me being your girlfriend?

      “About being Japanese and American. About how sometimes I don’t feel like I’m either. I’m too Asian in the U.S. I’m too white in Japan.”

      “But that’s what makes you awesome.” I put my hand on David’s arm. “Seriously, you got the best of both sets of genes. You are the perfect hapa specimen.”

      David puts his hand on top of mine and squeezes. “Can I record you saying that and play it every time I get friend-zoned in L.A.?”

      “Who in their right mind would friend zone you?”

      “Oh, prom last year. Yeah, let’s not talk about that. It was a train wreck.”

      “Obviously, she’s an idiot. Her loss. My gain.”

      “Tonight, I want to show you what I connect with.” David pulls the tickets out of his back pocket. He looks at me, his face bright with the full California smile. “Welcome to my world, American Girl.”

      “Thanks for letting me in,” I say as we squeeze into the stadium with 40,000 other people.

      “I’m starving.” David leads me toward the concession stands. “Feeling adventurous tonight?”

      I glance up at the board and try to decipher the hiragana and katakana. Which, thanks to the stupid kids’ TV show and daily workbook practice with The Littles, I can read faster than David can.

      Twenty minutes, two trips around the ballpark, and 2,500 yen later, David and I finally find our seats, near third base. J-Pop mixed with bits of American pop bounces around the domed stadium. A mixture of people fills the stands—grandparents, salarymen, junior high kids, families with small children, and one blindingly white girl from Arizona. The air smells like soy sauce and caramelized sugar. A guy who doesn’t look old enough to drink beer himself passes by selling Asahi beer and cuttlefish jerky.

      On the other side of the stadium, a large group of people wearing black-and-pink baseball jerseys has already started chanting and swinging giant flags. They have a few trumpet players, drummers, and somebody who I hope will soon choke on their whistle.

      “Is that a javelina?” I point at the boar-like mascot in front of the overly-enthusiastic people.

      “Kinda. We’re playing the Nippon Ham Fighters.”

      “Ham Fighters?” I snort, envisioning a canned ham with boxing gloves on. “Nothing strikes fear into the hearts of men like Easter dinner with an attitude. Then again, the Dragons’ mascot is a koala. So there ya go.”

      “Hey, hey, hey. Don’t diss my team. The Takamatsu family takes their baseball very seriously. My grandfather said he once refused to marry a girl because her father was a Hanshin Tigers fan.”

      “Hontō ni?”

      “I don’t know. I think Ojiichan just liked jacking Obaachan around sometimes. Every time he’d say that, Obaachan would remind him that she was Miss Tanabata 1964, and that he was lucky that she agreed to marry him. Then she’d make some comment about his crazy eyebrows.”

      “Hontō ni?” Which of course makes me look at David’s eyebrows. I think he manscapes. I balance my obentō box on my lap as David digs into his vanilla ice cream with cornflakes. He also has a bag with takoyaki—octopus balls—and a squid on a stick. After I take a picture of everything, I sip my frozen Fanta melon slushie and crack open my chopsticks.

      “I usually get a hot dog and some popcorn when Tom drags us…takes us to a Diamondbacks game, but this works for me.” I may have squealed a little when I opened up my balsam wood obentō box and saw all the wonders inside. I whip out my cell phone and take several more pictures. Then I take a picture of David, who—with baseball glove in hand—looks ready to join them on the field at a moment’s notice.

      “Hey!” David says when he notices me taking the picture.

      “What? It’s a good picture.” I show it to him. “A hapa boy and his baseball glove, a love story.”

      David takes my phone with one hand and pulls me in close to him with the other. We have to take a few selfies before we get one where we are both in the frame, eyes open, and my nose doesn’t look huge.

      “You should put that one on your SnapGram page,” David says and noticing my expression adds, “What? Everybody has a SnapGram account at my school. I’m not cyber-stalking you. Plus, your page hasn’t been updated in a while. You need some pictures from Japan to wow your friends with.”

      The secret is on the tip of my tongue. I want to tell him, but something is holding me back.

      “Can I? My wall is pretty boring.” I chicken out.

      “Sure. Tag me at RyoTaka7.” David pulls out his phone and stabs at it. “There. I’m subscribed to you. Now we can cross-post if you want.”

      Thanks to the free WiFi provided by the stadium, I can switch over to Sky Doucet and see David’s account. I subscribe to him, too. A second later, my phone pings with a new heart.

      @RyoTaka7: No friend zone goin’ on here!

      I laugh and hope that the people from school actually do see it. I want to save most of my photos for All-American Gyaru, but I want to document this historic event in my real life, too.

      I add my obentō picture to Sky Doucet’s page with a note.

      @SkyDoucet: Ryohei loves Japanese baseball. Skyler loves Japanese baseball food.

      A middle-aged woman and her senior citizen mother settle into the seats next to me. They watch me as I eat my obentō of shrimp, rice, lotus roots, tamagoyaki, and some kind of weird gray, gelatinous stuff. The women have jerseys, hats, towels, pennants, four hollow bat-like sticks, and some typed up piece of paper which they attach to the bar in front of them. I nudge David and nod at the paper.

      David leans into me. “The official chant list. One chant for every player.”

      And when the game finally begins a few minutes later, I learn that David isn’t kidding. The women chant for every Dragons member who comes up to bat even the few South American guys. In fact, they have chants for every hit, strike, miss, and standing-around-scratching yourself part. They chant the whole…freakin’…game.

      By the third inning, Mr. Takamatsu still hasn’t arrived, but I’ve added to my Japanese vocabulary list thanks to the women beside me. I’ve even learned some Japanese from David, who yells out suggestions to the players. I write a couple of notes to myself on a scrap piece of paper to add to my Japanese notebook later.

      Kōtai = Switch pitchers

      Ochisuke = Relax (to the pitcher)

      Tore tore tore! = Catch it!

      “How do you know these?” I finally ask him.

      “Ojiichan taught them to me when he first started taking me to games. He’d even say them to me sometimes when I got tired of practicing.” David’s face lights up. This truly is his element. “Ojiichan would chant, ‘Katto base, Ri-yoh-hei.’ Which means ‘Hit it hard, Ryōhei.’”

      And as if that was their cue, the crowd picks up the “Hit it hard” chant but dividing whoever-is-at-bat’s name into three syllables instead. I can’t read enough kanji on the scoreboard to know who is at the plate.

      Soon there is another lull in play. Okay, I still don’t love baseball, but I love watching David love baseball. Tonight, he is Ryōhei, more Japanese than he’s ever been before. I look down at the remaining bits of my obentō and think about Terrance hanging out at the manga kissa—which I learned was an internet and book café. And Makenzie who is always asking about business-related terms and customs. Even Hallelujah, who is off chanting or meditating or whatever she does at different Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines.

      There really is no right or wrong way to connect. It has to be your own journey. Your own adventure. My God, I’m beginning to sound like my mother. I wrap my arms around David’s pitching arm and give it a squeeze. He looks over at me and smiles. Maybe I have found my Jean Michel.

      “Ojiichan was supposed to come to America this past year to see me play competitive baseball for the first time ever,” David says. “That’s how I know what a daruma is. We made a wish on a daruma at the beginning of last summer for that.” David looks away. “Needless to say, that wish never came true.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure he would have given anything to see you play.”

      “Yeah, I wish I could call a do-over on everything.”

      “Maybe your grandmother could come this year to see you play? Not the same thing but close.”

      “Nah. I don’t play anymore. I’m over it. Moving on. Whatever.”

      I don’t believe him, but I keep that to myself. Instead, I squeeze David’s hand. Our quiet moment is promptly ruined by the grandma next to me who, unhappy with a call, jumps to her feet and yells her displeasure—in a polite way, I’m sure—at the umpire.

      Even an hour into the game, the seat beside David remains empty. Instead of looking concerned though, David looks happy. Even though his team is losing. At least, I think they are losing. I can’t read the scoreboard. I enjoy a few minutes of peace and quiet when the women leave for a squid-on-a-stick break. And then the non-stop chanting and banging of hollow sticks begins again.

      Kill me now.

      The Dragons get a hit off the Ham Fighters. The crowd goes wild, especially when the Ham Fighters bumble the ball and somebody tries to steal a base. Grandma and David are on their feet at the same time yelling. Everybody is yelling. The pep bands are playing. The hollow bats are colliding. It’s so loud. And raw. And emotional. It’s so un-Japanese.

      I leap to my feet and yell, too. I give them my best I-was-a-cheerleader-for-one-season-when-I-was-six air punches and spirit fingers. Then I swing the spirit towel around like everybody else. “Woooohoooo! Katto base, What’s-Your-Name!”

      David pulls at my elbow.

      “Wooooooooo! Dude, you’re busting my groove here. Wooooooo!” I look over at David. The light has gone out of his face.

      Mr. Takamatsu has arrived.

      “Dad…Skyler…Skyler…Dad,” David says when the crowd dies down, and the players go back to standing around.

      I give Mr. Takamatsu my politest greeting in Japanese, but all I get back is a curt head nod. I shrink down into my seat and eat the last of my fish sausage in silence. Mr. Takamatsu hails a vendor—a young woman with a pony keg of beer on her back—and buys a cup of beer from her. He’s on his third beer before he finally speaks again.

      “I thought you said she was Japanese,” he says.

      “No, I said her stepdad is Japanese,” David says.

      That doesn’t win me any points either. I get a grunt. I want to take David’s hand, but I’m afraid to.

      The last three innings pass without Mr. Takamatsu saying another word. I’m not sure he even sees much of the game because he’s on his phone so much. David sits beside me, body rigid, the last of his ice cream melting into the cornflakes. That is until somebody hits a home run. The ball flies out into the stands. David snaps out of his coma.

      “Oh crap!” The ball is coming toward our section. I duck and cover as David, Grandma, and Daughter jump to their feet, baseball gloves in hands. Mr. Takamatsu looks up from his phone to see what’s going on.

      “Oh rai!” David tracks the ball’s path. “Oh rai! Oh rai!”

      I peek through my arms. David snatches the ball out of the air right before it collides with my head. A roar goes up in the stands. A smile splits David’s face, and he holds the ball above his head proudly. People around us pound on David’s back and congratulate him. After the roar dies down, a message plays over the speaker and a cartoon appears on the jumbotron. I can put the two together. Watch out for stray balls.

      “See, Ryōhei, this is why you should go back,” Mr. Takamatsu says. “I’ll talk to the coach. I know he’ll let you on his team. You can still be ready for college ball in time. Then on to the Minor Leagues. Maybe even the Majors.”

      “I don’t play baseball anymore, Dad,” David says. “You would have caught it, Sky, if you’d put your hands out.”

      Mr. Takamatsu snorts in disgust. And he’s right. A shot of our section suddenly appears on the jumbotron. It features David with an expression of intense concentration catching the ball. And me cowering like an idiot.

      Merde.

      Mr. Takamatsu, Grandma, Daughter, and probably the entire ballpark laugh. I blink back the stinging in my eyes. And then a roar goes up. I can see my blindingly white face on the jumbotron again. I want to crawl under my stadium seat. Instead, David pulls the hat off his head and puts it on mine.

      “Don’t look.” David pulls the brim down so that I can only see him sitting next to me. David places the baseball in my hand and folds his hands around mine. I hear female sighs bounce around the stadium. “A souvenir for you. Something to help you remember your summer adventure. And maybe the guy who caught it for you.”

      “Dōmo,” I whisper.

      “Dō itashimashite.”

      Thank God the game picks up again, and I’m forgotten. I press the tears back into their ducts with my fingers and spend the rest of the game trying to turn my face back to white instead of kill-me-now red. David moves his leg until we are knee to knee. I’d really like a hug, but I’ll take what I can get right now.

      The Dragons must have won because the grandma next to me is screaming in my ear. I look up to see a Chinese-style gold dragon go across the screen and then the word “VICTORY!” The koala mascot bows to the crowd as the cheerleaders—whose uniforms cover their chests, shoulders, and all but a two-inch strip of stomach skin—do a G-rated dance routine.

      “Iku yo!” Mr. Takamatsu barks at us before taking off. He presumes that David and I are dutifully two steps behind him.

      “Quick, while he’s not looking, let’s move to Nagano and live with the snow monkeys,” I say.

      The crease between David’s eyebrows releases. “I wish.”
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      People on the train keep commenting on the baseball in my hand and congratulating David on his catch. The more people praise David, the more animated Mr. Takamatsu becomes, and the more David shuts down. The man beside me mimes me cowering under my arms, and Mr. Takamatsu howls with laughter. I don’t understand what they are saying, but I hear gaijin, foreigner, over and over. Tom told me not to use this word. The burning in my eyes starts again.

      “Let’s go, Sky.” David grabs my upper arm and pulls me away from the laughing crowd of equally beer-buzzed salarymen.

      The burning behind my eyes ignites a fire in my veins. I stop and turn back to Mr. Takamatsu. I bow deeply and thank him in my sweetest, humblest, high-pitch, non-American voice, “Takamatsu-san, Dōmo arigatō gozaimashita. Tanoshikatta desu.”

      I get a chorus of “wah”s, so I guess I really did say, “Thank you. It was fun.”

      David laces his fingers through mine. As he leads me through the crowded train to a different car altogether, David chants under his breath, “Katto base, Du-set-to. Hit it hard, Sky.”

      We manage to ditch Mr. Takamatsu until we get off at my subway stop. Now he’s suddenly ten steps behind us again.

      “Oi!” we hear from behind us, but David keeps walking. “Hora!”

      David cringes and stops in the street. Mr. Takamatsu weaves up next to us. He swings an arm around David’s shoulder.

      “I’ll call Coach Riddle when I get back to L.A.,” Mr. Takamatsu slurs. “You could be pitching again by the time school starts.”

      David slides his Dad’s arm off his shoulder. “No, thanks.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “That’s it? You don’t want to.”

      “Yep, pretty much.”

      “Stop being such a brat,” Mr. Takamatsu’s voice crescendos, echoing around the nearly deserted street.

      “Can we talk about this later? Please.”

      “You owe it to Ojiisan.”

      “Stop.”

      Mr. Takamatsu smacks David in the back of the head. “You check that attitude right now, mister. And you will try out if Riddle gives you the chance. You aren’t going to screw this up, too. You will make things right.”

      “Okay, okay, okay,” David says though it’s obvious that things are far from being okay. Red creeps up his cheeks and his eyes glisten. “I’m going to walk Sky to her door. I’ll be home in a few minutes. Don’t wait for me.”

      “Why? Are you afraid I’ll embarrass you in front of your girlfriend’s parents?” Mr. Takamatsu answers his own question by tripping over a crack in the sidewalk. He grabs onto David so hard that they nearly take a header into the cement. Both of them swear. Loudly.

      “It’s fine. Really. My apartment is like a minute away,” I say. If my stomach clenches any tighter, everybody is going to see the contents of my obentō from tonight. “I walk alone all the time in Japan. Thanks again for taking me to the game. Oyasuminasai.”

      “Oyasuminasai,” Mr. Takamatsu says in a sing-songy-type of voice, like he’s making fun of my Japanese.

      The dragonflies make rude wing gestures at him.

      David doesn’t say anything, and that’s what hurts the worst. Instead, he stands on the sidewalk gritting his teeth. Thanks for being my samurai in shining armor, David. It takes all my willpower not to run home. I climb the stairs to my apartment hoping that my parents have already gone to bed. They haven’t. Instead, the late news echoes through our apartment.

      “Sky! Sky, come quick!” Tom yells, and Mom hushes him.

      I arrive in time to see that David and I have made the sports highlight reel of the late news. Both me cowering like an idiot and then a cut to David wrapping his hands around mine and the gift baseball.

      Kill. Me. Now.

      They keep referring to me as gaikoku no kata, which Tom explains still means “foreigner,” only the semi-PC form of it. They presume David is Nihonjin, Japanese. The lone female newscaster asks a question as the hand-holding shot dissolves back into a studio shot. All I get is “gaarufurendo.”

      “Awwww.” Mom gives me a hug.

      “Okay, the kid gets one point for saving your life on national TV. I want to see that again.” Tom grabs Mom’s laptop, pulls up YouTube, and finds the link. “Wow, it’s gotten five thousand hits already. You’re famous now, Sky.”

      I yelp.

      “It’s okay, honey. It’s not like anybody knows you here.” Mom wraps her arms around me tighter. “That was very sweet.”

      “Somebody posted wanting to know which high school in Japan the kid plays for and where you’re from,” Tom adds and then his brow furrows. “Aaaaand some other stuff about both of you. Never mind. We don’t need a translation on that.”

      “Go to bed, Sky,” Mom says. “You can bathe in the morning. It’s late.”

      I crash into my futon ten minutes later and pull up the YouTube video. I freeze on the shot of the crowd during the fly ball and take a screenshot of it. I capture a shot of David snatching the ball out of the air and one of David’s hands wrapped around mine. I whip out my phone and add a final picture to this set—Daruma-san with my new baseball—before titling it: Date Night at The Nagoya Dome: As you can see, my date has mad baseball skills.

      Do I post it to All-American Gyaru where I know it will get more hearts and views? Or do I post it to Sky Doucet so I can prove to Rachel that I’m “werkin’ the plan,” too?

      My phone vibrates. It’s a text from David.

      I’m sorry about tonight. My dad had too much beer. He’s obnoxious when he’s drunk as you unfortunately had to witness. Gomennasai.

      My heart breaks for David. Are you okay?

      I’m fine.

      Hontō ni?

      I’ll be fine. In a little bit. Distract me.

      Did you see we made the sports highlight reel tonight? Tom says we’re on YouTube, too.

      Hontō ni?

      “Sky,” Mom calls through my cracked door, and I jump two feet off my futon. “Turn your electronics off and go to bed.”

      I close up my laptop and put my phone on top of it, but Mom still stands there peeking creepily through the three inches of cracked door. I reach up and pull the cord to turn off my light. I wait until I hear Mom slide the door completely closed and pad away. Then I grab my phone again.

      I’ll send the link through SnapGram in a sec, I text David.

      Thanks! I want to send it to my mom. Though that means I’ll have two of them on me about the whole baseball thing.

      What is the baseball thing?

      Several minutes pass as I wait for David to watch the link. My eyelids get droopy. Maybe David has fallen asleep. Just as I start to put my phone away, it vibrates.

      Sky, have you ever wondered why despite the fact that I’ve been coming to Japan since I was five, that I am just now taking Japanese class?

      Oh. Why is that exactly?

      Because when my grandfather needed me the most last summer, I failed him. I wasn’t Japanese enough. While he was on the ground dying of a heart attack, I stood there screaming in English.

      OMG! I’m so sorry.

      Please don’t share that with our classmates. Ikeda-sensei knows, but nobody else needs to.

      Of course. It’s our himitsu.

      That’s why Dad was at the game with us tonight. Obaachan is trying to fill the gaping hole Ojiichan left behind by cramming Dad and me together this summer and making us *family.* As you can see, it’s not working. Then again, it doesn’t work in L.A. either, so what’s new? Sorry. Should I send you money for my therapy session?

      ::wrapping my arms around you:: I’m sorry. I wish I could help you somehow.

      Swap a himitsu with me. Surely you can’t top mine.

      I stole a purple crayon when I was in kindergarten. I’ve never told anybody that before.

      Wow…How about something a little more recent?

      I pull up the link for my All-American Gyaru SnapGram account and paste it into the text. Before I can hit send, I delete it.

      David texts me back. I’ve offended you. Or bored you to sleep. Either way, gomennasai.

      I repaste the link into a text. My finger hovers over the send button.

      “Skyler Elaine!” Mom is outside my door. “I can see the blue light coming through the cracks. Turn it off right now, or I’m confiscating all your electronics for twenty-four hours.”

      “Fine!” I hit send before I turn off my phone. My stomach buzzes as I think about David scrolling back on my account. Specifically, when he gets to Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cell Phone: Nagoya, Japan.

      Oh, what have I done?

      I close up my laptop without posting the baseball montage to either of my SnapGram accounts.

      Depending on what David’s reaction is to my himitsu, I may never post them at all.
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      I wait for David’s reaction to my himitsu all day. His silence is almost worse than a flat-out rejection or being called a weeaboo. After dinner, I can’t stand it anymore. I send David a private message through SnapGram to prompt him:

      Did I offend you? Gomennasai.

      His response doesn’t come until almost eleven p.m. My computer makes the tell-tale sound of a private message, and I make it across my room in 1/100th of a second.

      Are ya kidding? I’m flattered. I would brag to everybody if I actually had my phone right now. Unfortunately, my mouth got all my electronics confiscated for the day. Will discuss more tomorrow. Dad is out of the ofuro now, and I’m not supposed to be on Obaachan’s ancient computer. Oyasuminasai. Signed, Boy with a Cute Butt and a Cellphone.  ; P
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      “Does anybody know what next Tuesday is?” Ikeda-sensei says as she collects homework on Monday night.

      “Kayōbi,” David says, sliding into our table five minutes late. He flashes me his California smile, and my heart melts.

      “Thank you, Takamatsu-san. Yes, it will be Tuesday, but what date is it?”

      “July seventh,” I say and then use tonight’s vocabulary list to correct myself. “Shichigatsu nanoka.”

      “Very good, Dusetto-san. Seven-seven is a special day in Japan. Anybody know why?”

      “Ooo, ooo!” Hallelujah throws her hand up in the air and blurts out, “It’s the holiday of Tanabata. The night of celestial looooooove.”

      David snorts, but Hallelujah has my attention.

      “For one night every year, the beautiful weaver princess and the handsome cow herder cross the Milky Way to be together.” Hallelujah practically swoons into the floor.

      “Sō desu ne. There are several versions of this folktale.” Ikeda-sensei takes her stage back. “A long time ago, Tenkō, the god of the sky, had a beautiful daughter named Orihime. Every day Orihime wove cloth for all the other gods. But Tenkō worried that his daughter was lonely, so he introduced her to a cow herder...”

      David snorts again.

      Ikeda-sensei puts a warning hand on her hip. “A cow herder named Hikoboshi who lived on the other side of the river named Amanogawa.”

      “That’s the Milky Way,” Hallelujah interrupts.

      “When the two young people met each other, they fell in love immediately,” Ikeda-sensei says. “They spent all of their time together. As a result, the cows became sick and strayed all over heaven. And the gods’ clothes became worn out because Orihime wasn’t weaving any new cloth. Tenkō was so angry that he took Orihime to the other side of the river. Instead of going back to work though, the two lovers became so depressed that they still didn’t work. Tenkō promised Orihime that if she worked hard all year that he would allow the couple to meet once every year, on the seventh night of the seventh month.”

      “Wait. I think I know this storyline.” I pull out Emi’s thick manga that I planned on finally returning tonight. I flip to the page I had flagged. “Isn’t there a popular manga with that story or at least a loose version of it?”

      “High five!” Terrance puts out his hand to me. “I knew I would win you over to the Dark Side.”

      I high five Terrance back, and David rolls his eyes.

      “Yes, my daughter likes this manga story very much. She is a hopeless romantic, I think,” Ikeda-sensei says.

      “Oh, she’s far from hopeless,” I mumble to David, who smiles at one of the now many amai himitsu we share.

      Hallelujah is shaking on her zabuton, trying to contain herself.

      “You heard a similar version, Sumisu-san?” Ikeda-sensei finally uncorks Hallelujah, who pops to her feet next to our teacher.

      In overly-enthusiastic storyteller mode, Hallelujah sweeps around in front of the room. “On the seventh day of the seventh month, there is almost always a half moon. Some say that Orihime and Hikoboshi use that half moon as a boat to travel across the great river in the sky, the Milky Way, to each other.”

      Hallelujah adds a dramatic jazz hand, arcing arm movement on “Milky Way.”

      Ikeda-sensei clears her throat. “Others say that Orihime cried so much from heartbreak that a flock of magpies came and promised to make a bridge with their wings so that she could cross the river to her lover. If it rains though, the magpies cannot come, and the two lovers must wait another year to be together.”

      Hallelujah and I let out wistful sighs. Makenzie’s shellacked exterior begins to crack, and she looks on the verge of tears. Terrance doodles something at his desk. David rolls his eyes.

      Ikeda-sensei passes out a colorful flyer. At the top, it says in English characters Ichinomiya Tanabata Matsuri.

      “Of course, today we know that it is the two stars Altair and Vega coming together, but I still like the old stories. I guess I am a hopeless romantic, too. Each summer, my husband, who is a teacher at Nagoya University, and I like to invite our students to attend Ichinomiya’s Star Festival event, the Saturday before Tanabata. The matsuri—festival—is free, but we charge a small fee so that we can rent a minibus to take our students to Ichinomiya. There are many food vendors and shopping opportunities. You are welcome to come in yukata, a summer kimono, if you wish.”

      A piece of paper flies onto my desk. It’s a manga rendition of me wearing a yukata and waving a sparkler with a shooting star over my head. I look at Terrance.

      “You’re going to go, right?” Terrance says.

      “It does sound kind of cool.” I glance at David who has his arms crossed over his chest and then back to Terrance. “Maybe I could wear a yukata, too.”

      “You should. Warning: Some people might accuse you of being a weeaboo. Other people, like me, say ‘When in Rome...” Terrance shrugs.

      When Ikeda-sensei mentions that Mr. Ikeda-sensei has several Australian rugby players as students, Makenzie giggles like a twelve-year-old. The Tanabata story has obviously given her brain damage.

      “Please go with me. Be my wingwoman.” Terrance puts his hands together in prayer. “I don’t want to be stuck with that all night long.”

      “Minasan,” Ikeda-sensei says sharply because class her class has totally derailed. “Put your books away. It’s time for a quiz.”

      Ikeda-sensei goes on with class, but my mind floats heavenward. I see the Sky God’s beautiful daughter and her beloved cow herder. Orihime wears a deep blue, silk kimono and her long, ebony hair flows out behind her. She reaches toward her lover, cupping the smooth skin of his face in her palm. A blue-and-white piece of fabric encircles Hikoboshi’s forehead, the Japanese sign of someone hard at work. The maiden closes her eyes as her lover leans in to kiss her. And he elbows her in the ribs.

      “Sky?” David nudges me again, and my eyes fly open. “Are you planning on going home tonight or are you sleeping here?”

      “What? Sorry.” My face burns. I throw all my stuff in my backpack.

      David is on his feet ready to go. He puts his hand down to me. I hold onto it for longer than I need to once I get to my feet. I can see David in my mind as Hikoboshi, a blue-and-white piece of fabric encircling his head. Maybe I’ll hold onto Emi’s manga for one more night and re-read the Tanabata story section.

      Emi is waiting for us in the hallway. “You will go to matsuri, yes?”

      “Definitely,” I say, but David shrugs.

      “You must go, David-kun,” Emi says. “It is fun. I go every year. And, if you go, then my mother will allow Hiro-kun to go. He is your friend.”

      “C’mon, David.” I tug on the strap of David’s backpack. “Let’s go to the matsuri together. If you don’t want to do it for me, at least do it for Emi. She deserves a night of fun. The girl goes to school after school. She deserves a medal. Or hazard pay or something. Don’t make her spend the evening with Hallelujah. That’s just cruel and unusual punishment.”

      “You should wear yukata, Sukaira-chan,” Emi says, bouncing on her toes. “People will think you are model.”

      “Yeah right. Emi-chan, you should come over to my apartment before the matsuri. We could get ready together.”

      I channel my Inner Lina. I wrap my arms around David’s left bicep, tip my head onto his shoulder, and look up at him with big eyes. There is startled wheezing in the hallway as people pass.

      “Pleeeeeeease, David-kun. It’ll be fun. We’ll even let you brag to all your friends about how you got to take not one, but two, kawaii girls to the festival. Instant Man Card upgrade.”

      Though I can tell he’s trying hard to be cool, the side of David’s mouth pulls up. He swings an arm around each of us. “Twist my arm.”

      “Why?” Emi says.

      “I’m glad you both will attend.” Ikeda-sensei locks the apartment door. She turns to us and frowns. She lifts David’s arms off Emi and me, puts them at his sides, and pats them. “It will be a fun evening, lucky even, if you open yourself up to the full Japanese experience.”

      Emi launches into an animated discussion with her mother about the festival. All I get is my name, Tanabata, and matsuri.

      It must have worked though because Emi texts me before I even get on the train to go home.

      We go! (◍•ᴗ•◍)

      All the way home, I wait for David to bring up All-American Gyaru. Does he think it’s too weeaboo? But it’s who I am. I’m not going to apologize for it. We’re almost at my apartment before I work up the guts to ask him.

      “So, you never told me what you thought of my secret,” I say.

      “It was…unexpected. Like I mentioned, I tend to live in the Friend Zone,” David says, keeping his eyes forward.

      “I hope it didn’t come off too stalkerish. I totally didn’t mean it that way.” I let out a nervous chuckle. “What can I say? You made a big impression on me that day.”

      David laces his fingers through mine and then pulls me into the shadows of the vending machine bank near my apartment. “You made a big impression on me that day, too.”

      “Yeah, I mean, how many other big, honkin’ white girls toting around two little kids—one who is about to pee his pants—do you normally see in Nagoya?”

      “I still would have noticed you.” David wraps his arms around me. “I think we were meant to find each other.”

      “I think we were, too, Hikoboshi.” I lean into David and kiss him until we are both seeing stars.
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      I flop onto my futon and boot up my computer. I want to fix today’s SnapGram picture—the fantabulous obentō I made for Mom. I need to Photoshop out the Power Ranger action figure I didn’t realize was photobombing the tip of the top right-hand corner. I’m pretty proud of my creation. I used our new Hello Kitty rice shaper to make the head and a ball of rice to make the body. Then I cut a tail, two arms, and the inner ears out of inari, fried tofu skins, and the face out of nori, seaweed paper. I laid that on a bed of lettuce and added some cherry tomatoes stuffed with tiny cubes of cream cheese. For some extra protein, I boiled an egg, peeled it, and then stuck it in one of our new heart-shaped egg molds in the refrigerator while I was at school. When I got home, all I had to do was pop it out, slice it vertically a couple of times, and fan it out at the top of the obentō.

      People like my obentō pictures. Maybe not as much as my random Japanese street fashion ones—which I slyly take every chance I get—but this obentō picture is still pretty popular. It’s literally up two seconds before someone hearts it. RyoTaka7, of course.

      I jump over to Rachel’s page. There was a huge haboob in Phoenix today according to Rachel’s dusty pictures.

      Going home early. Maybe. Rachel’s caption says. It’s a picture of her looking out the orange, dust-streaked windshield of someone’s car. Probably Tia’s.

      I ignore the tightening in my stomach and scroll down Rachel’s wall some more. The tightening becomes a clench when I see a familiar shot. Obaachan’s house at sunset. That’s MY picture. Granted Rachel has changed it from a picture into what looks like an oil painting, but it’s still MY image.

      Playing around with Photoshop to make pictures into brush strokes. A fun experiment. Enjoy!

      Rachel’s gotten about twenty hearts and a few comments praising her talent. And she is talented, both as a photographer and working in Photoshop. But it’s still my picture. After much deliberating, I write in her comment section as All-American Gyaru: Awesome art piece. Wonder where I’ve seen that photo before. : P
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      It’s Saturday before Rachel finally responds to my—okay, slightly passive-aggressive—suggestion about her SnapGram post. Even then, all I get is:

      Glad you liked it, All-American Gyaru. I like your photos, too. : P

      That doesn’t settle my stomach either, but I decide to put on my Big Girl panties and move on. Plus, Emi will be here any minute now.

      I make a collage from the photos I took this morning before the rest of my family left for an obligatory party put on by Mom’s boss. Even if the matsuri is a total bust, it’s still got to be better than hanging out with a bunch of academic types. I wouldn’t want to go even if it was back in Phoenix where I could actually communicate with people.

      Suckers! I totally dodged a bullet today. I add captions to the pictures of my fruit basket carved out of a watermelon.

      Bought a bunch of tools at the 100-yen shop to get the job done.

      Holy crap, the suika (watermelon) alone was almost $30!

      I used a small cookie cutter to make stars out of the painappuru (pineapple) and a melon baller for whatever this honeydew-ish melon is.

      I hope people enjoy these perfect ichigo (strawberries). They were $8 for a package of ten.

      Voila! The Hundred-Dollar Fruit Salad Basket. And this is how your mom kisses up to her boss.

      I hear a knock on my front door, so I log off. My Fairy Godmother is here.

      “Sukaira-chan!” Emi squeals in a helium voice when I open the door.

      I barely recognize the girl standing in front of me. Gone is the drab navy school uniform that Emi wears every day to juku. In its place is a vibrant, tomato-red yukata with yellow and white hibiscus flowers on it. A wide yellow obi, wraps around her tiny waist and is tied in an elaborate knot in the back. I feel naked though I’m wearing a tank top and shorts. Emi slips off her geta at the front door and steps up into our apartment. She squats down to rearrange her thonged, wooden sandals—and my flip-flops—so that they face outward.

      “Wow, girl, you look hawt,” I say as she comes into the kitchen.

      “Yes, I sweat.” Emi dabs at beads of sweat on her forehead with her Hello Kitty handkerchief-washcloth-thingie.

      “No, I mean, you look pretty. Kawaii.”

      “Ah, no. This yukata is old. Not so nice. It is my cousin’s. I want to see your yukata. So nice and new.” Emi digs into her Takashimaya bag and pulls out a brick-sized box wrapped in lemon-yellow rice paper with a loop of white ribbon around one corner. “Hai. Dōzo.”

      I reach out to take the gift, but then remember my manners and pull them back. “You didn’t have to bring us a gift.”

      “Yes, I did. I’m Japanese,” Emi says in all seriousness before bursting into laughter. “No, I want to give you a gift. You are my nice American friend. Thank you. Dōzo.”

      She offers me the gift again, and this time I take it. Though I am dying to know what’s inside, I place it on the kitchen table.

      Never open a gift in front of the giver. Wait until they leave, Ikeda-sensei lectures in my brain.

      Emi must be telepathic because she says, “It is ocha only. I am sorry. I say to my mother, ‘Buy Sukaira-chan good present. Chocolate cake or manga.’ She buy Japanese tea. I am sorry.”

      “My parents will like it. Dōmo.” I grab Emi by her elbow. “Come to my room.”

      Emi shuffles behind me across the tatami floor of the living room into my closet.

      “Your room is so cute.” Emi kneels down in the middle of my floor in one fluid movement.

      “You can relax. It’s just us.” I sit down cross-legged.

      Emi laughs. “I want to, but I cannot. This yukata is too…eto?”

      “Tight?” I mime being squeezed.

      “Yes, too tight.”

      “My best friend in America, Rachel, and I always listen to music while we get ready for school dances.” I grab my phone and attach it to my portable speakers.

      “Hontō ni?” Emi says in disbelief. “Your school has dance parties?”

      “Yeah. Doesn’t yours?”

      “No. I go to girl-only school.”

      “Oh. Do you have other parties at your school?”

      “No. We only study. During university time, I will go to disco. Have party. Go to bar. Now we only study.”

      “Wow.” I pull up the Homecoming mix Rachel made for us last fall. Not that we had dates or danced with any guys or really did much of anything besides look nice. I smile to myself. Tonight is already a step up.

      “I know this!” Emi squeals and begins singing along with some very odd pronunciations.

      I dance around my room pulling all my stuff together. Emi chuckles at my dorkiness.

      “Dance break!” I pull Emi to her feet and push her into motion. “Rachel and I always dance. Like this.” I wave my hands up and down in the air with the song’s chorus. “More booty, Emi-chan.”

      Emi raises an eyebrow at me, so I exaggerate my movements until she starts doing them, too.

      “Okay, now in a circle, maru.” I loop my finger around in the air.

      At the end of the song, Emi and I collapse into the floor, laughing hysterically. After a round of Mitsuya cider, we get back down to business.

      “After we dance, then we get fabulous.” I pull out my yukata. “How do I get this thing on?”

      I slip the inky blue, crane-motif yukata on over my shorts and tank top, and tie it in the front like a robe “Is this right?”

      “For dead person.” Emi laughs. “Alive person wear left over right.”

      I struggle with the bright yellow obi, too. Emi steps behind me and wraps the rectangle of heavy fabric around my waist.

      “Oh, you have easy one.” Emi pulls the obi even tighter until it feels like a corset. “My grandmother did my obi. Fifteen minute, it took.”

      Emi picks up the stiff, bow-shaped fabric piece attached to a giant paper-clip-thingie. She paperclips the faux-bow on top of the plain knot.

      “Dōmo. Can you make my hair like yours?” I say.

      Emi’s hair is pulled into a puffy up-do, her bangs swept to one side and clipped with a beautiful—but obviously faux—jeweled, flower-shaped hairpin.

      “I try. I never do gai…foreigner hair before. It is so different. Japanese hair so bad. Straight. Black. Boring.”

      “What? I’d kill for your hair. I spend hours flat-ironing my hair. And here in Japan, it won’t stay. My hair is crazy all the time.” I pull up some fly-away strands to make my point.

      “No, it is beautiful.” Emi pulls a hairbrush through my out-of-control hair and gathers it in a high ponytail. “When I go to university, I dye my hair this color. Beautiful brown.”

      “Hontō ni?”

      “Hontō.” Emi nods. She twists my hair a couple of different ways trying to decide what to do with it. “And I have manicure with many sparkles. I will be a fashion girl. Like American girl. Like you.”

      I look down at my nails. They’re navy blue today with a stripe of gold glitter polish at the tips. I guess I’m not helping the stereotype. Then again, when you aren’t chained to a desk twenty hours a day doing school work, you have time for things like mani-pedis.

      My hair never does turn out like Emi’s, but it’s pretty close. She clips a few 100-yen store sparkly, star-shaped bobby pins in my hair for decoration. Emi rifles through the rest of my beauty products, stopping every few seconds to squeal and declare something “kawaii!”

      “Hontō ni?” Emi says when she comes across my special occasion glitter makeup. “You wear makeup? To school?”

      “Sō da yo.” I nod. “Well, not this one. This one is for dances and parties.”

      Emi pouts dramatically. “You are so lucky, Sukaira-chan. I want to be American girl. Japanese girl cannot do anything.”

      “But you aren’t going to school tonight. Close your eyes.” I gently dust Emi’s face with superfine, marshmallow-scented glitter powder.

      “Wow, I am shiny.”

      “Sparkly,” I correct, dusting some on my face, too. I flashback to the night of the taifu, and my whole body tingles in response.

      “Sparkly. Like stars.” Emi holds up my big hand mirror until both of our reflections are in it. “We look hawt.”

      She’s right, so we take a selfie. I post it to Sky Doucet’s account. Getting ready for the Tanabata Matsuri (Star Festival) with my new tomodachi (friend) Emi.

      “Sukaira-chan, today David-kun goes to Hiro-kun’s house to play videogame before matsuri.” Emi looks at the time on her phone. “Hiro-kun’s home is close to where we meet my parent. You want to go there?”

      “Right now?”

      Emi nods and a sly smile spreads across her face.

      I grab my new drawstring purse. “Ikimashō!”

      Emi grabs my arm and squeals.

      “Don’t say to my mother, okay?” Emi says as she slips her geta on in the genkan. “Right now, Hiro-kun is David-kun’s friend only.”

      “Himitsu.” I put out my pinky finger to her, and she shakes it.

      I wanted geta, too, but they don’t make canoe-sized ones even in the gigantic foreign tourist section of Takashimaya. Instead, I slip on my navy flip-flops with the sparkly band. At least the color is on point with my outfit, even if it’s technically wrong.

      “Wait.” I pull out my phone and step up next to Emi. “Can I take a picture?”

      Emi nods. I take a picture of my huge feet next to Emi’s medium-sized ones.

      “Chotto matte,” Emi asks me to wait while she digs her phone out and does the same. “My classmate are jealous. American girl have cute foot and shoe. Many sparkle. We are sad.”

      “One day, Emi-chan.” I link my elbow through Emi’s. “One day, I’ll teach you how to be an All-American Girl. But tonight, you can teach me to be an All-Japanese Girl.”

      “Oh-ke.” Emi gives me an enthusiastic “okay” sign beside her head like I see people do on Japanese TV.
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      BEEP BEEP BEEP. FOREIGNER ALERT.

      And I thought I got stared at a lot before. Dressed as a Japanese wannabe, people practically get whiplash from their double-takes. Two college-aged guys stop talking mid-sentence to stare as they pass us.

      Emi giggles and links her arm through mine. “They think you are famous fashion model. So tall and slim. Beautiful American girl.”

      “What? No, they were looking at you.”

      Emi waves away my compliment. “Ah no. I am not so special.”

      “Believe me, Hiro thinks you are special,” I say, and Emi giggles.

      Emi and I walk through Nagoya talking about music and movies and school. Do we completely understand each other? No. But that’s what translation apps were invented for.

      Since we have ten more minutes before our subway train comes, Emi and I play a hybrid version of “Kiss, Marry, or Kill.” I look at the webpage on Emi’s phone.

      “Oh, I know him. I see his face all the time in commercials. He is kakkoii.” I’ve even learned a new Japanese word tonight, and we’re only an hour into our adventure. “I’d totally kiss that.”

      Emi giggles and points her index finger at her nose. “Watashi mo.” She would too.

      Emi and I play a few more rounds until two college-aged girls in layers of candy-colored fabric and lace interrupt us. Lolitas. From the top of their unnaturally-blonde heads to the tips of their four-inch-high rocking horse shoes, these girls look like living dolls. They talk in high, rapid voices to Emi. I can’t follow the conversation beyond Tanabata matsuri and tomodachi. Finally, Emi turns to me and gives me a quick recap.

      “Can they take picture with you?” Emi says apologetically.

      “Are you kidding?” I say.

      “No. I am sorry.”

      “What? No. I want to take a picture with them.” I dig my phone out of my drawstring purse. “Your outfits are fabulous. Kireina.”

      We take so many pictures—my nails, their rings, more feet pictures—that Emi and I almost miss our train. I flop into the seat next to Emi and scroll through my pictures. Maybe if I put an emoji over my face, I could post one of the group shots on All-American Gyaru. Sky Doucet will get one for sure as soon as I get home or find some free WiFi.
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      I’m glad Emi knows where she’s going because I’m totally lost. I follow her out of the subway station and into another neighborhood. We resume our game of “Kiss, Marry, Kill.”

      “Whaaaaaat? Girl, he is not kakkoii,” I say. “And if I have to hear his new song one more time, I’m going to stab myself in the ear with a rusty spoon.”

      Emi probably didn’t get much of that, but it doesn’t matter. She stops in the middle of the street, and I follow her gaze. Out in a tiny parking lot close to what must be Hiro’s house, David and Hiro are playing catch.

      “Hey, watch this,” David yells to Hiro.

      Hiro squats down like he’s a catcher. Meanwhile, David does some kind of elaborate baseball dance touching his invisible ball cap, scuffing his right foot, wiping his left shoulder, before winding up for a smoking throw. I hear the smack and Hiro’s oompf from across the street as the lightning-fast ball collides with his glove. Hiro stands back up.

      “Umai!” Hiro compliments David before throwing the ball back in a long, high arc. “Mō ichido. Again.”

      David rotates his shoulder to throw again.

      Emi smooths down her yukata. “Let’s see if they know us.”

      Emi pulls me across the street, and we walk down the sidewalk as the guys continue to pitch and catch.

      “Konban wa,” Emi says as we pass David. He gives us a nod without breaking his gaze from Hiro.

      Smack. Ooof.

      “Konban wa,” I mimic, trying to sound like Emi.

      Maybe it’s my horrible American accent that gives me away, or perhaps it’s the blinding white streak appearing in their peripheral vision, but Hiro’s return throw is so off, that David has to run into the middle of the street to catch it.

      “Dude, focus. That throw was…Skyler?” David jogs up to us. “Wow, you look...”

      “Like a weeaboo?” I say as Hiro joins us.

      “No, you look...” David looks me up and down.

      Hiro punches David in the arm and prompts, “Kirei da yo.”

      “Kirei da yo,” David tells me I look beautiful.

      “Dōmo.” My heart swells to double its normal size.

      Hiro rattles off something similar to Emi. It must have been very complimentary because if she flaps her hand in front of her nose any harder, Emi’s going to achieve lift-off.

      “I thought you were meeting us at the bus.” David tucks the ball and glove under his arm.

      I point at Emi. “Emi convinced me otherwise.”

      “Ah, nooo.” Emi slaps at me, the universal sign for “SHUT UP!!!!”

      “You guys are really good at baseball,” I say.

      “Jōzu desu ne,” Emi agrees.

      Hiro waves away the compliment, but David says, “Dōmo.”

      “Takamatsu-kun is the best pitcher in his league,” Hiro says first in English and then in Japanese.

      “Was. I don’t play baseball anymore,” David says.

      “Dōshite? Why?” Emi says.

      David looks at me, but I hold his secret securely. “Long story.”

      “Come to my house for a few minutes,” Hiro says.

      Emi links her arm in mine and pulls me down the street behind Hiro. Hiro’s house is two-stories and more modern looking than Obaachan’s, but it still has a large sliding front door though.

      Hiro slides open the door and yells, “Obaachan, something something something tomodachi something something.” I got Grandmother and friend.

      “Hai!” I hear Hiro’s grandmother before I see her. Her slippers slap against the wood floor as she sprints to the front door.

      “Wah!” Hiro’s grandmother says when she sees me.

      Translation: Holy crap! What’s this big honkin’ white girl in a yukata doing in my genkan?

      I go through my politest introduction. I get another “Wah!”

      Hiro says something. Probably, “Grandma! Quit staring at the big honkin’ white girl in a yukata in our genkan.” Hiro’s grandmother scurries around the genkan, pulling out extra slippers. Everybody slips off their shoes and steps up into the house. I dip down to politely turn my shoes around.

      “Wah!”

      Just like at Obaachan’s house, the slippers are about three inches too short for me, so my heels hang off of the edge. Hiro’s grandmother shows us not into their living room but into whatever the Japanese equivalent of the parlor is. Grandmere has a parlor with a lot of expensive, antique furniture and large pictures of my very grumpy-looking ancestors on the walls. I’ve never been allowed to step a foot inside the door. Like Obaachan’s parlor, there is a small table and a summer scroll on the wall. We leave our slippers outside the door before walking across the tatami mats and tucking ourselves around the low table. I smooth my yukata under my knees like Emi does.

      A second later, Hiro’s grandmother opens up the shōji door and returns with a lacquerware tray of mugicha. Hiro’s grandmother asks him if I drink mugicha.

      “Hai. Nomimasu. Dōmo.” Yes, I drink mugicha. Though only when I have to.

      “Wah!”

      Hiro’s great-grandma arrives to witness the freak show. She bears a tray of tiny plates. We do another round of introductions—and I get another “Wah!”—before Great Grandma places the desserts in front of each of us. Each plate has a green leaf on it. On top is a clear, gelatin dessert with a dense, red center. A tiny two-prong wooden fork is placed perfectly in front of it. I want to take a picture of it so bad, but that would probably be rude.

      “It’s called mizu manju. Water sweet? Water dessert?” Hiro looks at David who shrugs. “My mom’s family is originally from Ogaki. This is a special dessert from there. The inside is anko, red bean, and the outside is…eto.”

      There is a flurry of discussion around the room as everybody tries to come up with the word.

      “It looks like Jell-O,” I say.

      “Yes, Jell-O, I know,” Hiro says. “But not as sweet as American Jell-O.”

      “Itadakimasu,” I say, pressing my hands together in front of my chest.

      “Wah!” Grandma and Great Grandma say in unison.

      I pick up my mini pronged fork and hold it over the gelatin dessert. Do you pick the whole thing up and cram it in your mouth? Cut it in quarters? Slices? My fork hovers while I steal a peek at Emi. She uses the edge of her fork to cut off a slice of mizu manju before putting it in her mouth. Relieved that I’ve narrowly dodged a social blunder bullet, I mimic Emi. When I look at David, I notice that he hasn’t even started. For a guy who is always hungry, that’s weird.

      “It’s okay, Takamatsu-kun,” Hiro says. “I know you don’t like anko.”

      David apologizes with a little bow to Hiro’s great-grandmother, and she says something cooing in response. Emi chuckles.

      “She says you are more Japanese than David-kun,” Emi translates, and David colors.

      Ikeda-sensei would be proud of me. I use every script I know. By the end of the tea party, Hiro’s family knows how old I am, what grade of school I’m in, where I live in America, that I like cats but I don’t have one, and what Japanese foods I like to eat. I almost tell them what my favorite color and number are and comment on the weather, but I’m tired of performing.

      Emi looks at the clock on the wall and apologizes. Hiro jumps to his feet, apologizes, and rushes out of the room. Hiro’s grandmother also apologizes, gathers our tea stuff, and backs out of the room.

      “I feel like we should apologize, too,” I say under my breath to David.

      “I’m sorry, I’m so awesome,” David says, the corner of his mouth pulling up. “It’s a curse, but I gaman.”

      “Gaman?”

      “Persevere. Gaman means persevere or endure. See, I am more Japanese than you are.”

      Hiro is back thirty seconds later with his grandmother right behind him. He wears a dark grey men’s yukata with a simple, thin, black obi around his waist in a regular knot. He holds a pair of geta in one hand and a pile of fabric in the other.

      “Takamatsu-kun, you want to borrow one?” Hiro holds the fabric toward David.

      “Uhhhhh,” David says.

      “This yukata is my brother’s.” Hiro holds out a dark navy yukata. “Or you could wear the happi coat.”

      Hiro’s grandmother holds out a half-kimono the same color as the sky in Phoenix. A white geometrical design decorates the bottom. The black collar has white kanji writing down the front.

      “Uhhhhhh,” David repeats.

      “See, I am more Japanese than you.” I gesture at my yukata.

      Emi claps her hands together. “Please, David-kun. You will look handsome.”

      The room twitters as David stands up and reluctantly picks the happi coat. He puts the headband on the table. “I am not wearing the headband though. I don’t want to look like a freakin’ takoyaki vendor.”

      I stifle a groan as I roll up on my prickly feet. I pick up the headband.

      “You don’t look like a takoyaki vendor.” I tie the piece of white fabric around David’s head. “You look like Hikoboshi, the Celestial Cow-Herder.”

      “Wah!”

      “Yes! Yes!” Emi squeals. “And Sukaira-chan is Orihime, beautiful Sky Princess.”

      A stream of words comes out of Hiro’s grandmother’s mouth as she maneuvers David and me into the corner, near the scroll painting. She rushes out of the room but returns a moment later with a small, potted bamboo plant with a few colorful bookmark-like papers hanging from it. She hands me the plant.

      “Chiiiizu,” she says and takes our picture. We rinse and repeat at least a dozen times.

      “This is not awkward at all,” David says when it’s Great Grandma’s turn to have her picture taken with us.

      “No Rude Americans, Hikoboshi,” I say from behind my plastered on smile. My cheeks are cramping. “Pretend like you are famous. That’s what I do.”

      When it’s Hiro and Emi’s turn for their shot with us, David mumbles, “At least I’m tall in Japan.”

      It’s true. David has two inches on Hiro, six on Emi, and a good foot on Great Grandma. Hiro and Emi stand on either side of us. Both flick out peace signs during the chiiiizu. Finally, the photo shoot is over. I massage my cheeks.

      “Wait.” David puts his hand on my arm. “Hiro, take a picture with my phone.”

      “A little closer.” Hiro waves at us as he tries to frame the shot. “Little more. Little more.”

      David and I are so close to each other that our shoulders touch.

      “Chotto matte.” Emi runs up to us. She rotates David a bit and then me. Emi takes the bamboo from my hand and puts it on the tatami mat in front of us. Finally, she fixes my hair a bit and makes an okay sign with her hand. “Now you look like couple on Tanabata Wish manga.”

      “Will you take a picture with my phone, too, Emi-chan?” I say, already planning on how to make a SnapGram collage of this night.

      “You can tag me on SnapGram,” David says when our photo shoot is finally done. “If you want to, of course.”

      “Of course.” Then, I swoop in and take a picture of David’s uneaten mizu manju before I slide my phone back in my bag.

      We do an endless parade of bowing, thanking, and wah-ing all the way out the door. When we are down the street out of earshot, Hiro lets out an exasperated sigh.

      “Sorry about that,” Hiro says. “They’re always like that with foreigners. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I say, suddenly having a horrible flashback to the time a businessman from Hong Kong came to meet with Daddy at the restaurant, and Grandmere blurted out, “How can you have a British accent? You’re Oriental.”

      “Wah!” David mimics Hiro’s grandmother, and Hiro punches him in the arm.

      Emi looks at her phone and screeches. “We are so late!”

      It’s not easy running in flip-flops and a binding yukata. I shuffle down the street two steps for every one of David’s. We are so busted.
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      So, we were a few minutes late. What’s the big deal? Emi swears me to secrecy over our pit stop and makes the guys go before us to help keep our cover. Even with Emi’s and my delay, our minibus crams into a parking lot with other minibuses right on time. I look over my shoulder. Emi sits silently next to her mother, her head hung in shame for being ten minutes late. Hiro sits behind her chatting in English with Terrance and one of Mr. Ikeda-sensei’s students, a girl with tightly-curled hair. He hasn’t dared say a word to Emi the whole thirty-minute ride. At least I got to sit next to David. Closely because, like everything else in Japan, the bus seats aren’t made for American, super-sized frames. Mr. Ikeda-sensei stands up at the front of the bus.

      “Minasan,” he says to get everybody’s attention. “Before we go our separate ways, remember, we must be back on the bus at ten p.m.” He glares at Emi. “Anyone who is late must find their own way back home. Understood?”

      “Wakarimashita,” Mr. Ikeda-sensei’s students answer.

      Mrs. Ikeda-sensei moves to the front of the bus until she is standing in front of her husband.

      “The same goes for my students. And you four.” Mrs. Ikeda-sensei looks at Emi, Hiro, David, and me. “No alcohol. I made a promise to your parents, Dusetto-san.”

      I slide down in my seat trying not to die from the humiliation.

      “Have fun. Explore. Use your Japanese,” Mr. Ikeda-sensei says as everyone disembarks. “Ten o’clock. I’m not kidding. We will leave you behind.”

      Several hulking guys with thick accents pass by. Obviously, the Australian rugby players. Hallelujah and Makenzie giggle and follow closely behind them. Terrance rolls his eyes as he passes me.

      “We should ask Terrance to join us,” I say to David when it’s finally our turn to get off the bus.

      “Why?” David says.

      “Because we’re friends, and that’s what friends do.”

      “Do we have to?”

      “Yes. Maybe?”

      The curly-haired girl walks up to Terrance and puts her hand on his shoulder. When he turns around, I notice that both of them are wearing T-shirts with the same anime character on them. As usual, Terrance has a plaid button-down over the top of his T-shirt even though it’s eighty degrees or more. A trickle of sweat runs down my spine, so I know he has to be hot. As the girl talks to him, Terrance instinctively pulls down the cuff of his shirt sleeve, covering up the lack of pigment around his wrist. It’s too loud in the parking lot to overhear their conversation, but less than a minute later, Terrance and the new girl wander off into the crowd as a pair. I’m not the only one who notices.

      “Daaaaamn, Terrance does have game,” David says. “Even if he looks like a total weeaboo in that shirt. Then again, I’m one to talk. I look like a freakin’ takoyaki vendor.”

      “C’mon, Hikoboshi.” I grab David by the arm and pull him into motion. Emi and Hiro fall in behind us. A huge smile has returned to Emi’s face.

      “Waaaah!” I say as we walk underneath the bright orangy-red torii gate and onto the festival’s main street. It’s like stepping into the middle of a rotating kaleidoscope. Tons of people—many wearing yukata—cram the sidewalk. A wall of smell washes over me—sweet and smoky and salty and fishy.

      My parents take us to the Arizona Matsuri in downtown Phoenix every year so The Littles can “connect with their roots.” We eat some sushi or teriyaki. We watch some karate and taiko drum demonstrations. Mom complains about how much skin the Cosplay girls are showing. The Littles get some new Japanese toys and books. We go home.

      This is the same, yet completely different. Color explodes around us as we walk down the street. Above our heads are huge piñata-like decorations with streamers hanging down like jellyfish tentacles. Some of them barely miss my head. I whip out my phone and take a picture of the guy a few paces in front of us with a fluffy brown rabbit sitting on his shoulder. All of the piñata-like thingies are beautiful, but one set takes my breath. A trio of rectangular piñatas hang in a row, each one with a picture surrounded by six paper lanterns—one of Hikoboshi, one of Orihime, and one of the star-crossed lovers together. And I don’t care if I look like a total tourist, I take several pictures.

      “I’m hungry.” David pulls my arm toward the food vendors. “Are you feeling adventurous tonight?”

      As we walk around trying to figure out what we want to eat, I shamelessly take pictures of all the fair food. No funnel cakes or deep-fried pickles or frybread like at the Arizona State Fair, that’s for sure. I take a picture of Hiro and his squid-on-a-stick. Emi buys a taiyaki sundae—a fish-shaped cake with red bean paste in its tail and a swirl of vanilla ice cream coming out of the fish’s mouth. I make David buy takoyaki just so I can take his picture with it. Then I have to listen to David and Hiro make jokes about octopus balls for the next five minutes.

      “Nani?” Emi says, confused.

      “Never mind,” I say to Emi. “You don’t want a translation on that.”

      “What do you eat?” Emi says, offering me a bite of her next festival treat, a thin cucumber about a foot long that has miso paste smeared all over it.

      “I can’t decide. I want to try everything. Okay, not the squid-on-a-stick, but everything else.”

      David and Hiro continue to snicker as Emi links her arm through mine and leads us deeper into the festival fray. I don’t worry about losing the guys. They will always be able to find me. There are some advantages to sticking out in a crowd.

      “How about kakigōri?” Emi says, pointing to the vendor behind me.

      “Yes! That’s what I want.”

      I take a picture of the kakigōri man as he shaves down a cylinder of ice until it is truly snow, not the icy grains you get at the Snow Shack. The man double checks with Emi when I point to the plastic display version of the traditional Japanese snow cone I want.

      “Kaitai desu,” I insist that I want to buy it.

      The man shrugs and pours dark green matcha syrup on top of the heaping pile of snow. I continue my series of pictures as he drizzles condensed milk on top. Finally, he adds a heaping tablespoon of super-sweet anko beans to one side and a trio of mochi balls, pounded sticky rice, to the other. I have Emi take a picture of me with the final product before I dig in. I dip my spoon deep into the shaved ice so I can get a bite incorporating all the different flavors and textures.

      “Is it okay?” Emi says, mistaking my detailed mental analysis as possible dislike.

      “It’s interesting. Different from American snow cones.” I dip out another complex-flavored spoonful and let the concoction melt across my tongue. “I like it. My best friend works in an American-style kakigōri shop. It’s nothing like this though.”

      I look up and see the guys coming our way, laughing hard at some inside joke. Emi puts her hand on my arm, glances up at me, and sighs. The dragonflies flap around Emi’s bejeweled head, big anime-style hearts in their eyes. Okay, maybe they are flapping around my head, too.

      David steps up close to me, his white smile lighting up his face. Nope, no more one-sided relationships for this All-American Girl.

      “What’s down that way?” I say.

      “There is special shrine,” Emi says. “Maybe today we have good luck.”

      It’s so crowded that we have to walk single-file down the main matsuri street. I see Terrance and Curly Hair Girl near the end of the street. Both of them have a beer can in one hand and a something-on-a-stick in the other. I wave in their direction until Terrance catches my eye. I hold my kakigōri up to him in a toast. He raises his beer in my direction before his attention returns to Curly Hair Girl. I have been absolved of my friend-guilt.

      The shrine isn’t nearly as crowded as the matsuri. As the street opens up, I feel like I can breathe again. David steps up beside me, but we continue to follow Emi. We pass underneath the giant torii gate. It’s quiet here. Peaceful. Emi stops at a rectangular stone fountain where a Chinese-style dragon squirts water out of its open mouth. The four of us stand side-by-side. I follow Emi’s lead. I pick up the bamboo ladle in front of me, let some of the dragon’s water pour into it, and then wash both of my hands. I’m glad to do this because my hands are sticky from the kakigōri.

      “Now we are…eto?” Emi says.

      “Not sticky?” I say.

      “Purified,” Hiro says.

      “Yes, purified. Now we can go to shrine.” Emi wipes her hands on a Hello Kitty handkerchief-washcloth-thingie before tucking it back into her drawstring bag.

      Though I expect to go to the huge building at the back, Emi leads us to a smaller area to one side instead.

      David digs in his pocket and hands me a 100-yen coin. “Here, Sky, you’ll need some money for your offering. Make your offering, then bow twice, clap your hands twice, bow once more, and then make your wish or prayer. What?”

      “When did you become so Japanese?” I tease and then immediately regret it after a hurt look passes across his face. “What does one usually pray for at this type of shrine?”

      “Good health. A prosperous business. Forgiveness,” David says.

      I don’t know what to pray for, but I go through the motions anyway. Instead, I say a silent thank you and then add a Dōmo arigatō gozaimashita in case the spirit of this temple isn’t bilingual.

      Though the excitement and sensory overload of the matsuri is fun, I’m not in a huge hurry to leave the quiet of the shrine. There are tons of cool things to take pictures of here. I take a picture of the red paper lanterns dotting the perimeter of the giant pond and of the turtles crammed onto one of the small rock islands in it. When they aren’t looking, I take a picture of Emi and Hiro standing close to each other on the small bridge, sharing a private joke. Where is my Hikoboshi? I’m almost to the bridge when I finally see David tucked off to the side. He sits on a bench near an area filled with tiny white strips of paper attached to rows of plain wire.

      “Hey, what’s that?” I slide onto the bench next to David.

      “An omikuji—a fortune-telling paper. It’s nothing.” David wads up the small rectangle of paper with printing all over it and crams it in his pocket.

      “Hey, chōdai.” I put out my hand and tell him to give it to me.

      David pulls it back out of his pocket and unwads it. He smooths it out on his thigh and then hands it to me.

      “What does it say?” I can’t read any of the kanji on the paper.

      “No clue.”

      “Then why’d you get it?”

      “Habit. It’s something Ojiichan used to do every time we’d pass a shrine. Obaachan is superstitious, too, but Ojiichan was kind of over the top about it. He once spent 2000-yen, about twenty bucks, on omikuji until he got a good fortune.

      I look at the paper closer. “So, is this a good fortune or not?”

      “Good. Probably. I think this kanji means ‘blessing,’ but I can’t remember.”

      “Now what do you do with it?”

      “If it’s good, you’re supposed to take it with you. If it’s bad, you’re supposed to leave it behind.” David points to where there are tons of pieces of white paper tied with a single knot to a piece of wire.

      “Sugoi!” Emi suddenly squeals from behind us. She leans between David and me and points to two kanji near the middle. “David-kun, you have dai-kichi, great blessing. You are so lucky.”

      “Nah. It’s a stupid, superstitious thing old people do.” David crushes the paper in his palm.

      “Says the guy who wore his Dragons baseball cap inside out all last season to the games so that the Dragons would win the championship,” Hiro says. “What was the American saying I saw…‘It’s only crazy if it doesn’t work’ or something?”

      “That’s different,” David says. “Emi should hear some of the weird crap you do before games for luck.”

      “Which I learned from you, Takamatsu.” Hiro gives David a friendly shove.

      “It worked, didn’t it?” David shoves him back.

      “He pitches in one Little League championship, and suddenly he’s the expert.”

      “Nani?” We’ve lost Emi.

      “Never mind.” David puts his hand on my arm. “Why don’t we meet up with you guys later? After the fireworks? Near the front gates?”

      Hiro and David exchange a look, and it’s not a friend-guilt one. Conspiratorial maybe. Honestly, I don’t care as long as I get to spend the evening with David. We leave the quiet of the shrine and thread ourselves back into the teeming masses of the matsuri. David laces his fingers through mine and steers us toward the game section. We stop in front of a long, narrow trough filled with about six inches of water. Goldfish—the fat, bulgy-eyed kind—fill the trough. PETA would not approve.

      “This is kingyo sukui.” David hands the woman running the game some money. A second later, David puts a paddle-like-thingie in my right hand and a metal bowl in my left.

      “I don’t have to eat the fish after I catch it, do I?” Hey, that is a fair question after all the weird things I’ve consumed in Japan so far.

      David laughs, so I take that as a no.

      “What do I do with this thingie?” The outside of the paddle is plastic, but the center part is made of a paper-like substance.

      “You put it under the fish you want and scoop. If you can get the fish into the bowl, then it’s yours.”

      “Okay. How hard could it be?” I squat down with my knees together—shoot, they should give me a fish just for that—beside the trough and hold my equipment out. As I’m trying to pick out which fish I want, I don’t realize until it’s too late that I’ve let the edge of the scoop drop down into the water. The water eats through the paper like acid. I don’t stand a chance. I make a last-ditch effort, but the goldfish goes straight through the scoop.

      “Awww,” David and the fish game lady say in unison.

      “Washi paper,” David explains. “Dissolves quickly in water.”

      I look through the giant hole at David. “So I see.”

      I hand the plastic scoop and bowl back to the lady. “Dōmo.”

      David pays the lady and receives his own set. He pushes up the sleeves on the happi coat and squats down. “Watch and learn, people. Which one would you like, Sky?”

      I squat down next to David and point to the lone black fish mixed in with a sea of orange ones down at our end of the trough. David stares at it intensely. Then, like a frog shooting out its tongue to catch a fly, David makes one fluid motion scooping the fish. It immediately falls through the center of the paper and right into the bowl. The crowd around us claps.

      “Thank you. Thank you.” David takes a mock bow with his flopping fish. He holds the bowl out to me. “For you, my lady.”

      “Thank you, but give the fish some water, please.”

      David scoops up a little water until the wiggly fish isn’t suffering. “It’s probably only going to last a week, but you’re welcome to take it home.”

      “I’d like that.”

      David hands the lady the bowl and scoop. She bags up the fish.

      “Kirei na gaarufurendo desu ne,” the lady says to David as she hands the fish back to him.

      Wait. Did she refer to me as David’s girlfriend? His pretty girlfriend?

      David looks confused at first, but finally nods and says, “Arigatō.”

      “Eigo ga jōzu desu ne,” the lady continues, looking David up and down. “Haafu desu ka.”

      Yes, David’s English is very good, and he is haafu, biracial.

      “David-kun wa Amerikajin desu. Los Angeles ni sunde imasu,” I answer for him.

      Unfortunately, this one-ups David, and the conversation turns to my crappy Japanese skills, which everyone is obligated to say are amazing. The bar here for foreigners is incredibly low. But I got a fish. And the heart of a California hapa boy. So we’re all good here.

      We walk by several more games of chance and stalls selling cheap toys at 300% markup. David doesn’t tease me about taking pictures. Lots of pictures. Including at the stall selling thin plastic masks of Pokemon and Power Rangers and Sailor Moon. David shows me his mad yo-yo skills at a toy booth before buying a light-up one. All of the street lamps are on by the time we are done. The hanabi, fireworks, will start soon and then this magical evening will end. I squeeze David’s hand, trying to hold onto this night for as long as I can.

      I follow David down a side street, and we end up at a tiny Shinto shrine. This one has stone fox statues wearing red baby bibs like the Ojizōsama wore. David walks toward the back of the shrine. He ducks behind the tree and pulls me around to him. I dip down to put my purse and the fish bag on the ground next to the tree, and David puts his yo-yo next to it. Now that we are unencumbered, our limbs can entwine.

      “Thank you,” David says.

      “For?”

      “For making me come with you tonight.”

      “You know, you can genuinely like Japanese things without being a weeaboo.”

      “It’s not that.” David pulls me in closer. “I’ve never felt like I fit in in Japan. Case in point, the weirdness with the Fish Game Lady. I’m too Asian in California. I’m too white in Japan. And now that Ojiichan is gone, nothing feels right in Japan anymore. I don’t even know why I came this summer.”

      “Maybe it was so you could meet me?” When my lips hit David’s, the dragonflies shoot off fireworks. It takes me several minutes before I realize that there really are hanabi—fireworks—going off overhead. A boom reverberates through the stone statues breaking us apart.

      Even in the shadow of the tree, I can see the smile spread across David’s face. “Yeah, maybe that’s why the stars aligned this year like they did.”

      “Imagine if we had turned down this adventure?” I leave a trail of kisses from David’s ear to his lips.

      We miss the rest of the hanabi show completely. We are too busy enjoying our adventure.

      “We should get back to the others,” I say when the firework finale breaks us apart again, but I don’t mean it.

      “Hontō ni? I’m fine with making out under this tree for a while longer.”

      I am too, except now that the fireworks are over, people are coming back to the shrine. We’ve already gotten disapproving looks for holding hands. Making out in a public spot might get us arrested.

      “C’mon, we better head back toward the bus,” I say.

      We push through the crowd to the beginning of the matsuri, looking for Emi and Hiro. Off to one side, bamboo branches are so heavy with little bookmark-like papers that they arch into a tunnel.

      “Sky, give me the fish and go stand in the middle over there.” David whips out his cell phone.

      I stand in the center of the arch and cup my hand underneath a silver foil paper.

      “Cool.” David joins me a minute later and shows me the picture. “The way the street lamp light hits the foil, it looks like you’re catching a falling star. Who should I tag in this picture later, Sky Doucet or her secret identity?”

      “Me. The real All-American Girl. Though I may slap an emoji over my face and repost on All-American Gyaru later, just warning you. Then again, maybe I’m ready to share this...” I tug at the collar of David’s happi coat, “with the world. Us, with the world.”

      “Only if you tag me as your boyfriend. Otherwise, nobody back home is going to believe that the dumbass who looks like a freakin’ takoyaki vendor was able to coerce such a beautiful girl out of The Friend Zone.”

      “Boyfriend. I like the sound of that, Hikoboshi.”

      David touches the sparkly, star-shaped pin in my hair. “I do, too, Orihime.”

      Other people want to have their romantic moment in the tunnel, so David and I walk over to a long table filled with papers and brush-like fude pens. All around us, people are writing.

      “Write your Tanabata wish on a tanzaku and then add it to the others over there,” David says, passing me a yellow paper and a fude pen.

      I stare at the paper for a long time trying to decide what to wish for. “Aren’t you going to do one?”

      “Nope. My wish already came true.” David’s fingertips gently brush my cheek. “Though technically I should have picked something more traditional like ‘Pass Japanese class so my Dad doesn’t kill me.’ Nah.”

      And even though there are a billion people around us, and probably a few hundred staring directly at us, David leans in and kisses me. I wave the clueless foreigner flag proudly and kiss him back.

      When I look up, Ikeda-sensei is scowling at us. Emi stands beside her mother, her face magenta with shame. Hiro pretends to be engrossed with his phone. Ikeda-sensei waves us toward her.

      Merde.

      I stuff the yellow tanzaku into my purse and grab my fish. David does not hold my hand as we walk over to them.

      “Takamatsu-san and Dusetto-san, this is not America.” If it is possible to yell quietly, Ikeda-sensei is doing it. “That kind of behavior is inappropriate.”

      “Gomennasai,” David and I apologize in tandem. But as soon as Ikeda-sensei turns her back, David leans in and kisses me again anyway.

      As we wait to load the minibus, Emi shows me the stuffed keychain charm Hiro won for her, which she will be adding to the other 200 pounds of charms on her school bag. I lean in close to Emi.

      “So, did you kiss Hiro?” I whisper in her ear.

      Emi lets out a giggle and puts out her pinky finger to me. I’ll take that as a Hai! I hook my pinky with Emi’s and shake.

      Amai himitsu. A delicious secret for sure.

      Emi and Hiro take the seats across the aisle from us as the bus begins to fill. It’s Makenzie who stumbles onto the bus last, seconds before our departure. A cloud of beer fumes follows behind her. She weaves down the aisle and collapses onto one of the Australian rugby players’ laps. Mrs. Ikeda-sensei fixes that quickly. Now Makenzie sits beside the rugby player and uses his beefy shoulder as a pillow. Terrance and Curly Hair Girl sit behind them. I catch Terrance’s eye and give him a thumbs up. He gives me one back.

      As the bus pulls away, I lace my fingers with David’s, letting my drawstring purse hide our hands.

      “So, what’s its name?” David nods at the fish.

      “Hmmmm.” I hold the fish up to the little bit of street light coming through the window. The black fish jerks its little body around the bag. I notice that on its left flank it has about ten silver scales in a lop-sided, star-like shape. I don’t know if it’s an old injury or maybe it’s just Ick. “What’s the word for ‘star?’”

      David shrugs, so I turn to ask Emi.

      “Hoshi,” Emi says.

      “Hoshi,” I parrot. “I like it. Fish, I dub thee Hoshi.”

      “Hoshii, two i, means ‘to want or desire.’”

      I look at David. Even in the faint light, I can see the corner of his mouth is pulled up.

      “Yep, it’s a fitting name.” I squeeze David’s hand. “Hoshi it is.”

      We are barely out of the grid-locked parking lot when Makenzie suddenly burps loudly and announces, “I’m gonna puke!” She barely misses Rugby Guy, but she doesn’t make it off the bus in time.

      David lets go of my hand to open the window. “Rude American.”

      After seeing all kinds of disgusting things come out of both ends of my siblings over the years, I’m not wimpy. But I take the opportunity to bury my face in David’s shoulder like I am anyway. David’s fingers trail down my neck before he takes my hand again. A warmth rushes to my toes and back. While the Ikeda-sensei are both busy on vomit duty, David takes the opportunity to steal a kiss. I still don’t know what my Tanabata wish should be, but I’m happy to fulfill David’s. Over and over and over.
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      It’s the crack of noon before I get up. Even if I hadn’t spent two hours after I got home last night working on my SnapGram pictures, I still wouldn’t have been able to sleep.

      Boyfriend. Boyfriend. David is my boyfriend.

      My computer makes a sparkling sound. I push a button, and Rachel’s sunburned face appears on my screen.

      “Good mornin’, sunshine,” I say.

      “BOYFRIEND!” Rachel squeals so loudly that I have to turn the volume down. I know I’m going to have to let my parents in on this amai himitsu at some point, but at least not until I’ve had brunch…next week.

      “Yeah.” I split the screen so I can pull up my Sky Doucet SnapGram account at the same time. “Holy crap!”

      “What?”

      “So, I may have broken the interwebs.”

      Rachel fiddles with her keyboard. She must be splitting her screen, too. She nods her head. “Not too shabby, Doucet. Not. Too. Shabby. Want me to photoshop that cord out of the background? It’s messing up the picture.”

      I have to click through my Tanabata night pictures—which have blown up the internet—to find out which one Rachel is referring to. Sure enough, there is an electrical socket with a cord coming out of it down in the right corner.

      “Shoot. I totally missed that last night,” I say.

      “No worries. In fact, I know how to make this picture even better. Hold on a sec.”

      While Rachel is fixing the picture, I jump over to All-American Gyaru’s SnapGram account. I’ve added fifty-seven new subscribers in less than twelve hours. It’s official. My account is now double what Rachel has. That would be a jerk thing to say though, so I keep my mouth shut.

      “Bam!” Rachel says.

      I split the screen again and jump back to Sky Doucet. Rachel has taken David and me out of Hiro’s parlor and dropped us under the archway of bamboo and tanzaku at the matsuri.

      “Woooooow. That is awesome Rachel. Even better than the original.”

      “You’re welcome. You should put it on All-American Gyaru. It’ll get more hits.”

      “I wish I could. I bet it’d get a bazillion hearts. I can’t though. I can’t out myself. Yet. Maybe at the end of the summer. Once I’m back home.”

      “What if I photo-painted it like I did the other one? It would still be your picture, but it would be like I drew you. Only people who really know you would recognize it as you. And it’s not like that is going to happen.”

      That stings even if it is true. “Sure, that would be great.”

      “Plus, it’ll give me something to do tonight. This whole weekend is kinda sucking. We had a huge dust storm yesterday, so Luke had to cancel his party. His pool is filled with dirt. And Tia had some family thing to do tonight.”

      “Aw, I’m sorry, Rach. I know you were looking forward to Luke’s party.” And probably hanging with Tia, but I’m not sorry about that.

      Rachel picks at the sparkles on her nails before showing them to me. “Well, that was a waste of forty bucks.”

      “They’re pretty. Maybe we both can get them done that way before school starts?”

      “Maybe. I can’t wait for you to get back. I want things to go back to being normal.”

      “Mmm hmm,” I say, because now that I can officially call David my boyfriend, a small part of me is no longer anxious to go back home. My normal is no longer…normal.

      My stomach growls so loudly that Rachel can hear it across the Pacific.

      “Down, girl,” Rachel says, looking back into the video camera lens. “This is going to take me a while. Why don’t you go feed the beast while I work my magic.”

      Rachel’s phone pings. Her face lights up.

      “Let me go make some lunch,” I say. “Then I’ll come back and keep you company while you create. It’ll be like old times.”

      “Sure.” Rachel’s phone pings again, and she glances over at it.

      “I want to tell you all about last night. Emi came over first. She helped me get ready for the matsuri.”

      “The what?”

      “Matsuri. The festival. Didn’t you read my descriptions with the photos, goober?”

      “Yeah. I can’t keep all the words straight though. Three years of French here, remember?” Rachel’s phone pings, and this time she picks it up and texts something back.

      “Pull up my pictures, so I can give you the play-by-play.” I wrap my arms around my stomach to muffle the continued growling. I know Rachel isn’t looking at my pictures. I can see her on her phone. “How about now?”

      “Hey, Sky. I know this is going to take me a while. I should probably wait and do it tomorrow when I’m not so tired.”

      “When you aren’t so tired or when you don’t have a better offer?”

      “Whoa there. Don’t be hangry.” Rachel looks directly into the camera. “And it’s not a better offer. It’s just an offer. Some of us don’t have a boyfriend. I gotta take what I can get. I promise I’ll do the picture tomorrow. I want to do the picture tomorrow. I think it will be great. But I want to have some fun, too, you know.”

      Okay, maybe it is my low blood sugar that’s making me salty today. I try to dial it back a little. “So Tia’s the one blowing up your phone?”

      Rachel winces as her phone goes off again. “She knows people. I don’t. She lets me tag along for some reason. I don’t know why.”

      “Because you’re cool. Even if not everybody appreciates your dragon collection. I appreciate the dragon collection.”

      “We’re not cool, Sky, and you know it. At least you’re intentionally playing the weird card, and people are talking about it. In a good way. Mostly.”

      Weird? Try, globally-minded. I squash a couple of the hangry dragonflies before they say something I’ll regret later. “So what adventure does your new BFF Tia have planned for tonight?”

      “Skyler….”

      “I’m kidding.” Sorta.

      “We’re going bowling. Yes, bowling. At least, that’s our official answer. Who knows what the evening will bring. How about you?”

      Technically, Sunday is Catch-Up Day, but I’m not about to admit that my plans were originally to help my family do laundry, clean, and go grocery shopping.

      “David’s coming over for dinner,” I say, hoping that that is true.

      “Sounds great. Guess we both better get going then. See ya on the flip side.” Rachel is looking at her phone again instead of the camera.

      “Yeah. Bye. Hey, Rachel—,” I say, but she’s already hung up.
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      At least David accepted my invitation to dinner, so I won’t look like a complete loser later.

      “Since when has David been your boyfriend?” Mom says, wiping the sweat from her forehead on her sleeve before getting back to cleaning the bath room. Mom and I get to do the cleaning while Tom and The Littles go to the laundry mat. I almost feel sorry for him. Almost. “I saw your SnapGram post this morning. Yes, I do check your social media. Not as often as I should though, apparently. Otherwise, I would know these things.”

      There’s no sense denying it, so I announce to the universe, “David asked me to be his girlfriend last night.”

      “Good luck explaining that one to Robert.”

      “How’s he going to know? Nobody from your side of the family will talk to him. It’s not like he’s on SnapGram. Shoot, the man checks his email about three times a year. I think we’re safe.”

      Mom suddenly stops mid-scrub. “Shoot! I forgot to pick up green onions for dinner tonight.”

      “Negi, Mom.” Mom is the only one whose Japanese hasn’t improved much since we’ve been here. The proverbial light bulb suddenly flashes over my head. “I’m almost finished cleaning the sink. I can run over to the Mom-and-Pop grocery store on the other side of the bridge after I’m done. I’d rather do that than clean the toilet anyway.”

      “Would you? I don’t want to go back out again.” Mom comes out of the bath room carrying a sponge and cleaner. “I could sure use a few minutes of quiet time before Tom and The Littles get back.”

      “I won’t hurry then. I think I’ll stop on the way home at a coffee shop or a bookstore...” Or see if David can meet me somewhere.

      Mom is so excited by the prospect of a taking a nap that she ends up giving me extra money and encouraging me to take my time. Don’t have to ask me twice. I text David on my way over the bridge, but he doesn’t answer back. I walk over the bridge into his neighborhood, but I don’t know where to go. I know he lives sort of close to the Mom-and-Pop grocery, but where? I continue down the street when I hear a door roll open. I look back. David hops out of the genkan trying to get his Vans on. He looks down from the second story landing. My heart leaps.

      “David!” I call out and backtrack toward his house.

      Instead of the California smile though, a panicked look washes over David’s face. He races down the stairs two at a time, through the tiny garden area, and bolts out of the short front gate. He swoops in for a quick kiss before herding me down the sidewalk.

      “Is this a bad time?” I say, but the answer is pretty obvious.

      “No. Okay, yes. Can I text you about it?” David fumbles in his pockets and realizes that they are empty. “When I get back home. My aunt is here. I gotta do hōji prep stuff with them right now.”

      “Hōji?”

      “Memorial service. Next weekend is the one-year anniversary of my grandfather’s death. The whole family is coming.”

      Said aunt appears on the landing a second later. I can’t see her, but I can sure hear her. She is chewing somebody’s head off. David herds me further down the street as the argument washes through the neighborhood. Mr. Takamatsu barks something, and she immediately shuts up.

      David looks at me, his cheeks coloring. “Another fun day at the Takamatsu house. Mom decided to stay in America and skip the hōji. Needless to say, this isn’t going over well with the rest of the family. Just another reminder about what a bunch of eff-ups the American half of our family is.”

      “Ryōhei!” Mr. Takamatsu calls out.

      “I’m here.” David yells back and then says quietly to me, “Run while you still can. I’ll text you later.”

      It’s too late though. Obaasan Takamatsu and her middle-aged clone with a Louis Vuitton bag see me. Grandma’s face lights up. Auntie puts her hand on her mother’s elbow to help her down the stairs, but Obaasan Takamatsu shakes her off.

      “Warning. Obaachan pumped Hiro’s grandma this morning for all the hot gossip about us. She knows we are a thing.” David winces. “I guess we should get this over with.”

      David and I walk back over to his house. Auntie and Grandma meet us at the small Toyota parked in their short, one-car driveway. David’s body tenses.

      “Konnichi wa.” If I’m going to be put on the spot, I might as well give them a good show. I do my whole intro speech and throw a deeper than necessary bow on the top of it.

      Auntie blinks in surprise. Then she starts talking to me, and I quickly realize how limited my Japanese truly is despite the 100% I got on my last test. When the chirping of the imaginary crickets gets too loud, she turns to David and talks at him, too. More standing stupidly on the sidewalk.

      “Nihongo wa damé.” Mr. Takamatsu tells her that our Japanese is terrible.

      Obviously it’s not if I understood that.

      Grandma puts out her hand. “My name is Fumiko Takamatsu. Nice to meet you.”

      I shake her hand gently. “It’s nice to meet you, too. David, I mean, Ryōhei-kun talks about you often. He says you are a good cook.”

      Obaasan Takamatsu chuckles and pats David’s flat stomach. “Yes. This boy eat and eat and eat.”

      David looks mortified. “I’m sorry, Sky. We’re in a hurry. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      “It was nice to meet you.” I give everybody one last bow for good measure and take off down the street, my heart pounding. As the rest of the Takamatsu family piles into their tiny Toyota, Auntie’s voice travels down the street. I don’t get most of what she says, but gaijin no gaarufurendo comes through loud and clear. Foreigner girlfriend.

      Amerikajin no gaarufurendo! I am an American, thank you very much.
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      I’m in the middle of chopping the negi for tonight’s dinner when David finally texts me back.

      Can we pretend like this afternoon never happened?

      I wipe my hands off on my apron and retreat to my closet to text my boyfriend (that word never gets old) in private.

      I flop down onto my futon and text back: Agreed. Didn’t mean to cause drama.

      David texts me back a second later. It’s not you.

      Auntie didn’t seem to like me.

      She doesn’t like me, either. Or Dad. But Mom currently holds the #1 spot on her Shit List.

      Why? When David doesn’t answer me back after a good minute, I add: Never mind. Not my business.

      No, it’s okay. Aunt Sumiko is pissed because Mom refuses to move to Japan. It’s #1 Son’s wife’s job to take care of his aging parents. Mom said no thanks. All the Takamatsus are pissed.

      I’m sorry. :  ( Can you still come for dinner?

      Even if I have to sneak out the back window.

      !!!

      I’ll be over in 20. I gotta get outta here. CU!

      I catch my reflection in my large hand mirror hanging on the wall and screech.

      “How am I going to be date ready in twenty minutes, much less have dinner prepped too?” I complain to Hoshi who swims serenely around the new bowl The Littles picked out for me from the 100 yen store.

      Thankfully, David is late. I’m just putting the final touches on my dinner prep when he arrives. David is spit-shined and out to impress: Hair toned down and button-down shirt tucked in. David’s not in the door ten seconds before I wish I’d never invited him over. Unfortunately, David didn’t realize that my dinner invitation included the requirement of passing through the Kitagawa Gauntlet of Shame, which means being hugged by my mom, slobbered on by Lina, and almost tackled into the floor by Ryan.

      “I am sooooo sorry,” I whisper as I lead David into the living room, which is doubling as the dining room tonight.

      As if David hadn’t been traumatized enough, Tom is waiting for him. It’s a good thing guns are against the law in Japan. Otherwise, I suspect Tom would be cleaning one.

      “Ohisashiburi desu, Kitagawa-san.” David adds a medium bow to his Nice to see you again. Tom gives him a nod. David holds out a decorative bag to my mom. “Dōzo.”

      Mom accepts the decorative bag with “Sugiyama Bakery” written on the outside. “Oh, that’s so sweet of you, David. Thank you.”

      I shake my head at Mom because it looks like she’s swooping in for another hug. Thankfully, she contains herself. The Littles snatch the bag out of Mom’s hands and the contents spill on the floor—a half-dozen, overly-packaged domes of melon pan. David and I both squat down to pick them up, our hands reaching for the same package. A bolt of hormone-fueled energy slices through me. There is no place in this teeny tiny apartment for me to thank David properly. Even when David carries the refilled bag into the kitchen for me, we are in at least one parent’s eyesight the entire time. David looks back over his shoulder and obviously realizes the same thing. All I can do is give his hand a quick squeeze before putting a bowl of chopped up negi in it. It’s not enough, but it will have to do. For now.

      The six of us cram around a four-person table. Lina has a meltdown when I inform her that I get to sit next to David.

      “He’s Skyler’s boyfriend, honey.” Mom grabs a squirming Lina so I can shoe-horn in next to David.

      Tom scowls at the word “boyfriend.” Ryan keeps cramming Power Ranger figures in David’s face. David looks ready to bolt.

      “Dōzo.” I gesture at the mountain of napa cabbage, enoki mushrooms, and tofu I cut up to go along with the negi and paper-thin slices of beef. “Would you like some gohan?”

      “Yes, thank you,” David says, and I grab his rice bowl. He puts his hands together in front of his chest and bows his head for a second. “Itadakimasu.”

      “Itadakimasu,” my family replies with their own shallow bows.

      Lina steals my spot as soon as I leave to get rice for everybody.

      “So is your Mom coming to Japan this summer?” Mom places a pile of vegetables into the fish broth boiling on a camp stove in the middle of the table. “I’d love to meet her.”

      I almost drop David’s rice bowl in the floor, but David answers calmly, “No. She’s not coming this year. She’s…busy with work.”

      “That’s a shame. I would love to talk to her—get her advice on raising biracial/bicultural kids.” Mom swishes the meat around in the pot, making the shabu shabu sound of this dish’s name. “Obviously, she’s done a great job with you. Here you go, sweetie.”

      Mom lifts out some of the meat and puts it on David’s plate. Then she gives some to The Littles.

      David uses the cooking hashi to gently place some tofu into the boiling broth. “I’m pretty sure Ikeda-sensei thinks Sky is more Japanese than I am.”

      “Maybe you’re more Japanese-American than American-Japanese.” Tom scoops out some mushrooms and puts it on his plate. “Sometimes, I think it is easier to be the former than the latter.”

      “But we’re trying.” Mom looks at The Littles. “Hopefully, Ryan and Lina will be able to move smoothly back and forth between countries one day.”

      “Thanks a lot.” I put filled rice bowls down in front of Mom and Tom.

      “You too, honey,” Mom says. “We need to step it up when we get back home.”

      “I aspire to be as culturally fluid as Hiro,” David says. “Yeah, if he wasn’t my best friend, I’d kinda hate the guy.”

      “I think it’s great that you get to come to Japan every summer.” Mom lifts out some vegetables for The Littles, who are only silent because they are stuffing their faces. “But I bet your mom misses you something terrible. I know how much I miss Sky when she goes to her dad’s for the summer and holidays, and he’s just a couple of states over. I’m going to be a complete wreck when Skyler leaves for college.”

      “Where are you applying to college, David?” Tom says. “How’s your GPA?”

      I want to plunge my head into the shabu shabu pot.

      “Honey, this isn’t a job interview.” Mom puts her hand on Tom’s arm. “Let the boy eat it peace. Here, sweetie, have some more.”

      I’m not sure which is worse, Mom’s over-attention or Tom’s open hostility. And, as usual, we can’t make it through a meal without a Little spilling something.

      “Lina! Geez!” I say when Lina knocks over her juice near the end of dinner. It barely misses David’s lap. “Welcome to the Kitagawa Family. Aren’t you glad you’re an only child now?”

      “Why don’t you two go out for dessert while Tom and I clean up?” Mom dabs at the purple spots on David’s shirt.

      “Mom!” I push Mom’s hand away.

      She doesn’t have to ask me twice. Unfortunately, this requires David to pass through the Kitagawa Gauntlet of Shame a second time to get out the door. And this time, they are determined to break him. Or at least make sure he never wants to come over again.

      “Get off of him, Lina.” I pull at Lina who has attached herself to David’s leg and insists she’s coming with us. “Mom!”

      “Come here, honey.” Mom pulls at Lina who threatens to pants David with her tugging.

      “Look!” I grab one of the melon pan out of the bag and toss it onto the kitchen table. “Melon pan.”

      The Littles forget all about David and attack the melon pan like a pair of piranha. I tuck a second melon pan into my purse because I doubt there will be any left by the time I get back home. I breathe a deep sigh of relief when we are finally out the door. David pulls his pants back up. He plunges his hand into his back pocket and pulls out a tiny Power Ranger.

      “I was wondering what’s been poking me in the ass for the last thirty minutes.” David hands the Red Ranger to me. “Ryan might want that back.”

      I cram the figurine in my purse. “Wow. What can I say? I am soooo sorry about tonight.”

      David drops his voice half an octave and mimics Tom. “What was your SAT score? How many times were you late for school last semester? We require a DNA sample to keep on file.”

      “And don’t forget to pee in this cup. This is a drug-free dating zone,” I say. “And that was just my stepdad. You haven’t met Robert Doucet and his impressive kitchen knife collection, yet.”

      “Yet?”

      “Yeah. Well, one day. Maybe?”

      “I bet my mom would love you. ‘Cause you’re an A student and polite and can cook and everything. Pfft. She’d probably like you more than she likes me. Don’t expect her to hug you though.”

      Arg. Touchy-feely Mom. “Sorry about that, too.”

      At that, Mom yells from the landing of our apartment, “Skyler! Honey! It looks like rain. You should take an umbrella. Here, let me bring it to you.”

      “Go…go…go!” I push David down the sidewalk.

      David pulls me off to the side as we get to the bank of vending machines near my apartment. “At least your mom likes me. I think. You, however, can hug me as much as you want.”

      I wrap my arms around David’s waist and squeeze.

      “Can I take you to my favorite place in Japan?” David says.

      “The Sugiyama Bakery?”

      “No, but that is a close second.”

      “Then where are we going?”

      “Trust me.”
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      David leads me by the hand through my neighborhood toward the park.

      “We’re going to the playground?” I say.

      “Chotto matte,” David tells me to wait a minute.

      We pass through the park. I see signs for the Mizuho Athletics Stadium. “We’re going to play baseball?”

      “Matte. Matte.”

      We cross a narrow street and head down a set of steep stairs to the small stream running in front of the stadium. It isn’t deep right now because I can see the algae-covered bottom. I follow David to the edge of the water. Eight cement circles make a bridge to the other side. David leaps easily from the sloped, concrete bank to the first circle. He walks out to the middle-most circle before looking back. Meanwhile, I curse my choice of footwear.

      David comes back to the closest circle. “C’mon, jump.”

      I have a bad flashback to Obaachan’s koi pond. I don’t want to walk around with wet pants. Nor do I want to subject David to the Kitagawa Gauntlet of Shame for a third time in one night so that I can change my shorts. That would be cruel and unusual punishment.

      “I won’t let you fall.” He stretches his hand toward the bank. “Quick, before the sun sets.”

      I reach my fingers as far as they will go, but I still can’t reach David’s hand.

      “Trust me, Sky,” David says.

      Though my brain tells me this is a bad idea, I kick off my flip-flops and put them into one hand. I crouch down a little and spring out. I make it to David, who grabs me around the waist to keep me on the circle with him. Even after we are both balanced again, he still doesn’t let go. We step out to the fifth circle in the stream and watch the summer sun slip away.

      “Make a wish.” I point to the small patch of sky not filled with rain clouds. “The first star of the night is out.”

      “I think that’s a satellite.”

      “Busting my romantic mood here.”

      “Sorry,” he says.

      David’s eyes stay closed even after I’m finished making my wish that this evening will never end. I lean in and kiss David.

      “Thank you,” David’s lips say to mine.

      Before I can ask what he’s thanking me for, David pulls me in tighter. As I soften into him, the words rattling around in my brain melt away.

      All the stars are out before we separate again. My head is light from the lack of oxygen. I breathe in the water-heavy air, willing the rain to stay away a little while longer.

      “Thanks for showing me your favorite place. It’s like the rest of the city disappears when you’re down here.” I watch the water flow around us. “I feel like I’m in the middle of a yoga music video.”

      “Can you come with me somewhere?” The words rush out of David’s mouth.

      “To Nagano to live with the snow monkeys?” I say.

      “I wish. No, somewhere else. To where I used to play ball.”

      “But we don’t have a ball or bat.”

      “It’s okay. I just need you with me. Want you with me.”

      Hoshii. To want or desire.

      “Anything you want.” I squeeze David’s hand.

      We jump easily across the last of the cement circles, but I stub my toe when I leap to the slab of concrete on the other side of the stream. David holds my hand tightly as I hobble up the stairs.

      “That’s it. I’m never bringing flip-flops to Japan again.” I look down at my throbbing toe. I chipped the corner of my big toenail off, but at least it isn’t bleeding. “Next time, I’m bringing cute ballet flats.”

      “Next time?” David leads me toward the Mizuho Athletics Stadium. “Like, next summer?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe?” What if I could come back next summer as my graduation gift or something? Or what if I could come solo like Terrance? No babysitting. No parents. A summer of cooking and studying…and David? “It would be a totally different experience if I had my own apartment like Terrance even if it was only for one summer.”

      “Yes, yes it would.” From David’s mischievous smile, I know we are sharing the same train of thought. “Could you work on that, please?”

      “I’ll ask Daruma-san if he could make that wish happen.”

      We pass the stadium and continue down the road for another few minutes until we come across a practice field. Attached to the permanent fencing around home plate, there’s a temporary chain-link fence circling around the rest of the field. I can soon see why. There’s a huge cut down the middle of the field with some kind of piping sticking out of it. A handwritten note is posted next to the padlock on the temporary gate door. There is so much kanji on it that neither one of us can read it. Obviously, it says something along the lines of “We’re closed.” Good enough.

      “Shoot. Oh well,” I say, turning around. “Let’s go back to the stream. Or the park. Pretty much anywhere that’s dark and secluded works for me.”

      It takes me a minute to realize that David isn’t following me. Instead, he stands at the fence with something in his fist. When I step back to him, David opens up his fingers. On his palm sits a tiny lock, slightly bigger than the one I had on my fourth-grade diary.

      “I wanted to give you a lock,” David says.

      “A lock?”

      David crams the lock back into his pocket. “Never mind. It was a stupid idea.”

      “Hey, chōdai,” I tell him to give it to me.

      David puts the tiny lock in my outstretched hand. When I look at it closer, I can see that in tiny black letters, David has written the date, but whatever was written above it is now smeared. David looks at his fingers. I think that’s our initials in the black smudge on his index finger.

      “Forget it. I’m completely screwing this up.” David wipes the smudge against his shorts.

      “No, you’re not. It’s the most romantic thing anybody has ever done for me. Okay, it’s also the only romantic thing anybody has ever done for me, so you are already ahead of the game.”

      “Can we leave this somewhere? To symbolize this one moment in time, even if neither of us ever gets to come back to Japan again.”

      “It will be a shrine,” I say. “A shrine dedicated to star-crossed lovers doomed to see each other only once a year unless they can somehow talk their parents into a plane ticket to L.A. over Fall Break.” And though I chuckle at my own joke, there’s a pricking behind my eyes as the truth washes in front of them. “Yeah, I want to commemorate this summer, no matter what happens after that.”

      David follows the temporary part of the fence around the perimeter until it meets the permanent part. He uses a tiny key to undo the lock, and then—with all the power of a Little League champion pitcher—throws the key toward the Yamazaki River.

      “To star-crossed lovers.” David squats down and hooks the lock in the fence about six inches away from the earth.

      “To star-crossed lovers.” I wrap my hand around David’s, and together we close the lock.

      I flash back to standing in front of the Ojizōsama shrine with Hii-obaachan. “You know, if this is going to be a true Japanese shrine, then we gotta do it right.”

      I look around. There’s an ajisai bush a few feet away from the fence. I walk over and snap a small, pinky-purple hydrangea bouquet off the bush. I bring it back to the fence and place the flowers on the ground underneath the lock. Though buying some sake out of a vending machine would be very easy—albeit illegal—to do, I remember that I have something even better. I pull the melon pan out of my purse. It’s a little smooshed, but I place it next to the hydrangea bouquet. David digs a 50-yen coin out of his pocket and adds it to our shrine.

      I bow twice, clap my hands twice, and bow once more before sending out my wish to the Chain-link Fence Love Kami. “Please let me see David again before Tanabata next summer.”

      I peek over at David who is still in prayer. “Do you want to add a bottle of Pocari Sweat as your offering to the Chain-link Fence Love Kami? Or some Calpis soda? There’s a vending machine over there.”

      David winces. “I can’t be here. This feels wrong. All wrong.”

      I slip my arm around David’s waist and rest my head on his shoulder. We stand there for several more minutes in an awkward silence.

      “Did you come here a lot with your grandfather?” I say.

      David nods.

      “Then let’s change our shrine,” I say. “The Chain-link Fence Love Kami says he represents all types of love. The love of Japanese food. The love of Japanese baseball. The love of hot hapa baseball players. The love of hot hapa baseball player’s beloved grandfathers. Here’s to love in all its forms.”

      I go through the bowing-clapping routine a second time. I peek over at David. This time, he doesn’t join me in prayer. Instead, he stands staring out at the pitching mound. A raindrop hits his shoulder.

      “They all blame me,” David says. Another drop hits his shirt.

      “Who?” I wipe a raindrop off my nose.

      “The rest of the Takamatsu family. Especially my dad. They say it’s my fault that Ojiichan died.”

      “He had a heart attack. How is that your fault?” I say, but when David looks at me with his glassy eyes, I know. “You were with him, weren’t you?”

      David nods. “Last summer, right here. It was my last week in Japan. I was invited to try out for an elite club baseball team in L.A., so I was going home earlier than usual. Ojiichan was so proud. He told everybody and anybody about how he was coming to America for the very first time in his life this spring to see me play. We’d been doing extra practices, and both of us were exhausted, but I wanted to keep going. I had to make the team. That was the most important thing in my life. It was the only important thing in my life.”

      David grabs the chain-link fence with both hands. He holds it so tightly that his knuckles turn white. Three more raindrops wet his shirt. “Ojiichan was sweating so much that day. It was hot but not that hot. He shouldn’t have been sweating that much. During our afternoon practice, he went to sit down on the dugout bench. Ojiichan never sat down when we practiced. Ever. I told him that I’d get him a Pocari Sweat from the vending machine. When I got back, he was on the ground. I—” David’s words pinch off into silence.

      I step behind David and wrap my arms around him.

      “I choked,” David’s voice is barely louder than a whisper. “Ojiichan needed me, and I completely choked.”

      I squeeze David harder. Raindrops hit my hair, soaking down into my scalp.

      “I stood there screaming in English, and nobody came,” David says.

      “Tasukete,” the word slips out of my mouth. Help me. It was one of the first words Ikeda-sensei taught us on the first night of class. Now I know why.

      “So I called Obaachan for help, but she couldn’t understand me. I didn’t know the word for ‘heart’ much less ‘heart attack.’ Finally, she hung up on me and called 1-1-9. Ten minutes. Ten minutes Ojiichan was on the ground waiting for help to arrive. I should have called 1-1-9. But I didn’t. They wouldn’t have understood me. I’m not Japanese enough. I’m too American.” David’s voice keeps breaking as the truth spills out. “When the paramedics finally arrived, I couldn’t understand their questions. I know a hundred baseball words in Japanese but not one word that could’ve helped my grandfather. I was so useless. Obaachan. Oh God, you should have seen Obaachan’s face when she arrived. I failed her. I wasn’t Japanese enough. I am the selfish, spoiled American brat my dad says I am. All I ever cared about was being the best at baseball. I didn’t care about anything or anybody else.”

      David doesn’t breathe for a solid minute. I can feel a sob threatening to break free of his chest.

      “Your grandmother doesn’t blame you,” I say. “She loves you. She wanted you to come back to Japan this summer.”

      “Not if she knew the truth.”

      “What truth?”

      A sob breaks free, and then David’s chest tightens again.

      “I knew, okay. I knew that something was off with Ojiichan that day, but I didn’t want to stop practicing. Ojiichan wanted to take a nap after lunch, and I wouldn’t let him. Instead, I insisted we come back to the park and practice some more. All I cared about was me. Me. And Ojiichan died. Right there. Right in front of my eyes. Do you understand that there is nothing I can do to ever make that right?”

      David breaks away from me and runs along the fence until he gets to the shorter, temporary part. He climbs nimbly up the fence and flips over the top. He lands with a thud on the other side.

      “David, wait.” I follow two steps behind him.

      When David stops to unsnag his shirt from the fence, I see his eyes are wet. And it’s not from the rapidly increasing rain. He doesn’t wait. Instead, David runs out onto the baseball field. He stands on the pitcher’s mound as the rain goes from sprinkles to deluge.

      Not only are flip-flops not meant for leaping onto cement circles, but they aren’t good for climbing fences either. But I do it anyway. I don’t flip gracefully over the top like David though. In fact, the top of the fence stabs me in the crotch, and then I rip the pocket halfway off my jean shorts as I tumble down the other side. My ankle and stubbed toe flame with pain as I land on the ground with all the grace of a 135-pound bag of rice.

      Merde.

      I unhook the strap of my purse from the fence and hobble toward the edge of the field.

      “David! Ow! Ow! Ow!”

      The wind picks up, pushing the rain into a diagonal. David’s clothes are plastered to his body. I wish I could take the time out to admire the view, but, as usual, my life is not a Disney Channel show. When I stop to kick off my useless flip-flops, I see it. A golf cart? A moped? Something with a small light and a buzzing, electric engine zooms our way. I run after David. Putting my hands in front of my face does nothing to keep the diagonal water from going up my nose. By the time I get to the pitcher’s mound, I am soaked all the way through. David’s head is dropped. Water flows off his bangs, nose, and chin like a mini waterfall. I can’t hear his words, but I see his lips saying over and over, “Gomennasai.”—I’m sorry.

      “Kora!” A uniformed man in a golf cart beeps his horn and yells “Kora!” again to get our attention. He drives down to the part of the fence with the padlock on it. Thankfully, I don’t understand a word the man shaking his fist at us is saying. I don’t think it’s any of the polite Japanese words I know. The man gets out of the golf cart and goes to the gate.

      I grab David’s arm and yell, “We gotta go. Now!”

      “Gomennasai,” David continues to say over and over.

      “For the love of God, David, I need you to man-up.” I punch David in the arm as hard as I can to break him out of his trance.

      “Ow! What the hell, Sky?” David rubs his arm as I hop around cradling my throbbing hand.

      “Kora!” the groundskeeper has unlocked the gate and is heading down the field toward us.

      “Go, go, go!” David grabs my hand and pulls me toward the fence. The groundskeeper’s flashlight beam bounces on us. “Don’t turn around. We don’t want him to be able to ID us.”

      “Seriously? How many white teen girls who speak English live around this neighborhood? One. Just one.” I would punch David a second time, but we’re at the fence and my knuckles are on fire already.

      David jumps onto the permanent fence—which is twice the height of the temporary one—with the skill of a snow monkey and climbs to the top.

      “C’mon, Sky. Hurry. Hook your foot and go.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. Just don’t look down.” David scrambles over the top and heads down the other side.

      I try throwing my flip-flops over the fence. Yeah, there’s a reason why I’m not on the softball team. They rain back down on my head.

      “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.”

      David hits the ground on the other side of the fence. A panicked look crosses his face.

      “Please, Sky. Please try. For me.”

      I look up again. It’s not that I’m afraid of heights. I am, however, afraid of falling off the fence and breaking my neck. Forget Godzilla. A chain-link fence is what’s going to end my life in Japan. I turn my head from side to side. I’m ready to give myself up to The Man when I see a gap where the temporary fence attaches to the permanent one. I can fit through it. Probably. I run to it. My head and right shoulder slide right through. Water plus vanilla-scented body lotion makes me slipperier than a mud-covered pig. I get one butt cheek through the gap. Then I’m stuck. Why did I wear the bra with the extra padding tonight?

      David grabs my arm from the other side and pulls. “C’mon, Sky, you can do it.”

      “Not helping!” I push on my chest with my left hand to flatten down the padding in my bra.

      The groundskeeper is steps behind me. I can hear his three-pack-a-day wheezing. I panic.

      “Pull!” I say.

      David almost yanks my shoulder out of its socket in the process, but I pop out the other side of the fence. The Chain-link Fence Kami takes my pocket, a strip of flesh from my stomach, and my flip-flops as payment for allowing our escape.

      Rocks and other assorted sharp objects puncture my bare feet as David and I sprint away from the baseball field. I use every four-letter French word I’m not supposed to know to tell David how much this situation sucks. We run parallel to the stream until we hit the bridge that separates our two neighborhoods.

      David skids to a stop and bends over to catch his breath. “I think. We’re. Safe.”

      I lean against one of the bridge’s pillars and look down at my feet. I whimper as I pull an embedded rock out of the bottom of my left foot. The rain washes a trickle of blood across my heel.

      “Gomennasai.” David inspects the damage. “I’m sorry you’re wet. I’m sorry you’re injured. I’m sorry that you look like a raccoon.”

      I rub my index finger under my eye. It comes back with a huge smear of black on it. All that extra mascara I put on tonight to make my eyes look bigger and sexier has headed south. I wipe at it, but judging by David’s expression, I’ve made the situation worse instead of better.

      “As always, I’ve ruined everything.” He pushes his bangs out of his eyes. Even in the low streetlight, I can see that his eyes are rimmed in red. It’s not from the rain. My heart aches for him. “I’ll walk you home. Here, take my shoes.”

      “What? I don’t want to go home. And I definitely don’t want your shoes.” I put my hand on David’s arm. “I want to stay with you.”

      I let out a squeal as David suddenly scoops me off my feet. “I’m going to fix this. I’m not going to screw this up, too.”

      David carries me in his arms away from the bridge into his neighborhood. I think I’m supposed to be enjoying this. Busty heroines on romance book covers always look like they are in ecstasy when being carried by their hero. Instead, I feel self-conscious. I know David is strong—I can feel all the muscles in his chest, back, and arms straining—but there’s no way he can carry me the quarter mile or so to his house on a slight incline.

      “David.”

      “Yes,” he grunts.

      “Put me down.”

      He doesn’t argue. “Wait. Dad and Aunt Sumiko won’t be back until after eleven, but Obaachan opted to stay home, I think.”

      David unbuttons his skater boy shirt and takes it off. His black tank top is plastered to his body. Again, under any other circumstance, this would be a good thing. Instead, David holds the button-down shirt out to me. I look down. My pink cotton shirt has become transparent. The tiny, gold lamé stars on my extra-padded bra shine through bright and clear. And to top it off, my bra is still on crooked from being scraped through the fence. My face ignites. I push my boobs back to where they are supposed to be and slide David’s shirt on over mine.

      “I can carry you on my back the rest of the way,” David offers, shaking out the muscles in his arms.

      “No, thanks. I can walk.” I hobble the rest of the way up the street to the Takamatsus’ house.

      I follow David into a tiny courtyard overflowing with flowers and manicured bushes. We climb a flight of stairs above the garage to the main entrance. David stops and takes a deep breath.

      I weave my fingers through his. “Tell her your truth, David. All of it.”

      “I can’t.”

      “She’ll understand. She loves you.”

      “Please, Sky, let me do it my way.”

      David releases my hand and slides open the heavy metal-and-glass outer door. We enter the immaculate genkan made of light-colored wood and tile. A vase with a single yellow wild rose decorates the corner by the inner door.

      David slides open the second door and yells down the narrow hallway, “Tadaima!”

      “Wah!” Obaasan Takamatsu says when she pops out of the kitchen and sees us dripping water all over her genkan. “Dōshita no.”

      “Daijōbu desu,” I tell her we’re okay, but she still looks suspicious.

      “Please wait here.” Obaasan Takamatsu shuffles down the hallway and into another room.

      “I’ll be back in a minute.” David kicks off his soggy Vans, jogs down to the end of the hallway, and slides a door open.

      While I stand shivering, I glance at the narrow side table filled with mismatched picture frames. I lean through the door to get a closer look. They are all photos of chubby-cheeked boys at various ages. I may have awwed a little at the picture of the boy about Ryan’s age wearing a stereotypical samurai helmet so large he looks like he’s going to fall over backward at any second. The pictures age through the toothless years, a couple of awkward junior high pictures, and two high school pictures where all the baby fat in his cheeks has melted away. The last picture frame has a piece of black fabric over it. I look up. On the wall above the table of pictures is a narrow shelf containing ten daruma lined up like a bunch of good luck soldiers. I lean back and try not to look nosy when Obaasan Takamatsu reappears. She hands me a towel.

      “Arigatō. I’m sorry about dripping water in your house.” I towel off my body and then drape it around my shoulders. “I like your pictures of David, er, Ryōhei. He is kawaii.”

      “He is naughty boy.” Obaasan Takamatsu smiles as she says it though, so either she is kidding, or she has the wrong word. I’m not sure which. “This picture is best.”

      Obaasan Takamatsu pulls the black fabric off the frame. I step up close to the side table for a better look. It’s not an old picture of David. It’s a very recent one. David wears a Dragons baseball jersey and has a mitt in his hand. Beside him stands an elderly man wearing a Dragons hat. Neither of them are exactly smiling, but I can see the pride and happiness radiating from both of them.

      “Ryōhei’s Ojiisan?” I ask her.

      “Yes. My husband die last summer. This Saturday is hōji.”

      “I’m so sorry. Gomennasai.”

      A flash of red catches my attention. Behind the picture is a daruma. All of the daruma soldiers above have two eyes inked in, but this one is a cyclops.

      “I have a daruma, too,” I say, picking the cyclops up. “But it doesn’t have eyes yet. I don’t know what to wish for.”

      “Every year, Ryōhei-kun and Ojiisan buy daruma at…eto?”

      “At a souvenir store in the airport,” David says from halfway up the hallway. He wears yet another version of black shorts and a gray shirt. He stops and shakes his head like a dog after a bath until his usual wind tunnel hairdo reforms. When David finally joins us, Obaasan Takamatsu rolls her hand signaling David to continue the story for her. David sighs and clears his throat. “When I was five, I came to Japan for the first time for the whole summer. I saw the red daruma in the window of a souvenir store, and—because red is my favorite color—I wanted my dad to buy it for me.”

      “Wait. I thought you said daruma were for politicians and American tourists?” I say.

      “That’s what my dad said and refused to buy it. Apparently, I had a very large, very public meltdown about it. So Ojiichan secretly bought it and when my parents went home after two weeks, he gave it to me. I think I was having another very large, very public meltdown, this time about them abandoning me in Japan for the rest of the summer. Anyway, to distract me, Ojiichan asked me to make a wish for the rest of our time together. I said something like I wanted to learn how to catch a baseball because my dad had to work all the time, and he never had the time—or the patience—to play baseball with me. So we made an eye on the daruma. By the end of the summer, I could catch a very easy pitch. The daruma got its other eye and went on the shelf. Then it became, you know, our thing.”

      “Awww, that’s so sweet.”

      “Every summer, when Ojiichan would come to the airport to pick us up, he’d have a new daruma hidden in his pocket. Our himitsu. After Dad left for the States or his next business trip or whatever, Ojiichan and I would pick something to work on, usually baseball stuff. Soon as I hit the goal, it would get the other eye and go on the shelf.” David looks up and surveys the line of daruma. “So now you know. Have a good laugh at my total lameness.”

      “What? It’s not lame,” I say.

      We hear a sniff. Obaasan Takamatsu picks up the Cyclops daruma. She holds it out to David with two hands.

      “Ryōhei-kun, you must—”

      “Stop, Obaachan. Please, stop.” David pushes her hands away.

      David puts the daruma back on the table in front of the picture and lays the black fabric over both of them again.

      “Sky, your foot is bleeding all over the place,” David says to change the subject.

      We all look down. I’ve left a series of bloody footprints across the Takamatsus’ hallway.

      “Gomennasai.” I drop down to one knee to clean it up, but I don’t want to get blood all over their light blue towel either. “Do you have any paper towels?”

      Obaasan Takamatsu zips out of the room. She’s back a minute later with some tissues and a first aid box. She hands a wad of tissues to me. I press half of them to the bottom of my heel. When I go to clean up my mess, she shoos me away.

      “Ryōhei-kun, tasukete kudasai.” Obaasan Takamatsu pushes the first aid box into David’s chest and asks him to help.

      David winces at the words. If only he had known them last summer.

      “Let’s go wash your foot off.” David puts out his hand and helps me stand.

      With the tissues smashed against my foot with one hand and my other hand on David, I hop down the hallway. The Takamatsus’ bath room is like ours—tub only—except the tile isn’t cracked and it’s immaculately clean. I sit down on the edge of the tub and start to swing my feet over. Wait. If you can’t get soap in the tub, they probably don’t want my bloody, dirty feet in there either. I move over to the gnome-sized plastic stool while David fiddles with the water.

      “Did I ever tell you about the time I gave myself a second-degree burn while taking a bath here thanks to the metric system?” I say as warm water from the shower head washes over my foot.

      David chuckles. “Yeah, I still haven’t figured out what Celsius temperatures actually are either.”

      I look down at my heel. As the water washes away the blood, I can see something black buried deep in the pink of my skin. I press it, and it hurts.

      “Any suggestions on how to get this rock or shell or something out of my heel?” I say.

      David looks at it and recoils. “Obaachan!”

      “Hai. Hai. Daijōbu desu.” Obaasan Takamatsu shoos David out of the cramped room and digs around in their first aid kit. She squats down to look at my foot closer. She hisses through her teeth. It’s bad.

      “Gomennasai, Sukaira-chan,” Obaasan Takamatsu says before she starts digging for China in my heel.

      I bite my bottom lip to keep from yelping. Finally, she gets the offending object out.

      “Yatta!” she says triumphantly, holding up a large piece of gravel in her tweezers.

      When she pours some astringent on my foot, I about go through the roof. I squeeze my eyes closed to keep the tears inside. Thankfully, the fire racing up my leg quickly subsides after Obaasan Takamatsu bandages up my foot.

      “Sukaira-chan, please wait at my home for fifteen minute.”

      “Dōmo arigatō gozaimashita.” I put a little head bow on top of it. “Were you a nurse or doctor before?”

      Obaasan Takamatsu waves away the compliment. “Ah, no. Ryōhei-kun often fall down. I help him many time.”

      David looks over his grandmother’s head. “Thanks for that, Obaachan. It’s true, but you didn’t need to tell Sky that.”

      I pull the towel tighter around me.

      “Do you want to change?” David holds a Dragons baseball jersey and a pair of gray-black skater boy shorts in his hand. “We don’t have a dryer, but I can try to dry your stuff with a hairdryer.”

      “That would be great.” I hobble out of the bath room after Obaasan Takamatsu. “I’m not sure if these are going to fit, but anything is better than sitting around in wet pants.”

      The side of David’s mouth curls up. “I didn’t know if you were a boxers or briefs kind of girl. Maybe you go commando. Who knows? You’re on your own on that one.”

      I am so glad his grandmother is only in English 101, but my face heats up anyway. I know Japanese people have no problem hanging their underwear out to dry in public with the rest of their clothes, but there is no way in hell I’m going to sit in the living room with my boyfriend and his grandmother chatting about the matsuri and drying my gold-lamé-starred panties with a hairdryer. Not. Going. To. Happen.

      “Can I hang out in your room and dry…a few things?” I presume there aren’t any electrical sockets in their bath room either.

      David looks panicked, but we don’t have a lot of options.

      “Yeah. Sure. Give me a second.” David hauls butt down the hallway to his room and slides the door closed behind him. A minute later, the door opens again. “Okay.”

      I step into David’s room, which is barely bigger than mine. A school desk with an attached chair sits in one corner with David’s Japanese class stuff perched neatly on top. Under the tiny window, a pile of flowery futon is folded like tamagoyaki. David’s DS and laptop nestle together on his half-sized, buckwheat pillow sitting on top of the pile of bedding. Next to some pictures of flowers and a calendar of Mount Fuji on the wall, there are a few hastily tacked up pictures of obviously famous Japanese baseball pitchers. The only thing else in the room is a small bookcase. It holds David’s baseball glove, a Dragons hat, a baseball, an autographed picture of some famous Japanese baseball player, some stat books, his yo-yo from the matsuri, and a large stack of videogame cases. On the top shelf, next to a long row of books I know can’t be David’s because of the amount of complicated-looking kanji down the sides, sits the silver ring he often wears on his thumb and a picture in a cheap frame. A ping of jealousy hits my chest.

      “Is this your mom?” I pick up the frame. Next to David in his regular attire—black clothes and wind-tunnel hair—is a middle-aged white woman in a hot pink sweater with funky jewelry, hipster glasses, and super short, dark brown hair. I hold the picture up next to David’s face.

      “Yeah, you can tell why my mom has a hard time fitting in, in Japan.” David takes the picture from me and puts it gently back on the shelf. “I mean, can you imagine Ikeda-sensei showing up to class in that outfit?”

      “Eh, no.”

      “We took that picture over Memorial Day weekend in front of Turner Field before a Braves game. My mom goes to Atlanta on business so much that she practically lives there.” David pulls open a box that houses all his manly things—deodorant, hair gel, a hand mirror, a tiny flat iron, and something that looks like hairspray. He pulls out a hairdryer and quickly closes the box back up. “I heard Dad and Aunt Sumiko arguing in Japanese about Michelle, Atlanta, home, and some form of to buy before they left this afternoon. I think Mom might have bought a condo in Atlanta or something while I was gone. I’m presuming that’s why Mom isn’t coming to the hōji. Or at least, that’s the official reason we will be giving the rest of the Takamatsu family.

      “Wow. I know when my parents got a divorce—”

      “Who said my parents were getting a divorce? Mom’s on the road a lot with her job right now, but she’s coming home to L.A. right after Labor Day when her project is finished. She promised.”

      Something about that doesn’t sound right, but I let it drop.

      “There’s a plug over there.” David gestures to the space between the ninety-degree angle made by the futon pile and the bookshelf. “I’ll wait. In the living room. Unless you need some help, of course.”

      “Out.”

      Thanks to my junior high gym class, I can get undressed and redressed without anybody seeing me naked at any time. Still, Japanese bedroom doors don’t have locks, so I stand close to the door just in case.

      As I slide the door closed, I hear Obaasan Takamatsu say, “Ryōhei-kun, you are okay? I am sorry. This is sad time. Please forgive me.”

      Her tight sob echoes down the hall. I bite my lip and step away from the door.

      After I have David’s clothes on, I sit down in front of his futon pile and lay my wet bra and panties out on the towel to dry. I lean over to plug the hairdryer in when I notice that the side of the bookcase has pictures on it. From any other angle in the room, you can’t see them. I scoot closer. On the side of the laminate bookshelf, David has stuck our Tanabata picture, a purikura sticker of Emi and me, our baseball game picture, and the picture of me with my hand under the silver paper in the wish arch. It does look like I’m holding a fallen star. There’s a small piece of white paper attached under the star picture. On closer inspection, I see that it is a receipt. I can read the hiragana. It says zaru soba and the price. The date throws me at first because the year is done in the traditional Japanese style: How many years the current emperor has been on the throne, plus the month and then the day. But I understand.

      June 1st. The night we had soba noodles before our very first Japanese class.

      I smile to myself, and suddenly not being on the bookshelf next to his mom is okay. I plug in the hairdryer and begin the boring task of drying my underwear. Five minutes crawl by. My panties are almost done, but the extra padding in my bra refuses to dry. While I sit there, I lean the opposite direction and push open David’s micro closet slightly. An avalanche of stuff falls out. I drop the hairdryer. It sucks up one of my bra straps and starts to smoke.

      Merde.

      I turn off the hairdryer, pull out the slightly scorched bit of my bra strap, and start stuffing the avalanche back in the closet. I have to open up the closet a little more to get all the junk back inside. Okay, maybe I didn’t have to. I pick up the manga that slid out. I raise an eyebrow at the cover art—an anatomically-impossible woman with huge eyes who is about to bust out of the tiny pieces of fabric barely covering her assets. The other two books were obviously drawn by the same artist; a man who has no idea what real women look like. The fourth book is a manga about baseball translated into English.

      Wouldn’t Terrance die to know about this? Not that I can tell him, of course. I place the books back inside, along with a couple of pairs of black socks and a pair of boxer-briefs. Crammed in the back of the micro closet, among a large pile of black and gray T-shirts, is what looks like a well-loved stuffed panda bear. I’m tempted to dig around some more, but I hear feet coming down the hall. I quickly slide the closet door closed and try not to look guilty.

      “Sky? Everything okay? How’s your foot?” David’s voice comes through the door. “The rain has stopped. Obaachan said she’d take your stuff to the laundromat down the street and put it in the dryer if you don’t mind staying longer.”

      I roll to my feet and slide the door open a crack.

      “Do I mind staying longer? For real?” I hand David my top and shorts and yell down the hall, “Dōmo arigatō gozaimasu, Obaasan Takamatsu!”

      “Dō itashimashite, Sukaira-chan,” she yells back from the other end of the hall.

      By the time I get undressed and redressed a second time, David’s grandmother is already gone. I no longer look like a raccoon, but this outfit is not flattering. The baseball jersey is too big, so it V’s down deeply in the front. Meanwhile, the shorts simultaneously gap at my waist by three inches and strain to near bursting over my butt. At least the bleeding in my heel seems to have stopped. I twist my damp hair up and put David’s baseball hat on top of it before padding into the kitchen.

      David stands staring at a large canister of green tea and a small china teapot with a confused look on his face. Meanwhile, a tea kettle heats up on a gas burner.

      “Obaachan says I have to make you warm so you won’t get sick. I think she meant I need to make you tea, but I’m happy to let that one get lost in translation.” David roots around in a container of spatulas, cooking hashi, and tongs on the counter before looking over his shoulder. “I can’t find the... wow, you look—”

      “Like crap,” I say.

      “Chigau yo,” David tells me I’m wrong.

      “I look like you. Wait, let me get this right.” I slouch a bit, cram one hand in my pocket, duck my head, and then give him a snarky look from underneath the baseball cap.

      “Chigau yo,” David scoffs. He pulls me into him, pushes up the brim of the cap, and kisses me. “Kirei da yo.”

      I wrap my arms around David to thank him for calling me beautiful. He winces. When I slide the sleeve of his T-shirt up, a red-brown mark mars his tanned skin.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.”

      David jerks the sleeve back down. “It’s fine. You were right. I needed to man-up.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you though. I was only trying to get your attention.”

      David’s face hardens. “You can’t hurt me that easily. Not with one wimpy punch.”

      “Wimpy? Look at my hand.” I hold my fist up to David’s eyes, so he can see how red my knuckles are.

      David wraps his hand around my wrist and pulls my injured hand to his lips. “Gomennasai.”

      Before I have a chance to show David how much I forgive him, the kettle whistles. David turns off the gas.

      “Um, yeah, I have no idea how to make ocha,” he says.

      “It’s easy. Hii-obaachan taught me. Now, I’ll teach you.” I take the lid off the wisteria-patterned teapot and pull the small, mesh basket out. “First, you need to warm up the teapot with a little of the hot water. Swish it around and then dump it out. Now put the basket back in and scoop out about five tablespoons worth of tea leaves.” I dig around in the utensil canister until I find the right-sized spoon and hand it to David. He puts the loose tea leaves in the basket. “Pour the hot water on top, but don’t overfill it. Put the lid on, and let it steep for about three to five minutes. Voila. Ocha. Congratulations, you are now officially Nihonjin.”

      A bittersweet smile crosses David’s face, and I kick myself. David hooks his fingers through the belt loops of my shorts and pulls me into him.

      “I’m never going to be Nihonjin, Sky. Neither are you. But I promised Obaachan from now on that I’d try harder to be Japanese. I want to understand her. Not only her words, but her culture and her world, too. I want to take care of her, at least while I’m here in the summers. Maybe when I get back to L.A., I’ll start going to Japanese Saturday school like I used to when I was a little kid. Wow. Did I really say that?”

      “We have a school like that in Phoenix, too. The Littles go there every Saturday. Maybe I could go, too. I know they have a special class for non-Japanese kids. Tom’s been trying to talk me into going there for years. Maybe I’ll finally take him up on his offer this fall.”

      I push David’s surprisingly wavy hair out of his eyes so that I can see them both clearly. They aren’t red-rimmed anymore.

      “Are you okay?” I say.

      “Yeah, but I’m calling a do-over on my last daruma,” David says. “I know Ojiichan wouldn’t mind. He’d want me to take care of Obaachan in the summers, so that’s what I’m going to do. At least until I leave for college.”

      David pulls the baseball cap off my head and puts it on backward on his own head. “Ojiichan would’ve liked you. I wish you could have met him.”

      “I wish I could’ve, too. I would tell him that his grandson is ichiban, the best.” I lean in and kiss David’s bruised arm, his pitching arm. I step in closer and wrap my arms around his neck.

      “Yurushite kudasai,” I ask David’s forgiveness by kissing first his bottom lip, then the top.

      David’s hands travel up underneath the jersey, his fingertips gently stroking the skin on my back. “Yurushite ageru.”—I forgive you, he says.

      The rest of the kitchen heats up as the pot of ocha cools down.
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      “Jōzu ni dekimashita.” Obaasan Takamatsu claps and compliments David’s ocha-making skills when she returns thirty minutes later with my clothes and David’s Vans.

      I hope she can’t see the red marks at the base of David’s neck—and probably mine, too—thanks to all the forgiveness that happened in the kitchen while she was gone.

      “Can you teach Sky how to make okonomiyaki tonight?” David pours her a cup of tea. “She loves to cook. And I love to eat okonomiyaki.”

      “Ahhhh mmmm.” Obaasan Takamatsu hems and haws because I know Japanese people hate to say “no” directly.

      “It’s okay. It’s late. Another time,” I say.

      “Gomennasai. On Saturday, we have hōji. All Takamatsu family come. Ryōhei-kun’s mother does not come.”

      “Obaachan, Mom is too busy,” David says.

      Obaasan Takamatsu lets out a derisive snort. A stupid merengue melody blasts from the hallway. Only one person calls me in Japan. Shoot, only one person calls me in America. I dip my head in apology and go out into the hallway. The cloth exterior of my purse is sopping wet, but at least the cheap plastic interior kept my stuff mostly dry.

      As expected, the call was to alert me to the unanswered text messages. Mom has texted me seven times in the last thirty minutes.

      I text her back: I’m fine. Having tea with David and his grandmother. Be home soon.

      When I come back into the living room, David has his phone out on the table. He has taken it apart and is drying it with a towel. When David pops the battery out, a trickle of water comes with it.

      “Dad is going to kill me,” he says.

      “Taihen desu ne.” Obaasan Takamatsu is shaking her head and doing that Japanese hissing through your teeth thing when stuff is really bad.

      “Bury the pieces of the phone in rice for twenty-four hours. That’s what Tom did when Ryan dropped his phone in the toilet. It might work.” I pick up my dry clothes. “I better change and get home.”

      I don’t have the words I want to thank Obaasan Takamatsu for insisting her grandson come to Japan every summer. That this summer would have been totally different if our paths had never crossed. I bow at a seventy-five-degree angle. “Dōmo arigatō gozaimashita.”

      When I return from changing, David stands by the wall of daruma looking at the picture of his ojiisan. The black fabric pools beside the frame.

      “Thanks for letting me be David for a little while.” I hold out the neatly-folded clothes to him. “But I’m ready to go back to being Sukaira.”

      David takes the shorts but pushes the jersey back at me. “You keep it. For now. You can give it back to me next summer in Japan. I’m going to hold your Daruma-san to his promise.”

      Obaasan Takamatsu is in the kitchen tidying up the tea stuff and humming to herself.

      “She seems to be taking things well.” I nod toward the kitchen. “Do you feel better now that you’ve gotten it off your chest?”

      “I didn’t tell her yet.”

      “Tell her. She’ll understand. I know she’ll forgive you. You are her ichiban. She loves you.”

      “I can’t. The hōji is going to be hard enough on her. It’ll make everything worse.” David grabs my forearms. “Please, Sky. I know. You know. The Chain-link Fence Love Kami knows. Nobody else needs to know. It won’t bring him back. Let’s keep it our secret.”

      This is not an amai himitsu though. I stuff the secret down deep.

      “C’mon. I’ll walk you home,” David says. “I’ll replace your flip-flops tomorrow. Until then, you can borrow my other pair of Vans.”

      “You know we don’t have to take the saying ‘To walk a mile in someone else’s shoes’ quite so literally,” I joke.

      David places the black fabric back over the picture. “I know. And thanks.”
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      “Soooo, do you love it or what?” Rachel says from across the ocean. “Sorry it took me so long. I was out all day yesterday, so I didn’t get around to it until this morning.”

      I pull the picture up to full screen. “It’s beautiful, Rach. You have out-done yourself.”

      Rachel places her hand on her chest and bows into the computer screen. “Thank you. Thank you. And thank you. Of course, nobody will have any clue that this is you, but whatever.”

      “Can I write ‘Happy Tanabata’ in Japanese on it before I post it?”

      “Sure. And you can do that?”

      “Yeah, with a little help from the internet.” I download the picture, cut-and-paste the characters, and upload it to All-American Gyaru. “Aaaaand…ta-dah!”

      Rachel leans in to switch screens. “Niiiiiice.”

      It’s not up ten seconds before the hearts start. Rachel smiles when she hears the tell-tale sounds.

      “Happy Tana-whata to us. I gotta run. Tia is ‘sick.’” Rachel makes air quotes. “So I get to cover her shift tonight. Yeah, don’t think my aunt is buying it, especially after Tia has been talking about the Music Fest all week. I don’t know why I always have to be the adult here.”

      “Well, I’ll be back in...” I check the calendar that Rachel made for me. “In twenty-five days. Then you can hire me to be your partner-in-crime, and I promise never to be ‘sick’ on you.”

      “You got it, Sky. I know I can always count on you. Can’t wait for you to get back. Time to work on Operation All-American Girl: The Senior Edition.”

      “Yeah,” I say, but the words don’t mean much to me anymore.

      After Rachel logs off, I flop back onto my futon. I still have seven minutes before I’m officially on duty. I plan on taking every second of it. I stretch my brain across the bridge to David’s neighborhood. I can see him, snuggled down in his own futon. Maybe he’s wearing the clingy black tank top. Maybe not.

      Twenty-five days.

      In twenty-five days, I’ll be back in Arizona. In twenty-five days, I’ll go back to being Skyler instead of Sukaira. In twenty-six days, okay maybe twenty-seven depending on jetlag, I’ll be having Shopapalooza with Rachel: Buying new clothes at the second-hand store, getting my hair highlighted, and splurging on over-the-top bedazzled mani-pedis. We’ll stop for lattes at Starbucks and refine the lines for this year’s version of Operation All-American Girl.

      I run my fingertips around the ring of pictures on my wall. Me in Obaachan’s pond BEFORE I fell in. A picture of Hii-obaachan and me making tamagoyaki in her kitchen. Ikeda-sensei and me holding my first A+ test. David, Hiro, Emi, and me before the matsuri. Terrance and me holding a Sailor Moon manga beside our faces. I take down the center picture of Rachel and me and replace it with a new sun for the other pictures to orbit around. My favorite picture so far. The one from the baseball game featuring David, me, and a squid-on-a-stick, which I had photoshopped a squiddy emoticon face on. After I move Daruma-san, Hoshi the fish, and the baseball David caught for me underneath the pictures, my shrine to summer adventure is complete.

      This isn’t part of Operation All-American Girl. This is better. This is real life. This is my life.

      I tuck the picture of Rachel and me in my suitcase, where it belongs with the Ghost of Skyler Past. I have no idea how I’m going to break the news to Rachel. Operation All-American Girl is now over. At least to me.
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      It’s hard to celebrate Tanabata when your Hikoboshi is missing from Japanese class two days in a row. Granted, it has rained all day. Again. But he doesn’t have to depend on a flock of magpies to come to my side of the bridge. Trudging home after another Davidless class, disappointment weighs down my backpack. I walk right past my apartment, not ready to go home yet. Not ready to face my reality right now. Water seeps through the worn out treads of my tennis shoes. I walk until I come to the bridge that divides David’s neighborhood from mine. The lamplight shining through the misty rain gives the entrance to the bridge an other-worldly look. The white medallions on the dark posts seem to float like ghosts. I take a picture of the bridge and then a close up of one of the bread plate-sized, white medallions with a sakura, cherry blossom, in the middle of it. I walk to the middle of the bridge and look down at the Yamazaki River rushing past. The eight cement circles David and I hopped across Sunday night are probably submerged now after all the rain.

      “Sky!” David’s voice comes from his side of the bridge. I drop my umbrella—and nearly my phone—as David rushes up to me. He throws his arms around my waist and swings me around. “Happy Tanabata.”

      Twenty-five days.

      David sets me gently back on the ground. I reach up and touch his face, trying to cement this moment in my mind. I lean forward and press my lips against David’s, trying to cement that, too.

      “Happy Tanabata,” I say when we finally part again.

      “I’m sorry about the silence. I had to go to Tokyo with Dad to a lawyer’s office about my visa or getting dual citizenship or something. I couldn’t understand a word they were saying, and Dad only vaguely answered my questions. All the paperwork, which has to be done to the letter, just made my dad even crankier. So, the good thing is that I got to ride the shinkansen to Tokyo and back. The bad thing is that I didn’t get to see anything in Tokyo besides the lawyer’s office, my dad’s company, and the inside of a hotel room.”

      “And you had to miss class.”

      “I don’t mind that so much.” David wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me in tighter. “Except the part about missing you.”

      “I’m leaving for Phoenix in twenty-five days.” I rest my head on David’s shoulder.

      “I know. That sucks. Majorly.” David kisses the top of my head. “Tell you what though. I will start working on Mom as soon as I get back home. She has frequent flier miles out the butt. I’m sure she can spare a few so that my girlfriend can come for a visit over Fall Break. That is, as soon as I get my laptop back. To say Dad was pissed about my phone is the understatement of the century. So, now I don’t have either. At least until it becomes too inconvenient for him, and he buys me a new phone. I give him until Friday. Like right now, I’m sure he’d be blowing up my phone, demanding to know where I was and telling me to get my ass back home. But, hey, he can’t.” David shrugs. “No phone.”

      I step away from David. “I don’t want you to get into more trouble.”

      “Too late.” David laces his fingers through mine. “And totally worth it. I should probably walk you home though.”

      I groan. “Can we run away to Nagano and live with the snow monkeys instead?”

      “I wish.”

      We stop at the bank of vending machines near my house for a few last minutes of Tanabata-ing. I’m going to get the third degree anyway. Might as well make it worth it.

      “Oh, want to see the new screensaver on my phone?” I say, detaching from David.

      “Not really.” David’s hand turns my face back toward his.

      “But…it’s…beautiful,” I say in between kisses while pulling out my phone. “See?”

      “Wait, is that us?”

      “Yeah, Rachel blended a couple of our matsuri pictures and changed it into a paint style.”

      “Cool. Can you send it to me? I want to post it on my…wait. Never mind. Not sure when I will get my laptop back.”

      “Soon. You’ll get it back soon. I’m sure.”

      “We’ll see. I better let you go. Oyasuminasai.”

      I leave my Hikoboshi with a dozen more kisses before I finally wish him Oyasuminasai.
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      I boot my computer up to check my SnapGram Top 10 List. I squeal into my runty pillow. I’m not surprised the Tanabata picture is in the #1 slot, but it blows my mind that it has more traction than the rest of my posts combined…with Rachel’s! My new BFF in Michigan has done it again. She must be a major gatekeeper. In fact, she’s even written under the post: Can’t even FanSmash this one because it’s so perfect. Happy Tanabata to all you star-crossed lovers. I give her comment a heart. I would give it a thousand hearts if I could.

      I finally end up turning my phone completely off because it sounds like a pinball machine with all the hearts and comments people are leaving. I can’t stop checking my stats. Though my Tanabata is coming to an end, my picture is still spreading love on the other side of the world.
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      “RACHEL!!!!” I scream into the computer as soon as my parents are out the door for the day. I may have bribed The Littles with some sweet sembei, rice crackers, and extra screen time. This is an emergency.

      “Daaaaaaaamn.” Rachel nods from the other side of the ocean. “I think people liked my picture.”

      “Our picture.”

      “Our picture,” Rachel agrees.

      “And here’s the best part. I got a direct message today from HebiCon.”

      “Who?”

      “HebiCon. It’s the new Japanese pop culture convention in August. Remember? We saw their booth at the matsuri in Phoenix. They had the guy dressed as a giant rattlesnake on a boulder handing out gummy snakes. Gara gara hebi means rattlesnake.”

      Rachel’s forehead wrinkles. “Vaguely. What about it?”

      “The organizer of HebiCon said that this year their con falls on Tanabata.”

      “Wait, you said today-yesterday-my today was Tanabata.”

      “It is. Sorta. Ikeda-sensei said last night that some areas of Japan celebrate Tanabata on August seventh because they go by the lunar calendar.”

      “Okay, but what does that have to do with us?”

      “The message said,” I read off the screen, “Dear All-American Gyaru, We here at HebiCon love love loooove your Tanabata picture from yesterday. As our con lands on August seventh this year, we are going with a Tanabata theme. We are interested in using your image for both the cover of our program and this year’s official T-shirt. We’re a volunteer-based con and don’t have a lot of money to work with, but we are willing to pay you $500 upfront plus ten percent of the profits from T-shirt sales for the use of your picture. If this is agreeable to you, please contact me at…blah blah blah. The End.”

      “Can you send me this person’s email?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I own the copyright on the picture, so they’ll have to go through me to buy the rights. It’s not that hard. I probably still have a dummy contract around here somewhere from the last professional photography workshop I took.” Rachel babbles on for a few more minutes until she notices my silence. “Don’t worry, I plan on giving you some of the money. I wouldn’t have a licensing contract if it wasn’t for you.”

      “Some? How about half since you wouldn’t have had a picture if I hadn’t sent you my two to start with?”

      “But I didn’t use your pictures as-is. I created a whole new piece of art from your reference photos.”

      “Reference photos?”

      “Yeah, you can’t even tell who you are from my picture.” Rachel looks over her shoulder. “That’s the doorbell. I have to go to work. Tia is picking me up today. Let’s talk about this later, okay? I’m sure we can work out some kind of agreement that will benefit both of our car funds. Bye.”

      I slam my laptop closed as soon as our chat ends. I look at my circle of pictures.

      “Rachel wouldn’t have anything to create if it wasn’t for me,” I complain to Hoshi. “You can’t produce art armed only with a bunch of selfies and snow cones.”

      I am so pissed off that I decide to out myself as an experiment. I should probably ask David for his permission first, but I’m sure he’s okay with it. Though it’s probably considered tacky, I FanSmash my own picture. The two original photos take up the left-hand side of the block and Rachel’s picture takes up the whole right side.

      I add a few arrows and a note: Thanks for all your Tanabata love yesterday. Here’s how this picture came to be. Thanks, @PhotogAZRach for putting your own unique spin on my pictures and making something beautiful from them. ~All-American Gyaru.

      I hit post. Satisfied. Vindicated. Now to get back to my regularly-scheduled life.

      I pull out my latest obentō magazine and flip through the pages trying to find something new to make. Mom keeps bragging about how she’s lost another five pounds since being in Japan thanks to the obentō I make for her each day. I even get an extra 5,000 yen a week now for making her lunch each day. I promptly spend my bonus at Daiso each week on all kinds of cheap, cute, obentō-making equipment. I’m going to have to buy another suitcase to get all of this stuff back home. I find the recipe I want to try next and recruit The Littles for another culinary adventure.

      “Who wants to make mushi pan with me today?” I ask them.

      “Bug bread?” Lina says. “Ewwww.”

      “Yeah, don’t know why it’s called that, but it’s actually steamed cake. No mushi involved.” I pull some money out of the ocha tin and tuck it in my pocket. “Let’s make some treats for my friends at Japanese school today.”

      That’s the great thing about baking. It makes you forget about back-stabbing BFFs, at least for a little while.
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      “Whatcha makin’?” Mom says, peering over my shoulder. She plops her briefcase down on a kitchen chair.

      “Matcha mushi pan. Steamed cakes.”

      “I feel like mushi pan.” Tom turns up the A/C unit in the living room and flops down on the tatami in front of it. “I never thought I’d say this, but I miss the dry heat of Phoenix.”

      “I’m not a big fan of anko, so I swapped out chocolate chips for them.” I lift the last batch of five—because four is an unlucky number according to Ikeda-sensei—ramekins out of the Dutch oven pot which is doubling as my steamer today. I slap at Mom’s hand when she reaches for one. “You can have these ones, but I need the cooled ones for tonight.”

      “You have quite the production going on over here.” Mom picks up one of my finished products. “Fancy.”

      I wipe my hands off on the tacky floral apron which Hii-obaachan insisted I bring home. It looks like somebody threw up wildflowers all over it, but I love it anyway. I tuck five of the cupcake-sized mushi pan in the final box for Emi and her family, pulling the tissue paper up around them for a nice presentation and so they won’t move around so much during my commute. I loop some lemon-colored curling ribbon around the white box.

      “Finger,” I say, and Mom presses into the center until I get the knot in. I curl the ribbon and write “Ikeda-sensei” in silver Sharpie hiragana on the box.

      “Who’s it for?”

      I point to each of the characters. “I-ke-da se-n-se-i.”

      Mom lets out an impressed whistle. “Who knew this summer was going to be so transformative? Oh wait. I’m pretty sure I called it about seven weeks ago. See, you should listen to your mother more often.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I hand Mom one of my reject mushi pan, the one with the crack down the middle. “Okay, maybe a tiny bit. Do you think I could go to Japanese Saturday School with The Littles this fall?”

      Mom falls into one of the kitchen chairs and puts the back of her hand to her forehead in a fake swoon.

      “You are so not funny.” I tuck the boxes into a large shopping bag. “Could I come back to Japan next summer?”

      “I’m not sure, Sky. I doubt I can get another faculty swap. If we can save up enough money, maybe we could come back for a week or two next year for summer vacation.”

      “No, not our whole family. Me. I want to come to Japan by myself next time. Like Terrance and Hallelujah and Makenzie.”

      “I don’t know, Sky.”

      “You went to France.”

      “I know, but that’s different.”

      “How?”

      Mom starts several versions of a rejection but ends up playing the Mom Card. “We’ll talk about it a little closer to the time. A year is a long time from now.”

      But I still win. The seed has been planted. I know this because I can see Tom giving me two thumbs up from the living room. Now to get Mom on board.

      I float back to my closet to finish getting ready for class and upload my mushi pan pictures when I see it. My first copyright violation strike.

      WTH Rachel?!?! I text her after fuming all the way to class. I know it’s the middle of the night in Phoenix, but I don’t care. That was a jerk move.

      “Whoa. Somebody has a black cloud over her head today,” Terrance says when I slide into my desk. “Lovers’ spat?”

      “What? No. It’s my best friend back home who’s being a jerk at the moment.”

      “Girl fights. Best not to get involved. I usually throw a bar of chocolate in between my feuding sisters and back slowly away.” Terrance mimes backing up from his desk. It makes me laugh. “What’s in the bag?”

      I root around a bit until I find the Teransu-san box. I hold it out to him with two hands. “Dōzo.”

      “Arigatō.” Terrance pulls up the corner to look inside. “Oh, oishi-sō.”—that looks delicious, he says.

      I deposit a box on everybody’s zabuton before taking two boxes up to the front of the room.

      “This one is for your family.” I hand Ikeda-sensei the first box with two hands and a little bow. “Dōmo arigatō gozaimashita. Thank you for being so good to me this summer. Thank you for teaching me how to cook in Japanese.”

      Ikeda-sensei only protests for a second before accepting them. “I’m so glad you joined us this summer, Skyler.” And for once, she calls me by my American name and pronunciation. “It wouldn’t have been the same without you. And thank you for being a friend to my daughter. She even made an A on her English exam recently.”

      I pick up the second box. “Could you have Emi-chan give these to Hiro-kun for me? I want to thank his family for their hospitality…er... recently.”

      “Sure. I don’t think she knows where he lives though.”

      Yes, she does, but I’m not going to throw Emi under the bus and contradict whatever excuse she gave for us being late to the matsuri. “If not, David does.”

      “Speaking of David, where is he?” Makenzie nods toward David’s usual spot. “I thought you two were joined at the hip or something.”

      Makenzie drops her briefcase on her zabuton, crushing the white box underneath it. She notices Hallelujah and her box of mushi pan.

      “Crap. Thank you for the goodies, Skyler.”

      And even though she is a pain in the ass sometimes, I give Makenzie a nod back. “Dō itashimashite.”

      “Takamatsu-san has some family business to attend to this week,” Ikeda-sensei says.

      “Yes, it’s his grandfather’s hōji this weekend. That’s a death anniversary,” I explain to my classmates. “Plus, he had to go to Tokyo about his visa or dual citizenship or something.”

      Ikeda-sensei nods. “I’m looking forward to seeing Takamatsu-san next session. He’s come a long way in these few short weeks. He’ll be speaking Japanese fluently within a year or two at this rate since he will be staying in Japan.”

      “What?” A lump forms in the pit of my stomach.

      The look on my face must say it all because Ikeda-sensei puts a hand on my arm. “Gomennasai. I thought you knew.”

      I shake my head. I don’t dare open my mouth. I’m afraid of what will come out.

      “Dusetto-san, suwatte kudasai.” Ikeda-sensei gestures toward my table and tells me to sit down. “Let’s stop gossiping and start class. We still have a lot to learn this session.”

      I walk numbly back to David’s and my table. There is a manga on my zabuton. I look over at Terrance. He’s munching on a mushi pan.

      “Dōmo,” I say, holding up the manga.

      “No, thank you.” Terrance holds up a half-eaten mushi pan. “I bought the book for Josie, but she already had it. She said you’d appreciate it. ‘Cuz it’s way too girly for my collection.”

      I look at the cover. A girl in a school uniform stands between two handsome boys—one light-haired and one dark-haired—her hand on each of their chests, trying to keep them from tearing each other apart.

      “Josie?” I say. “Oh, Curly Hair Girl from the matsuri. You guys had fun?”

      A Cheshire cat smile cuts across Terrance’s face. “Yup.”

      Before I can inquire further, Ikeda-sensei decides to give us a pop quiz. I promptly fail it. In fact, I’m not mentally there pretty much the whole class. Between David and the copyright strike, I don’t have too many brain cells left over to conjugate verbs. At the end of class, Terrance sticks around as Makenzie and Hallelujah stampede toward the door.

      “I heard what Ikeda-sensei said about David staying in Japan,” Terrance says. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      Terrance puts a hand on my pile of books until I look up at him. “Hontō ni?”

      I shake my head no.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I know exactly how you feel,” Terrance says.

      “What, you’ve suddenly found your Inner High School Girl?” That comes out a little more acidic than I mean it to.

      “Ow. And no.” Terrance slips a piece of paper out of his notebook. “This.”

      He hands me a half-sized drawing of a man and a woman with a river between them. They both stand on clouds.

      “Orihime and Hikoboshi?” I say.

      “Yeah. Or Josie and me. She’s going back to Australia at the beginning of August. I might be going with her.”

      I look back at the picture. Orihime has long, curly hair like Josie, and Hikoboshi has a penciled-in tan. “Australia? Dude, you’ve known her for what, four days?”

      “So we’re breaking your and David’s record. Don’t be a hater.”

      “I’m not a hater.” I put my hand on Terrance’s arm. “I’m genuinely happy for you. I hope you get your happily ever after. But you know there are a 101 ways to die in Australia, right? They have Great Whites and crocodiles and drop bears. Don’t you read all the crazy articles on the internet? Your life is in danger.”

      “Maybe, but at least I won’t die of boredom back in Texas. And there’s no such thing as drop bears. It’s time for me to move on. To get out of the nest for good. Coming to Japan this summer taught me that. Suddenly, my comfortable world back home seems too small. I want to take on the world, and I have a beautiful woman who wants to go on this adventure with me. Didn’t see that one coming, did ya? I sure didn’t.”

      “You mean Josie saw the Sailor Moon collection in your apartment, and she didn’t run screaming in the opposite direction?” I tease.

      “Hello, Sailor Moon and Pokemon is what started it all for Josie, too. She even saw this.” Terrance slides his button-down shirt off, not only revealing his still-tacky ironic Pokemon T-shirt, but patches of white skin which start at his wrists and travel up his forearms. “And didn’t run away.”

      I have no words.

      “Don’t worry. Vitiligo isn’t contagious.” Terrance’s six-foot-plus frame shrinks. “But there’s a reason why you never see me in shorts either.”

      I give Terrance a hug. “I think Josie’s a keeper. You’re a lucky guy. Don’t screw this up.”

      “You got it.”

      “It sounds like you both are having an exciting summer,” Ikeda-sensei says, herding us toward the door.

      “I did,” Terrance says, taking back his picture, but I shrug.

      “Sukaira-chan, don’t worry about Ryōhei-kun. It might take a little while, but he will be okay.”

      The lump that’s been in my stomach all night solidifies into a bowling ball. Terrance puts a comforting hand on my shoulder and squeezes.

      “Sky, wait.” Terrance takes the Tanabata picture back out and pulls a pencil from his back pocket. He puts the paper up to the door. With his pinky, Terrance smudges out Orihime’s curls and pencils in longer hair with a part on the side—like mine. He erases some of Hikoboshi’s skin coloring and pencils in some wind tunnel hair above the headband. Terrance signs the bottom corner with a flourish.

      “For you.” Terrance hands the picture back to me. “To remember me by when class is over.”

      I accept the picture. “I think you are going to have an epic adventure in Australia. Can I come visit? Australia isn’t too far from Japan.”

      “You’re coming back to Japan?”

      “Definitely.” I send some extra vibes to Daruma-san. “Next summer.”

      “Awesome. Thanks again for the cakes. I’m going to share them with Josie when she comes over tonight.”

      I know that was supposed to be a compliment, but instead, it rips a hole in my chest. The hole becomes gaping when Emi sees the extra box of mushi pan and agrees to hand-deliver them to Hiro’s family for me.

      “I am happy to do.” Emi hooks out her pinky finger to me.

      I hook my pinky with hers, but the amai himitsu tastes like wasabi tonight.

      I think about David all the way home on the chikatetsu. The dragonflies dissolve into an ugly cry as we pass the bank of vending machines. I’m not ready to go home yet. I make a U-turn and head toward the park. I miraculously make it down the bank of the Yamazaki River and across the eight cement circles without falling in. I follow our path until I find the practice field and our shrine. The flowers, 50-yen coin, and melon pan are gone, but the lock is still there. A piece of white paper is tied in a knot to the chain-link fence like the bad luck omikuji ones we saw at the shrine. This one is new though because the paper is still crisp despite the high humidity. People leave their bad luck omikuji behind at shrines all the time, but only two people on the planet know that this is a shrine. I carefully pull out the paper knot and smooth the paper over my thigh. It’s still filled with printed kanji, but around the edges, hand-written in pen, it says in English: Please let me see her again. It’s David’s omikuji from Tanabata. The one Emi insisted he keep because it guaranteed the holder the highest level of good luck. The hole in my chest rips open wide, and I stifle a sob. I drop my backpack on the ground and rifle through it until I find what I want. A stupid merengue melody blasts from my pocket reminding me that I’m late getting home. As I sprint away from the park a few minutes later, I look over my shoulder one last time. The ants can have my offering of Hi-chew candy, and some kid can take the fifty-seven yen, but there’s only one person in the world who I hope reads the knot of paper I left behind under his omikuji.

      “Please let him see it, Chain-link Fence Love Kami. I’m calling on all the luck the universe promised David at Tanabata.
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      I am stuck in the middle of radio silence. My BFF won’t answer me, and my boyfriend can’t. On Friday, I get my second copyright strike on the revised Tanabata picture. If I get one more, my whole SnapGram account will be shut down, and my email account will be blocked. Yes, I know I can simply create a new email account and start all over again, with the same pictures—well, most of them—but I don’t want to. I’ve worked too hard on this account. I’m proud of this account. This is me!

      I text: Thanks a lot, Rachel. I hope you and Tia are proud of yourselves.

      The day slips by at an agonizing pace. I can’t stand one more minute being cooped up in our shoebox-sized apartment, so I take The Littles to Osu, the farthest we’ve ever traveled as a trio this summer. As we stand in the subway station looking at the map, I keep looking around, hoping that lightning will strike twice. That somehow David will be there. My wish isn’t granted.
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      “Hot date tonight?” Tom asks as I shovel rice into my mouth as fast as I can.

      “No.” I scoop up my dinner dishes and bolt from the table. “Japanese class. As usual.”

      “Easy, Sky. You have plenty of time,” Mom says when my dishes clatter in the sink. Her Mom-dar goes off. “Why are you so dressed up? Something special going on tonight?”

      “Nope. Just wanted to test-drive the new outfit I bought while we were in Osu today.”

      “Hmm,” Mom says but thankfully lets it go.

      I race through the neighborhood to our designated spot. My heart leaps when I see a sunflower at our makeshift shrine, but David is nowhere to be found. I stand in front of the shrine for another fifteen minutes, but my Hikoboshi never shows. The ants who have been feasting on all kinds of goodies lately decide to snack on broken-hearted girl flesh instead. A car backfires, scaring the ants and me. It also pushes me into action.

      I screech to a halt at the Takamatsus’ decorative gate. Maybe this isn’t the greatest plan after all. But time is running out. I charge up the stairs and ring the doorbell. Nothing happens. I ring the doorbell a second time. My heart nearly pops out of my chest when I hear the inner door of the genkan slide open roughly. Thudding feet come toward the outer door. The air rips from my lungs as the door jerks open on its tracks.

      “David?”

      My hapa California boy with wind tunnel hair is gone. In his place is a Japanese schoolboy clone—long black dress pants, a white short-sleeved button-down shirt, and almost no hair. This David-like boy pulls me inside and slides the door closed. He kisses me so hard that the metal tracks of the door groan and threaten to dump us back outside.

      “Sorry.” David takes the now crushed sunflower from me and slips it into Obaasan Takamatsu’s small flower arrangement next to the inner door.

      “What happened to your beautiful hair?” I run my hand over his shorn head. “It’s like petting a hamster.”

      “Dad happened,” David says from between clenched teeth.

      “You look like a Japanese schoolboy.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “To give your wardrobe a makeover?”

      “No, to make me more Japanese. To make me a Japanese schoolboy on the inside as well as the outside.”

      “I was worried about you when you didn’t show up at our shrine.”

      “My family was running late, but I was definitely coming.” David wraps his hands around mine. “I had to see you. Please don’t leave.”

      I slide my pumps off, but there’s nowhere to put them. The genkan is littered with multiple pairs of giant, black leather shoes and a shoe-polishing kit. David puts my shoes in a little cubby on the side.

      “Yeah, step over them. They’re today’s lesson in discipline. Whatever. I’ll finish polishing them later,” he says.

      I hop over the shoe pile-up and follow David into the living room area. He never lets go of my hand. I pull up a zabuton next to his, tuck my skirt under my knees, and stare at David.

      “I know.” David untucks his short-sleeved shirt from his pants. “This look is totally effed up.”

      “No, but it’s not…” I tip my head from side to side trying to take it all in, “you.”

      David groans. “The hōji is tomorrow. All my relatives will be here. Dad said my previous look wasn’t going to cut it.”

      “It’s only hair. It’ll grow back.”

      “You know it’s not about the hair, right?” It’s about being ichiban black sheep of the Takamatsu family. Dad has promised me a slow and painful death if I don’t toe the line tomorrow.”

      “Then be a good actor. ‘Saturday, the role of Ryōhei, the perfect Japanese son, will be played by the handsome, hapa actor David Takamatsu.’ Sunday, put your black T-shirt back on and be David again.” I rub the top of David’s shorn head. “Yeah, you might need to invest in some stylish hats for a little while.”

      David wraps his fingers around my hand. He kisses the inside of my wrist. My whole body flames. David leans forward to kiss me but suddenly snaps his head to the side to look out the front window.

      “Shit! They’re back. They must have forgotten something.” David pulls me to my feet and snatches my backpack off the floor. He pushes me down the hall toward his room. “Go! Go! Go!”

      David runs back up the hall and tries to look normal. Yeah, right. I slide the door to David’s room closed at the same time the inner genkan door opens.

      “Hey, Aunt Sumiko. Forget something? Err…wasuremono?” David’s voice filters through the door.

      If this is the extent of David’s acting abilities, he’s screwed. Aunt Sumiko continues to fuss about something, but at least it doesn’t sound like it’s directed at David. I feel light-headed. I slide down the wall onto the tatami floor and pull my backpack to my chest.

      “Ki o tsukete kudasai,” David tells her to be careful a few, long minutes later.

      I hear the front door jerk closed. The house is silent except for the hum of the air condition unit running in the living room and the small fan pushing heavy air around David’s tiny room. A trickle of sweat rolls down my back.

      The door to David’s room slides open, and he collapses into the middle of the floor.

      “You are dangerous to my heart.” I continue to cower in the corner of his room.

      “No kidding.” David rolls over on his back and puts his arm across his eyes. He’s breathing heavily, too.

      “I should go.”

      “No, don’t. Aunt Sumiko forgot her purse. We’re good for the next hour and a half, at least.” David rolls to his knees and sets the timer on his alarm clock for an hour though. “Please don’t leave yet. I’ve missed you.”

      David pulls me out of the corner until we are sitting seiza, our legs folded underneath, kneecap-to-kneecap to each other. His eyes travel over me. “You’re looking kinda Japanese tonight.”

      “I got this outfit in Osu today. I found a secondhand store run by Jamaicans that carries Japanese fashions in foreigner sizes. And you’re one to talk, dude.” I rub my index finger over the kanji characters embroidered in black thread on the breast pocket of his button-down shirt. “Does that say ‘Takamatsu?’”

      “Yep. Part of this cruel and unusual punishment includes wearing my dad’s high school hand-me-downs while my relatives are here. Like they would be offended by my American shorts and T-shirts.” David runs his hand through his hair out of habit and then winces. “There’s more.”

      “Your parents are getting a divorce, aren’t they? That’s why you have to stay in Japan.” The words explode out of my mouth before I can stop them.

      David’s shoulders slump. “Yeah. And it’s getting ugly. Mom wants me to move to Atlanta with her, and my dad wants me to stay in California with him. Obaachan insists that I’m staying with her until they figure things out.”

      “Ikeda-sensei seemed to think you were staying in Japan permanently.”

      “Nah, that’s a backup plan, I’m sure. Mom’s being overly-dramatic to make a point. My parents do this dance all the time. They fight. They make ultimatums. Then they go away for a weekend, make up, and we start the dance all over again. We’ll all be back in California before Fall Break. No worries.” David digs at the collar of his shirt. The lie he’s telling himself slowly strangling him.

      I squeeze David’s hands. “This sucks. All of it.”

      David reaches up to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. “Want to run away to Nagano and live with the snow monkeys?”

      “Yes. Can we leave right now?”

      David chuckles. “Seriously, though. I’ve got one year left. Then, I’m moving out. Once I hit eighteen, I’m out the door.”

      “I was planning to move to New Orleans after graduation to live with Daddy and Grandmere. I’m not sure I want to anymore.” I look at the picture of David’s mom on his bookshelf, and I have to ask. “Does your dad hate me because I’m white?”

      “What? No. He hates you because you make me happy. Very happy.” David leans in and presses his lips against mine. “And that needs to be avoided at all costs. We should all be as miserable as he is. Case in point, this outfit. You haven’t even seen the best part of the uniform yet. It includes a matching coat with a permanently popped collar. I look like I joined the freakin’ Japanese Army.”

      David pulls an ugly coat out of a pile next to his futon and holds it up to his chest. I try not to laugh, but I can’t contain myself.

      “No, you look like you’re doing cosplay,” I say. “Seriously, you look like a character straight out of the manga I’m reading right now.”

      “You’re killing me. Killing. Me.”

      I slide my backpack over and dig out my phone. “Put the jacket on. I want to take a picture so I can show Emi. You’re a shoe-in for the character Yuta from Tanabata Wish.”

      “Uh, no,” David says, but I take his picture anyway. “Hey!”

      “C’mon, it will make her day.” I laugh harder as David and I wrestle over the phone. I take a couple of more pictures of him in the process. “And wait until I show Terrance. Shoot, I bet Terrance would buy this outfit off you in a minute. Hundred bucks. Easy money.”

      “Oh, hell no.” David wads up the coat and throws it in the corner. “That’s it. I’m going back to being David from L.A.”

      David unbuttons his shirt, pulls it off, and chucks it in the corner, too. There’s nothing underneath this time. I stare. David opens up the micro-closet—I continue to stare—but the teen boy avalanche doesn’t slide out this time. David sighs, and I manage to pull my eyes away long enough to see that the closet is now filled with neat stacks of white, button-down shirts and black dress pants.

      “Aunt Sumiko was busy this afternoon, I see.” David rips the shirts out of the closet one-by-one and throws them in the corner pile. Soon the shelf is bare. No black T-shirts have been spared.

      “I’ll bring the Dragons jersey back tomorrow.”

      “No, I gave it to you. You have to keep it until next summer.” David scuttles toward the corner to get one of the discarded shirts. “Keep it safe for me.”

      I wrap my fingers around his pitching arm and pull him back to seiza in front of me.

      “They can make you look like Ryōhei on the outside, but you’ll always be David on the inside. No matter what happens. You’ll still be my David.” I put my hand on his chest, over his heart. I stare into his light brown eyes and try to find the words I want to say. “The one I...”

      Can he hear my heart pounding? I swear the sound echoes around the room.

      David cups the back of my head with his hand. He gently presses me forward until we are connected at our foreheads, as well as kneecaps.

      “The one you what?” David whispers.

      “I love you,” I blurt out before I lose my courage.

      “Wait. What?” David says, and my heart freezes. The corner of his mouth sneaks up until I get the full California smile. “Mō ichido, itte kudasai.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck and respond to his request to repeat myself with confidence this time. “I. Love. You.”

      I don’t wait for his answer. My lips collide with his. David’s arms wrap around my waist and pull me closer to him. It doesn’t take much of a push to make him fall over backward. He grabs my hips to make sure I come with him.

      David’s breath washes across the skin of my neck. “Ai shiteru.”

      “Wait. What?” I tease.

      “Ai. Shiteru.” David’s lips pass the words to mine.

      The dragonflies throw confetti, and I let go of Old Skyler completely. I banish her to the corner with the pile of discarded uniform shirts. The heat expands in my chest like a supernova, melting away all the thoughts of parent drama and copyright strikes and backstabbing former BFFs. There’s no time to waste on them. We are on borrowed time. Soon the Amanogawa—or if we’re lucky, the Sonoran Desert—will part us. Until Fall Break? Next summer? I close my eyes, determined to hold onto this moment for as long as I can.

      A car horn honks from somewhere outside David’s window. David bolts up, looking out his door into the hallway. After a minute, he falls back to the tatami floor. I can see his heart pounding underneath the skin of his chest. I push up on my elbow beside him and trace the shape of his lips with my index finger.

      “Why couldn’t I have met you in college?” I say, thinking about Terrance and Josie.

      “It would have been easier, but that’s not how the stars aligned. Think about it. What are the odds a hot white girl from Phoenix and a culturally-confused hapa boy from L.A. would run into each other in a subway station in Japan?”

      “Maybe they’re like Orihime and Hikoboshi, star-crossed lovers.”

      “Star-crossed lovers, divine intervention, fate, whatever you want to call it, I’m glad it happened. You make me happy. Less hug-deficient-looking.”

      “I’m telling ya, you can totally rock this Japanese schoolboy look. I could put your picture on SnapGram like this...” I pull David up onto his elbows, and all the muscles in his core contract. The dragonflies crash into each other. “And girls would be beating me up for your phone number. Seriously, my life would be in danger. You are one hot hapa menace.”

      David grabs me, crisscrossing his arms around my back and pulling me into him. The rest of the world disappears again. At least until the alarm goes off. We groan in tandem. I untangle myself from David’s limbs and stand. I dip down to get my phone and backpack. David rolls to his feet and reconnects to me like we haven’t seen each other in a year, instead of merely seconds. Somehow we stumble—never losing our connection to each other—all the way back up the hall to the inner genkan door. I grope blindly behind me to find the edge of the door frame to slide it open. David slaps around for the light switch.

      “I…gotta…go,” I say in between kisses. I hate to disconnect myself for even the five seconds it takes to locate my shoes. I drop them into the genkan and step down to put them on, which is hard to do when you are attached to someone else’s lips. I finally have to break away to get them on. I kick the black leather shoes out of the way so I can stand in front of David again. Even though I have on small heels, David is still taller than I am. Like bodice-ripper romance book taller. David pulls me into his chest and rests his chin on the top of my head. My arms encircle his narrow waist.

      “Play along this weekend. Be Ryōhei. Do whatever he asks you to do. We only have twenty-two days left before I leave for Phoenix.” Tears sting my eyes. I look back up at David. “Ai shiteru.”

      “I love you, too.”

      A sudden rush of moist wind makes the back of my skirt whoosh up.

      “Wah! Nani shiteru no?” Aunt Sumiko says from the outer doorway.

      I don’t have the words—yet again—to say, “This is not what it looks like.”

      “RYŌHEI!” Mr. Takamatsu’s arms are filled with a large box containing about a dozen tall sake bottles. Obaasan Takamatsu is frozen at the top of the stairs, her mouth in a horrified “O” shape.

      David laces his fingers through mine. Then completely ignoring everyone else, David leans in and kisses me gently. “Sayonara, Sky.”

      Not ja, mata ne—see you later—but sayonara. A final goodbye. Like he’s a kamikaze pilot destined never to return.

      “That’s right. You better tell her goodbye.” Mr. Takamatsu pushes past his sister into the genkan. He glares at me. “You. Get out of my house.”

      “Gomennasai.” I bow as I apologize, but I know it won’t do any good. I take David’s hand and give it three squeezes. I. Love. You. “Sayonara, David.”

      I duck around Mr. Takamatsu and out onto the landing.

      “You know what? I give up. Michelle can have you.” Mr. Takamatsu’s voice washes out the door behind me. “I’m done with this. I’m done with you. I’m done with all the bullshit you dump on this family.”

      “What can I say, I learned from the best,” David says.

      There’s an explosion of sound: The thunk of bodies colliding with the wall, mixed with the crash of sake bottles hitting the tile floor, Aunt Sumiko’s panicked screeches, and David’s voice screaming a long list of multi-hyphenated obscenities. I turn back around, and an alcoholic cloud sweeps over me. Mr. Takamatsu’s lip is bleeding, but he has David’s arms pinned to his sides. David thrashes around, but his dad has a good twenty-five pounds on him. Maybe fifty. Bloody footprints are smeared on the tile floor of the genkan. David looks up and catches my eye.

      “Get out!” David yells at me, and a sob escapes from my chest. “Leave me alone!”

      A strong hand grabs my backpack strap and yanks me backward. Obaasan Takamatsu pushes past me, her sensible shoes crunching the glass underneath them. She yells something I don’t understand. Mr. Takamatsu releases David. I grab the railing to keep from falling down as Mr. Takamatsu barrels past me and down the steps. Seconds later, the car door slams and David’s father screeches out of their short driveway.

      Obaasan Takamatsu barks a command at Aunt Sumiko, who immediately takes off into the interior of the house. She turns to David. “Ryōhei-kun, suwarinasai.”

      David, red-faced and glassy-eyed, follows her command and limps over to sit on the genkan’s step.

      “Sukaira-chan.”

      “Hai,” I squeak.

      “Go to your home,” Obaasan Takamatsu says sharply and then softens, “Please.”

      “Let me help.” Tears well up in my eyes looking at David. “Kudasai.”

      She shakes her head at me and gently guides me to the stairs. “Ki o tsukete kudasai. Be careful.”

      I look back at David as Obaasan Takamatsu slides the outer genkan door closed. I fly down the steps, biting my lip to keep the sob trapped inside my chest. Though I get plenty of surprised looks, I run through David’s neighborhood and across the sakura medallion bridge without stopping. As soon as my foot hits the bottom-most step of my apartment building, my heart explodes into a million pieces and the dam breaks free.

      “Oh my God, Sky! What happened?” Tom says when I burst through the door.

      Tasukete. Help me.

      I’m crying so hard that I can’t get the words out. Tom makes it across the kitchen in two strides, his newspaper fluttering to the floor. Tom throws his arms around me and holds me tight.

      “Shh. Shh. Deep breaths.” Tom strokes my hair as I sob into his shoulder. “I can’t help you if I can’t understand you.”

      “David.”

      Tom jerks me back to look at my face.

      “Did that boy hurt you?” A fire ignites behind Tom’s eyes, and even as I shake my head no, Tom says, “I’ll kill him. I swear to God, I’ll kill him.”

      “Where’s…Mom?” I squeeze out.

      “She took The Littles to a movie after dinner.” Tom looks me up and down. “Do you need to go to the hospital?”

      “What? No.” I take deep, gulping breaths of air until I can get the sobs under control. “David. Wouldn’t. Hurt. Me.” Tom hands me a dishtowel to wipe my face on. “He got. Into a fight. With his dad. It was. So. Bad.”

      Tom hisses through his teeth. “Should I call the police?”

      I think about it for a minute. “No. His grandmother is there. She’ll help him. I think.”

      “Do you want me to call her?” Tom pushes my hair out of my eyes so that he can see me. “David can come here if he needs somewhere safe to stay until his dad cools down.”

      “Dōmo.” I start blubbering again.

      Tom hugs me tightly until I’m able to put the million pieces back together. He pulls out a kitchen chair for me. “Take a seat. Everything’s going to be all right, Sky. You’ll see.”

      Tom takes a deep breath and runs a hand through his rapidly receding hairline. He talks to Obaasan Takamatsu in hushed tones, stopping every minute or so to suck air through his teeth and say, “Taihen desu ne.”—That’s awful. Ten minutes pass. Finally, Tom hangs up after bowing and thanking her multiple times even though he is on the phone.

      “Well, that was possibly the most awkward conversation I’ve ever had with anybody in any language in my entire life.” Tom grabs a beer out of the refrigerator and gets me a cup of water. He collapses into the kitchen chair across from me. “The good news is I think David is going to be okay. He’s safe. Though you are in trouble for skipping school tonight and lying about it.”

      “I know. I was desperate though, and you can see I made everything even worse.”

      Tom and I sit in silence for a while, sipping our drinks.

      “Sky, I know I’m not your dad, but we need to have a serious discussion about something.” Tom clears his throat and looks around the room. “Mrs. Takamatsu insists that nothing happened, but I was a seventeen-year-old boy once. I don’t trust David farther than I can throw him.” Tom takes a large swig of beer. “Are you and David—and I need you to be one hundred percent honest with me here, Sky—are you two having...”

      “No!” Because thinking about it and doing it are two totally different things. “No, we are not.”

      Tom blows out a sigh of relief and then tenses again. “Are you planning to?”

      As I probably will never be allowed to see David again, I can answer honestly right now, “No.”

      “Okay, good to know.” Tom takes another large swig of beer.

      “This sucks.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to have to agree with that assessment.”

      Tom and I sit in silence for a while, sipping our drinks.

      “Tom, why did you come to America? Why didn’t you stay in Japan?”

      “I moved to America because I was having a hard time being Japanese, too. Just like David. Believe me, my parents—especially my father—were not happy about that. Hii-obaachan understood though. It’s hard to be Number One Son. I don’t have any siblings, so some day either Obaachan will have to move to America and live with us, or we will have to move to Japan to take care of her. One day, my mother will lose her independence, and she will be dependent on me—or traditionally, it would be your mother—to take care of her. I think that kind of scares the crap out of her.”

      I don’t mean to laugh, but a snort slips out anyway. “Karma’s a B, isn’t it?”

      Tom lets out a rueful chuckle and drains the rest of his beer. “I think Hii-obaachan is looking forward to the karmic payback.”

      “Tom, can you help me work on Mom? I want to come back to Japan next summer. That way I can go to Ishizu and hang out with Hii-obaachan part of the time. I’m sure she’d like a break from Obaachan. Plus, we can cook some more together. It’ll be fun. I promise to go to Japanese Saturday School when we get back to Phoenix to work on my Japanese.”

      Tom wraps his hand around my arm. “I’ll try, sweetheart, but you know it depends on finances. Japan isn’t cheap, and then there is college coming up.”

      “I’ll get a job as soon as we get back if I can officially have your beat-up Lexus, finally.” And since Rachel’s version of Operation All-American Girl is now dead, I add, “I won’t exchange my yen at the end of the summer. It’s not much, but at least it will be ready for next summer’s adventure. What?”

      “I’m having a hard time accepting that you are growing up. You changed this summer. I blinked, and now you’re no longer the little six-year-old girl with pigtails and no front teeth. The little girl who used to make me cookies in her Easybake oven every time I invented an excuse to come over and visit her mother.”

      “Yeah, you did come over a lot back then.”

      “Was I that desperate and pathetic?”

      I pinch my index finger and thumb together. “Sukoshi.”—A little bit, I say.

      “It worked though, didn’t it? I got a beautiful wife and three awesome kids despite my awkward attempts.” Tom stands up and clears the table. “Why don’t you go take your ofuro. I’ll explain everything to your mother—okay, almost everything—after we get The Littles to bed.”

      I give Tom a tight hug. “Dōmo arigatō gozaimashita.”

      “Anything for you, sweetheart.” Tom kisses the top of my head. “I know we haven’t always had the easiest of relationships, but I really do consider you as much my daughter as Lina is. I hate to see you hurting. Know that I would do anything to fix this situation if I could.”

      “Thanks for marrying my mom, too. I know I’ve been a jerk about it sometimes, but she made the right choice. You make her happy, and that makes me happy.”

      “Thank you, Skyler. That means more to me than you’ll ever know.”

      My eyes are getting misty again, so I sprint away to my room. By the time I get back from my long ofuro, I’ve made up my mind about a lot of things.

      You win. I text to Rachel.
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        Hajimemashite dōzo yoroshiku onegaishimasu. Dusetto Sukaira desu.

        

        Hi, I’m Sukaira Dusetto (or Skyler Doucet to the folks back home). Daruma-san and I would like to welcome you to our new SnapGram page. This summer I discovered adventure, love, and melon pan in Nagoya, Japan. Over the next couple of days, I’m going to repost some of my favorite memories from this trip. But wait, there’s more. My summer adventure might be coming to an end, but this isn’t the end of my story. Stay tuned as I bring All-American Gyaru back to the U.S. and combine her with Sky Doucet to become Sukaira Dusetto. Irasshaimase!

        

      I make the same announcement on Sky Doucet and All-American Gyaru:

      
        Thanks for visiting my SnapGram page. In the next few days, I will be canceling this account. If you like what I do, come join me (and Daruma-san) on my new account: Sukaira Dusetto.

        

      I look at my new account. It’s blank except for my statement and the one selfie of me with Daruma-san. I have no subscribers. No lies. I’m starting over from scratch. It’s both liberating and depressing.

      As predicted, Rachel completely loses her shit about it. I should have denied her video chat, but I didn’t.

      “What are you doing, Sky?”

      “I’m trying to save some of my pictures from this summer before you get my account taken down.” I’ve already sorted, moved, and retagged fifty-seven pictures today. I even included some new pictures that Rachel talked me out of posting the first time because they were “off brand.”

      “I’m not trying to get your account taken down. You just can’t claim my art as your own work. I told you I would give you a cut of the profit.”

      “How generous.”

      “Yes, I am being generous. It’s my art, Skyler.”

      “It’s my life, Rachel.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Your life is so much better than mine. You get to vacation in Japan, and I get to make snow cones for minimum wage all summer. You will undoubtedly get a car, and I’ll still be taking the bus senior year. You’ll go off to college in New Orleans, and I’ll be stuck at home going to community college.”

      I can feel the blood rising in my face. “Tell me how babysitting forty-five hours a week and then going to school for fifteen hours is ‘vacationing.’”

      “Face it, Sky. You live a charmed life.”

      “No, I’m leading an authentic life. I’m not trying to insert myself into the popular crowd. I’m not trying to convince an uninterested guy that he’s secretly in love with me. I’m not stealing condoms from people’s rooms!” It’s a good thing my family is out doing the weekend chores. I don’t want to filter right now. I can’t filter right now. “And for the record, the Elsa cups were MY idea. Are you going to tell your aunt that? Are you going to give me a cut on the profits for those cups, because, you know, they’re my art?”

      “How is that art?”

      “Food can be art. Have you not been following my All-American Gyaru page all summer? The obentō I make for Mom’s lunches routinely gets more likes than most of your ‘art.’” I add some obnoxious air quotes around that. “Is that why you—and I’m presuming your new BFF, Tia—slapped me with the copyright strikes? Because you’re jealous of my art? Jealous of my life? Jealous of me?”

      Rachel looks away from the camera and bites her lip. She blinks several times and takes a deep breath.

      “I’m gonna go,” Rachel’s voice is low and pained. “Bye.”

      Rachel disappears into the void. Less than thirty seconds later, I get my third—and fatal—copyright strike. All-American Gyaru is now officially dead.
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      I grab my allowance for the week off the kitchen table and throw it in my backpack with my phone. My brain is so crowded that I have to get out of this claustrophobic apartment. I scribble a note on a piece of paper.

      
        Off on an *adventure*. Be back soon. Don’t forget to bring home pizza for dinner. ~Sky

        

      I walk aimlessly through my neighborhood toward the sakura medallion bridge. Rachel’s and my conversation is in a constant loop through my brain. Not only is All-American Gyaru dead, now Skyler Doucet is, too. I dread going back to Arizona. Rachel and I have been inseparable since seventh grade. Since we were “Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum” in the junior high production of Alice in Wonderland. Maddy still refers to us as this when she’s in a particularly bitchy mood.

      What happens next? Who am I now? Can we fast forward to next summer?

      I walk out to the middle of the sakura bridge and look over the side. There’s a knot of gray koi swimming below. Only one fish has a little bit of orange coloring on its body, like it escaped from Obaachan’s koi pond and swam up the Yamazaki River to freedom. It swims around the outside of the knot, trying to be included. I dig in my purse until I find a package of crushed sembei, rice crackers, from yesterday’s adventure to Osu with The Littles. I open up the package and throw a few of the larger chunks into the water. The fish go nuts. The slightly-colored koi flips out of the water and into the center of the fishie pile-up. It gobbles down the largest piece of sembei. I dump the rest of the package into the water. Even after all of the food is gone, the slightly-orange fish stays near the center of the group. They’ve accepted her even though she sticks out and isn’t following the rules of fish etiquette. She gets what she wants.

      “You go, girl,” I say.

      A blur of black-and-white appears in my peripheral vision. I look to see David coming my way. He shuffles along with his head dropped and his hands plunged into his pockets. He’s a quarter of the way up the bridge before he finally notices me. He’s still wearing most of his hōji attire—black dress pants and a white, long-sleeved button-down shirt—but his sleeves are rolled up and his tie is askew.

      “About yesterday,” David says when he joins me in the middle of the bridge. “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you okay?” I lace my fingers through David’s and give him three squeezes. I. Love. You. David shrugs. “If not okay, at least safe? Tom says you can come stay with us if you need to. I’m happy to share my closet with you as long as you aren’t a futon hog or snore.”

      This pulls a tiny smile out of David. “As much as I would like to take you up on that offer, I can’t. In fact, I won’t be here much longer. Mom has set the lawyers on us. I’m leaving for Atlanta early Monday morning.”

      “Monday? As in thirty-six hours from now?”

      “Approximately. And I won’t be back in time to tell you goodbye before you leave for Arizona.”

      My heart cracks. I knew this pain was coming, but I thought I had at least a little more time to prepare for it.

      “Obaachan told me something this morning before the hōji. Something about Ojiichan. He was much sicker than he ever let on. In fact, Ojiichan was supposed to have open heart surgery at the end of last May. He put it off because he didn’t want to be in the hospital while I was in Japan, and he didn’t want Dad to cancel my visit altogether. According to Obaachan, Ojiichan’s last daruma was the wish to come to America to see me play baseball because he was terrified that he was going to die on the operating table. That’s probably why he spent the twenty bucks on the omikuji fortunes the one time, too.”

      “I am so sorry. But at least now you know it wasn’t your fault.”

      “No, it’s still partly my fault. Obaachan should have told me the signs to watch for, but I still should have done something when I noticed that Ojiichan was off.” David pinches the bridge of his nose. “It gets worse. The Takamatsus want to force Obaachan to move in with Aunt Sumiko in Shizuoka instead of living here alone. And they were pretty clear about me moving to Atlanta with Mom and never returning. They want to erase us. I don’t want to stay, but I don’t want to go either. I’m not Japanese enough. I’m not American enough. I’m stuck somewhere in between.”

      I wrap my arms around David. “What if you stay here with your grandmother and go to the international school with Hiro? You could even start playing baseball again. You could be happy here. You could be whole instead of haafu.”

      “Maybe. But would Obaachan change her mind about me staying if she knew the whole truth? My part in last summer’s disaster.”

      “I think she would.”

      “I don’t know. I want to take care of Obaachan. Make it up to her. Save her from Aunt Sumiko.” David wipes his eyes on his shirt sleeve and lets out a derisive snort. “Here’s the kicker. In the end, I think Mom’ll be relieved. No more guilt over her empty promises to me. No more of my dad rubbing her face in her failure to be the Perfect American Mom.”

      “Sounds like staying here is a great plan then.” I try to sound cheerful, but obviously David isn’t buying my act either.

      “Not great, but potentially better.”

      “In that case, Katto base, Ri-yoh-hei. Hit it hard, David. Hit it out of the park.” My voice cracks when I say, “I’m not ready to tell you goodbye.”

      “Me neither.” David rocks back and forth on his feet. “So, you wanna run away to Nagano and live with the snow monkeys?”

      The whole summer flashes in front of my eyes. We have a little over a day left together. One day to spend until we are parted for another year, possibly more.

      I whisper back, “Yes.”

      David chuckles.

      “I’m serious, David.”

      “Hontō ni?”

      “Yes. Well, not for forever. For one day. Before you leave for Atlanta. Before you leave me. Before I have to tell you goodbye for another year, my Hikoboshi.”

      And though this is possibly the stupidest idea I’ve ever had, the dragonflies chant, “Go! Go! Go!”

      “Hontō ni?” David says, blinking. “Right now? Are you serious?”

      Skyler Doucet would never do this in a million years. Sukaira Dusetto would though. This updated version of me is independent and adventurous. She’s also, quite frankly, a badass.

      “Ikimashō.” I take David’s hand and lead him off the bridge. I stop at the entrance to my neighborhood. “Warning: There will be major fallout over this plan. Are you sure you want to go through with it?”

      “Absolutely. It’ll be worth it.” David squeezes my hand. “You are worth it.”
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      “Next summer, we stay the whole weekend, not less than twenty-four hours,” I tell David as we hike up the wooded trail to the Jigokudani Snow Monkey Park. “I want to try out the onsen. Though the whole bathing naked in public thing is going to be a challenge.”

      “Sounds good to me. Also, next year, let’s do more than twenty seconds of planning. These shoes are killing me.”

      “Agreed. I’ll be sure to only post pictures of you from the waist up because you are a fashion faux-pas.”

      David wipes his forehead against the new Dragons jersey we picked up in Nagoya station last night. “Wouldn’t that be considered incriminating evidence?”

      “I already posted several pictures on SnapGram. If I’m going to be grounded until I’m forty anyway, I might as well get some good material out of it.”

      I don’t even want to think about the fallout this “adventure” is going to cause. I texted Mom before we boarded the train last night to Nagano to let her know that I hadn’t been eaten by Godzilla and asked her to call Obaasan Takamatsu. I’m currently up to thirty-three unread texts and seventeen unanswered voicemails from Mom. I think she might be a little pissed. David sent his grandmother a follow-up email from the manga kissa—the twenty-four-hour manga/coffee/internet café where we bought a phone charger and two toothbrushes out of vending machines after the trains stopped running for the night. I’m hoping Obaasan Takamatsu was able to talk Mom down a little bit.

      “It doesn’t matter if I come home at ten a.m. or ten p.m. today, I’m still going to be grounded,” I say. “Though I may claim temporary insanity if pressed.”

      “Your step-dad might actually kill me this time.”

      I flashback to the night in the genkan when Mr. Takamatsu had David’s arms pinned to his sides. What if Obaasan Takamatsu hadn’t intervened?

      “No, Tom’s not like that. Sure, he’s going to rip us both a new one when we get home, but he’d never lay a hand on you—or me—ever.”

      “Yeah, he’s a good guy. Your mom, too. Wanna swap?”

      “Nah, I’ll keep ‘em.”

      I stop to take a few pictures: The silvery bark of a tree. A pile of pine needles with a mushroom poking out the center of it. A rock wall with moss growing on it. It’s magical here. As if kitsune—maybe even the nine-tailed fox variety like in Terrance’s new favorite anime, Kitsune Mask—could run by at any moment.

      David realizes that I’m not behind him anymore and doubles back. He chuckles. “You act like you’ve never seen moss before.”

      “I live in Phoenix. We don’t do moss.” I step backward until I can frame David against the greenery. Despite the obvious ticking clock we are against, I’m determined to make every minute of this adventure count.

      When I’m done, David laces his fingers through mine, and we start up the trail again.

      “While you were dozing at the manga kissa, I sent Ikeda-sensei an email,” David says. “I told her about everything that’s been going on with my family. I hope she can understand my sleep-deprived, guilt-driven, four-cans-of-coffee word vomit. I asked Ikeda-sensei if she would translate my email for Obaachan—including my confession—and ask her if I could still come back to Japan at the end of the summer and start living with her full time. I promised not to screw up anymore. Well, besides, you know, this.”

      “We needed to do this. One last thing to remember this summer by. One last—”

      David jerks me to a stop and then points. We haven’t even officially made it to the Monkey Park yet, but on the side of the trail and on top of a rocky outcrop sits a trio of sleepy snow monkeys all in a row. Their fluffy, roundish bodies remind me of the daruma sitting on Obaasan Takamatsu’s shelf. I push David over to the side so that I can get the snow monkeys in our selfie. I put a peace sign beside my head, and David does the same.

      “Hai. Chiiizu,” I say.

      I take a dozen more pictures of our new furry friends before David pulls me in close to him. I rest my cheek against his shoulder, the new Dragons jersey soft against my skin. David’s lips brush my forehead.

      “Best. Summer. Vacation. Ever,” he whispers.

      I laugh when one of the monkeys chatters in agreement.

      “Best. Summer. Vacation. Ever,” I third.
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      So, my parents are a little pissed. And me reminding Mom that she was the one who said, “Every girl deserves a summer of adventure, of self-discovery, and maybe even a little romance,” got my electronics confiscated until Friday. It doesn’t matter. David isn’t here, and Rachel and I are no longer BFFs. I still get to see Emi for a few minutes each night. Her summer vacation starts next week. Ikeda-sensei somehow managed to talk my mother into letting Emi come over every weekday for two hours to tutor The Littles in Japanese. It’s for her mandatory volunteer work for school or to look good on her college application or something. Whatever. I’m already planning to have her stay for lunch most days, and we might even accidentally run into Hiro at the park when we take The Littles there to play. I’m not going to let a little grounding get in my way of having a few more adventures.

      I’m still allowed to go to Japanese class, but my parents take turns being my chaperon. I think it’s an excuse for them to go on their own mini adventures while I’m in class. Tom gets to walk me home from class tonight. Oh, joy.

      My heart hurts as I pass the bank of vending machines near our house. I don’t know where David is right now. Somewhere over the Pacific Ocean. As we climb the stairs to our apartment, I hear voices. When I open the door, Obaasan Takamatsu sits at our tiny kitchen table having tea with Mom.

      “Konban wa.” I give her a bow.

      “Konban wa, Sukaira-chan.” Obaasan Takamatsu gives me a head dip. She pats the empty seat beside her. “Please, sit. Talk to me.”

      I sit down. Before she can yell at me, too, I drop my head and ask for her forgiveness.

      “Yurushite kudasai. Please don’t be mad at Ryōhei. It was all my fault. It was my idea to go to Nagano.”

      Obaasan Takamatsu pats my hand with hers. “Yurushite ageru.”—I forgive you, she says.

      “But she’s never going to do that again,” Mom says.

      That’s not true. I’m going back to Nagano with David next summer. I’m not going to tell my mother about it though until I get back home.

      “I have something for you.” Obaasan Takamatsu digs around in the gift bag and pulls out a red object. It’s a daruma, identical to the ones sitting on the shelf above the Takamatsus’ pictures of David. This daruma already has one eye.

      “I buy at the airport today,” Obaasan Takamatsu says. “Ryōhei-kun and I make wish together. We wish that Sukaira-chan will come to my house to make okonomiyaki. Next summer. Will you come?”

      Mom starts to protest, but Tom puts his hand on her shoulder.

      “Yes, I promise,” I say.

      Tom assures Mom that all I’ve agreed to do is learn how to make savory Japanese-style pancakes with David.

      “Then, dōzo.” Obaasan Takamatsu pushes the daruma across the table to me. “Please keep until next summer.”

      “Thank you.” I wrap my fingers around the daruma. “I can’t wait to make okonomiyaki with you and David.”

      “Good. Because that boy eat and eat and eat,” Obaasan Takamatsu says, and I laugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: chapter]
        

      

      This is going to be the longest year ever. Rachel doesn’t even acknowledge my presence when she gets on the bus the first day of school. At least this is only a temporary thing for me. I still get the beat-up Lexus after my sentence is done. I pull up David’s Hikoboshi picture on my phone.

      “Worth it,” I whisper before sending David the first of the hundred or so texts we send each other every day.

      The first day of senior year continues to grind along, but lunch is the worst. Especially when Tia lets Rachel cut in line three people in front of me. The dragonflies want to ditch my orange juice and fly away, but I make them stand their ground. Rachel—wearing brand and with her hair freshly highlighted—looks back over her shoulder and gives my outfit a once-over. She leans into Tia and whispers something from behind bedazzled nails. Tia looks back and chuckles. I smooth the Dragons jersey over my jean shorts. It’s not a fashion statement. It’s my armor.

      My phone vibrates as the line crawls along.

      G’day, mate! Terrance gives me a peace sign from underneath the “Welcome to Sydney” sign.

      I glance around the crowded cafeteria. The scenery hasn’t changed much in the last four years. Even Rachel’s free lunch is the same—corn dog, fat fries glistening with oil, and wilted iceberg lettuce salad—and yet I feel like I’ve arrived on a different planet. I pay for my orange juice with cash and wander out into the cafeteria. Tia and Rachel head straight to the center of the senior tables. Meanwhile, I circle the cafeteria three times trying to find somewhere to sit. Like I meant to do that, of course. I finally find a hole at the end of a group of juniors who are in the middle of a spirited debate about some anime, based on the Japanese character names I hear. I try to slip in under their radar, but as I fold my five-foot-nine frame into the table, my knee collides with one of the table legs, jarring everybody’s lunch. Three sets of eyes cut my way.

      “Sorry,” I mumble, and everybody gets back to their own business. I look across the cafeteria. Rachel is no longer in the middle of the seniors’ tables. Maddy has taken her spot. Rachel leans in from her new spot—three chairs down—trying to grab some attention.

      I dig my phone back out and open up Terrance’s text again.

      I text him back: I demand a picture of a koala at some point.

      Will do, Dusetto-san. I still hope you’ll come to Australia one day.

      I would love another *adventure.* Right now would be great, in fact.

      Aren’t you still grounded from your last one?

      Yes. But at least I got my electronics back.

      Hang on. You’ll be adulting soon enough. Ganbatte!

      I pull up SnapGram and notice that I have a couple of private messages, including two from Emi. I open one up to see a picture of Emi, undoubtedly at the Sugiyama Bakery because of the coffee cups and melon pan on the table. She’s gesturing at the empty chair next to her. She has made an anime-style teardrop on her picture.

      I miss my tomodachi, Sukaira-chan, Emi captioned it.

      I open up her second message, and my heart skips. On the other side of the table are David and Hiro wearing matching Dragons jerseys and caps. Up in the corner, Emi has added an emoticon with bulging heart eyes.

      Kakkoii! Please do not say to my mother.

      I snort, and everybody looks at me again.

      “Sorry.” I wave my phone at them as an excuse. I dig my lunch out of my backpack. I open up my main obentō box. Despite riding around in my backpack for the last four periods, my lunch looks exactly how I packed it last night: Rice pressed into mini onigiri triangles, a piece of leftover teriyaki salmon, one cherry tomato, and some sautéed carrots and green beans with sesame seeds sprinkled on top. I pop open my second, smaller box which contains a small galaxy of star-shaped—thanks to my now extensive 100-yen store canape cutter collection—watermelon chunks mixed with blueberries.

      “Now that’s a lunch.” A girl I vaguely recognize from junior high school says as she slides into the table between her friends and me. She has the same sad lunch that Rachel has.

      “It’s called obentō. The Japanese way of treating food like art. The perfect balance of color, texture, and taste.”

      The girl looks at her friends, and they roll their eyes.

      “We know what obentō is,” one of them says.

      The girl beside me whips out her phone. “Can I SnapGram it?”

      I laugh. “Sure.”

      The cover of her phone catches my eye. A girl and a boy in a sky of stars.

      “Hey, nice cover.” I nod at her phone.

      “Thanks, I ordered it from Japan. It’s called—”

      “Tanabata Wish,” I finish for her. I dig in my backpack and hold up Emi’s farewell gift to me. “That’s where I got this.”

      “Oh my god oh my god oh my god. How did you get this?” With shaking hands, she takes the manga from me and her friends all crowd in. “It’s not supposed to be out for another month.”

      “It’s the original version. Not the translated one.”

      “You can read Japanese?”

      “Sukoshi dekimasu.” I can a little bit.

      “Oh girl, we are going to be friends.” The girl whips her phone back out. She takes a picture of both my lunch and my manga. “What’s your SnapGram name so I can give you props?”

      “Sukaira Dusetto.” I feel kind of weird and weeaboo pronouncing it this way in America. I start to spell it out for her when my phone buzzes several times in a row, including notifications that an Arianna Sakata has tagged me on her pictures “Best Lunch Ev-ah!” and “OMG! Tanabata Wish right here!”

      “Sakata?” I say because this girl doesn’t look Asian at all, more Latina.

      “Yeah, I’m quapa. One-quarter Asian. My dad’s dad is Japanese. Unfortunately, all I inherited was the Japanese last name. No language skills from my DNA at all. Though I am probably the only quapa in Phoenix who has ever had a quinceañera and celebrated Hinamatsuri on the same day. Being a melting pot family occasionally has its advantages.”

      “Oh my God, you’re All-American Gyaru,” the blonde girl next to Arianna says.

      “Was,” I say, and the table explodes.

      “You are going to HebiCon this weekend, right?” Arianna says.

      “I doubt it. I’m kinda under house arrest right now,” I say, and the girls’ eyes widen, so I clarify. “I went on an unsanctioned adventure to Nagano with my boyfriend this summer. Yeah, my parents are still mad about that.”

      The blonde girl holds up her phone to the rest of the table. It’s the first picture of David and me with the snow monkeys.

      “Whooooa,” the crowd says, and I realize that I’ve amassed more cool points in ten minutes than I have in the last three years.

      “I wish you could be on our panel at HebiCon about Tanabata Wish,” Arianna says. “You would add credibility since you’ve actually been to Japan.”

      “Let me work on my parents. Maybe they’ll make an exception. Plus, my yukata needs another outing.”

      Lunch ends up being okay. It gives me hope for the rest of the year. That hope is dashed though when the bell rings. As I pack up my obentō, the popular crowd passes by. As usual, Rachel is two steps behind them, trying to convince people that she belongs to this group.

      Arianna sighs dramatically, redirecting my attention. “Can I tell you how much I don’t want to be on the yearbook staff?”

      “Why?” I slide my backpack onto my shoulder. “That’s where I’m headed, too.”

      “Because my mother made me. ‘Gotta be well-rounded for scholarships.’ She doesn’t think being president of the Japanese Culture Club is good enough. Hello, leadership skills.”

      “I got talked into joining Yearbook this year, too.” By Rachel, who insisted that neither of us would be represented in our final yearbook unless we took and put the pictures in there ourselves.

      “We’ll have to suffer together then.”

      “Yep.”

      I walk with Arianna the short way to the Yearbook room. Rachel is at the front of the room setting up her PowerPoint presentation on how to make the yearbook NOT look lame like it has for the last three years. She finally gets the opening slide in focus when the whole computer shuts down. Rachel lets out a frustrated sigh. Her archaic laptop’s battery won’t hold a charge for more than five minutes.

      “Excuse me,” Rachel says like we are complete strangers while she reaches around my seat to get to the wall outlet with her cord.

      “Hey, I heard you created the art for this year’s HebiCon, Rachel,” Arianna says from the seat next to me.

      Rachel and I lock eyes.

      “I did,” Rachel says.

      “Cool. I’m going to buy a T-shirt this weekend. You should sign it for me on Monday.”

      A pained smile crosses Rachel’s face. “Sure. I’d love to.”

      “Rachel gets a cut of the profits,” I add, trying with all my might not to be pissy.

      “Yeah, as you can see, I need all the financial help I can get. My computer is on its last legs, and I’m trying to buy a car.” Rachel looks at me. “I’m sure Sky told you that she and her boyfriend were the inspiration for my piece.”

      “Uh no,” Arianna says.

      “Yeah. They’re so perfect together. It makes me want to puke,” Rachel says, and a small smile crosses her face. “So buy a shirt, and one of the cover models can sign it for you, too.”

      Arianna does a hyper clap. “This is so cool. Who knew there was so much talent in this room. That’s it. You talked me into it. I’m staying. You’re going to stay too, right, Skyler?”

      I look around the Yearbook room. There isn’t one popular person in here. In fact, somehow Rachel and I are the only seniors in this room of twenty. I guess the rumor about how the B Faction—the Honors kids who are one step below The Populars—abandoned ship when their choice for Yearbook Editor didn’t get picked is true.

      That’s gotta hurt.

      “It depends,” I say, looking directly at Rachel. “Is the yearbook going to look like it has the last three years—only representing certain sports and certain people—or are we going to expand our vision and represent more people and activities?”

      Rachel looks around the room. Two kids are napping. One freshman boy who looks like he’s twelve is flicking a paper football with another boy. A group of girls in the back are doing homework. She doesn’t have a lot to work with here.

      “Yes, I want to try some new things this year,” Rachel says.

      “Great.” And I suddenly know how I’m going to sell this to my parents. “Arianna and I would like to check out one of the cameras for HebiCon this weekend. I want to do a two-page spread on the Japan Culture Club and include a few pictures from HebiCon, the Arizona Matsuri, and a few other events.”

      Rachel cringes but says, “Sure.”

      Arianna jumps to her feet and scribbles a few notes on the whiteboard behind her. “I’m going to New York City with the Theatre Ensemble this February. I’ll do that one, too.”

      “I’ll do the chickens,” Paper Football Boy suddenly says. “It’s always a big deal when the Agricultural Club gets their eggs to incubate.”

      Arianna writes Chickens on the board. Soon, she can barely keep up with all the suggestions people are yelling out. I’m not the only one who notices that the suggestions are all about fringe and non-popular things.

      “Wait, we do still have to cover football and cheerleading and Homecoming and the other All-American Teen stuff,” Rachel says.

      “Do we have to?” I say and the room laughs. “Maybe you should cover that stuff since you’re the only one who is part of that tiny group.” Even if you walk two steps behind them at all times.

      Arianna writes Football, Homecoming, and Popular Kid Stuff on the board.

      “Guys, you have to work outside of your ‘normal,’” Rachel says.

      “I know. That’s what we’re trying to do,” I say. “If you don’t want to be the only senior in here, you need to respect my creative expression.”

      “And you need to respect mine.” Rachel’s words drip with venom.

      A sharp gasp goes up in the room. Paper Football Boy scoots to the edge of his seat and mimes that he’s eating popcorn.

      Arianna stands between us. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. As memorable as a catfight on the first day of Yearbook would be, we need you both in here and not suspended. So, let’s agree to respect each other’s creative expression whether you are an All-American Girl or an All-American Gyaru. Okay? Now shake on it and move on.”

      Rachel and I stare at each other. Five years of friendship is on the line. That’s a lot of secrets and dreams and laughs. Being in Japan this summer has made me into too square of a peg for the round hole Rachel wants to put me in. But I’m not ready to completely throw it all away either. Yet.

      “Truce?” I stick out my hand first.

      Rachel clasps my hand in hers. “Truce because I need at least one known variable in here this year, Sky, or the yearbook is going to be a hot mess. I know what you can do, and you do it well, whether you are baking macarons, or taking pictures of snow monkeys, or traveling around the world.”

      I shake her hand and let it go.

      “And if you’d like to test out some of your macarons or petite fours on the Yearbook staff, I’m sure we’d all be happy to sample them.” Rachel gives me a tiny smile.

      “How about some melon pan?” I say.

      “YAAAASSSSS!” Arianna says.

      Rachel laughs at Arianna’s enthusiasm. “Can’t wait to try them. But now…my awesome PowerPoint.”

      A weight lifts off my chest as Rachel heads back to the front of the room. I don’t know if Rachel and I will ever be BFFs again, but maybe we can be friends for the rest of this year.

      At the end of class, Rachel pulls me aside. “I saw that your SnapGram vacation picture ran last weekend. I still have your money, by the way. Do you think you can come by sometime, so I don’t have to walk around school with $500 in my purse?”

      Now I know how I’m going to pay for HebiCon, too.

      “Yeah. We need to come by and pick up our house keys and pay you for taking care of Raphael anyway.”

      “You don’t have to pay me for feeding your tortoise.”

      “I’m not. Mom is. Take the money and run. You need a new laptop bad.”

      “True,” Rachel says as we split off in the hallway for our respective classes.

      I watch her walk away. Maybe we’ll be friends again. Or maybe we’ll go our separate ways for good after graduation. Maybe we’ll just be SnapGram friends on different sides of the globe. Whatever happens, I’m ready for my next adventure.

    

  


  
    
      @SukairaDusetto

      August 7th, Tanabata: Take 2!

      
        On assignment @HebiCon with @AriannaSakata for Yearbook. I’m on a panel with Arianna & friends today at 3:00 pm about—fittingly—the new, hot anime/manga TANABATA WISH. Come by & see us!

        

      ♥  @AriannaSakata

      
        I have a Sharpie in case you want the super kawaii @SukairaDusetto to sign your con program or T-shirt. She and @RyoTaka7 were the inspiration for this year’s cover art designed by @PhotogAZRach! Sugoi!

        

      ♥  @RyoTaka7

      
        Wish I could teleport there to recreate the event.

        

      ♥  @SukairaDusetto

      
        I wish you could, too. See you in Japan next summer! ♥ ♥ ♥

        

      ♥  @RyoTaka7

      
        Might see you before then. Make a wish! ♥

        

    

  


  
    
      @SukairaDusetto

      

      Finally figured out what to do with my tanzaku from Tanabata (Take 1!) with @RyoTaka7 in Ichinomiya.

      
        
          [image: photograph]
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      SARA FUJIMURA is the American half of her Japanese-American family. Every summer she spends about a month in Japan at her in-laws’ house with her now teenaged children. Sara loves cooking and eating Japanese food, so you can often find her working at Arizona anime cons as her alter ego, The Obento Lady.

      
        Find her online at:

        
          www.sarafujimura.com
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