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Dedication

For Talia, Emma, Ellie, Zac, and Trevor,

May you always believe in as many as six

impossible things before breakfast.





Epigraph

“BUT I SUPPOSE THIS DREAM OF MINE IS RATHER ABSURD.”

—Sei Shōnagon, The Pillow Book
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1

Hateful Things

Yuki Snow was down to her last envelope. She’d started with twenty on moving day, on that August afternoon when she had left the only home she’d ever known in the San Fernando Valley for the new house in Santa Dolores. As the truck pulled away with all their belongings, her mother had handed Yuki and her best friend, Julio, gift bags containing prestamped, pre-addressed envelopes and special stationery—with a lion stalking across the top for Yuki, and a tiger stretching in the lower right corner for Julio. Next-door neighbors who shared the same birthday, Yuki and Julio loved to send low-tech messages to each other. With flashlights using Morse code. Over staticky CB radios. Through notes written in invisible ink. In that spirit, her mother had come up with this parting gift. Then Yuki and Julio had said their goodbyes by bumping fists and fluttering their hands, a move they’d been doing for as long as she could remember.

But now, one month later, sitting in English class with twelve minutes left in the period, Yuki was keenly aware of how lopsided their friendship had become. She was writing her twentieth letter to Julio, while Julio had sent her only two. One had contained a sketch of a video game character that he’d created. The other had been a printout of a touch-typing exercise from computer class. He had mistyped a bunch of words and thought she would get a good laugh: We are such stuff as llamas are made of, and our piddly life is round with sheep. Sure, I am vexxed! Bear with my weak knees. My brain is troubled! In pen, Julio had signed off as “The Bard of Typing” and added a PS: The next columnist for the Buena Vista Middle School newspaper—ha ha.

He found this hilarious because she was the writer, the one whose column, “The Snowdown,” had been a must-read in every edition of the student newspaper, and the one who at age nine had dazzled her much-older competitors in the Cal State University Wonderland Slam. The slam had taken place two months before her father died from a blood clot following a routine surgery. A professor who taught philosophy classes based on Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass, her father had cofounded the annual poetry event for local high school students, and Yuki had been his helper. The contestants had ten minutes to write poems based on prompts from the Alice books, which they then read aloud, with half moving on to the next round until only two remained. On a whim, Yuki had done the first prompt on the frumious Bandersnatch, which the judges loved so much that she suddenly went from helping at the contest to being in the contest. Six rounds later, Yuki squared off in the final against a high school junior named Ferny Bloom. Their challenge had been to write a poem about why a raven was like a writing desk. Yuki had written:

Becawse the wingspan of a bird in flight looks like a tabletop

Becawse a drawer can be a nest and hold an unkindness

Becawse Edgar Allan Poe sat down

at one and wrote

Nevermore

Her father had glowed with pride as Yuki read her final poem onstage. Afterward, he had said, “That was fabulous, Monster!” which was an inside Alice joke that they shared. That had been the best day of Yuki’s life, the day she started to believe she was going to be a great writer. But nobody at Juana Maria Middle School in Santa Dolores knew about the Wonderland Slam or “The Snowdown.” Would her fellow eighth graders even notice if her desk dropped down into a rabbit hole or was carried off by a tornado? She guessed not.

Yuki chewed on her pen cap and peeked up the row at Ms. Ghosh, who had a helmet of gray hair and kept an egg timer on her desk. If Yuki had still been at her old middle school in the Valley, she would’ve been writing poetry based on Emily Dickinson—using lots of—short lines—and dashes—like this—and working on her trademark “Top Five” list for her next column. But Juana Maria Middle School didn’t have a newspaper, and Ms. Ghosh took all the poetry out of language by making them diagram sentences. Yuki had already finished the worksheet, and apparently so had all the kids around her, since they were all on their phones.

Yuki didn’t have a phone yet, which was a source of great embarrassment. Not that she had anyone to text with anyway. She hadn’t made a single friend since moving to Santa Dolores. When her mother asked who she wanted to invite to her birthday party, it took every ounce of her self-control to say calmly, “No one. Just the usual with Julio.” Every year, Yuki and Julio had a special dinner of tempura and tamales. Everyone believed Yuki and Julio when they said they were cousins, because they both had thick dark brown hair and olive skin that tanned easily in the sun.

On a piece of notebook paper, Yuki wrote:

Hey Julio (a.k.a. Don’t Call Me Julie-o),

Ten days until our birthday! I can’t wait to see you and the old neighborhood! Santa Dolores is so snore-endous, I might as well be in Kansas with Toto. At least then I’d have a dog.

Today’s list is Top 5 Reasons Why Juana Maria Middle School Should Get Canceled.

After writing down the numbers one through five, she frowned at the page. Her father used to tell her that the best way to get people’s attention was to make them laugh. But nothing about her new life in Santa Dolores was funny. After remarrying last spring, her mother said she and Doug wanted a fresh start in a new home. Hana—who Yuki started calling by her first name on the day they moved—said houses cost less where Doug lived, forty-five miles up the coast. So that’s where they had looked. Hana had supplied a steady stream of reasons why this was a good idea. Didn’t Yuki want to live by the beach? Wouldn’t Yuki like to breathe the fresh sea air? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to drive to the grocery store without any traffic? In response, Yuki had written a list, something she used to do with her father.

1. It would not be fun to live by the beach because sand gets everywhere, including in the pages of whatever book I’m reading.

2. The ocean has a fishy smell.

3. Smog is the original Instagram filter and creates amazing sunsets (not that I would know firsthand, since I’m the only eighth grader without a phone).

4. Traffic gives me more time to sing along to the radio.

5. Julio is my BFF and he lives in the Valley.

Her father had always respected her reasons. Her mother, not so much. Over Yuki’s objections, Hana and Doug had bought a house in Santa Dolores. And even though Yuki didn’t like the beach, she’d been deeply disappointed to discover that they were not moving into a cute oceanside bungalow with a sign on the porch that read “This way for mermaids.” No, the new house was four miles inland, amid dry foothills and citrus orchards.

With five minutes left before class ended, her reasons for canceling Juana Maria Middle School finally spilled onto the page.

1. Remember Island of the Blue Dolphins? The school is named for the woman who inspired the book, which would be cool except Juana Maria is the name the mansplaining priests gave her after they took her off the island.

2. All the walkways are dotted with wads of old gum, which is gross.

3. The school is across the street from a farm, so it smells like manure with a hint of stinky gym socks.

4. You are invisible unless you live in a fancy house up on the foothills and hang out at the Ondulando Club.

5. Do I really need any more reasons?

Your friend,

Yuki (a.k.a. Don’t Call Me Yucky)

As Yuki tucked her letter into the envelope, Ms. Ghosh told them to pass up their papers.

“For homework, you’ll be interviewing a senior, could be a grandparent or another relative, about a memory that’s important to them,” Ms. Ghosh said. “You could write about an event in their lives, or a keepsake that has a memory attached. This is not a biography that starts with them being born. The idea is to focus on the specific memory. Your papers are due Monday.”

Yuki’s hand shot up in the air.

“Yes, Yuki,” Ms. Ghosh said without enthusiasm.

Ever since Yuki had asked Ms. Ghosh why she didn’t use a rubric for grading papers, her English teacher had seemed annoyed with her. Yuki had received a 97 on her first essay and a rubric would have shown her why she’d lost three points. The teachers at her old middle school always used a rubric, she explained, to which Ms. Ghosh had said, “This is not your old school.”

“What if you don’t have any relatives who are seniors?” Yuki asked.

“How about a neighbor, then,” Ms. Ghosh suggested.

“But I just moved here,” Yuki said, anxiety making her words come out fast and high. She was going to fail an assignment because she was the new kid. That wasn’t fair.

“Well, what a great way to meet new people,” Ms. Ghosh said.

The bell rang. As Yuki leaned over to zip up her backpack, a hand covered in black doodles swiped the envelope from her desk. “Wow, you wrote an actual letter. That’s so retro.”

Yuki looked up to find two girls inspecting the envelope. Zoe wore Doc Martens with the shoelaces untied and had inked geometric patterns all the way up both arms. She looked like the kind of kid who would call Yuki a nerd and then ask to cheat off her paper. Ava was a pretty blonde who hung out at the popular kids’ picnic table. She looked like the type who would smile to Yuki’s face and then call her a nerd behind her back. That’s what used to happen at her old school, but it hadn’t mattered so much, since she had Julio.

Ava peered over Zoe’s shoulder. “Julio Garcia-Jones,” she said. “He sounds cute.”

“Can I have my letter back?” Yuki said, standing up and holding out her hand.

Ava grabbed the envelope from Zoe. “Is it a love letter? Is Julio your boyfriend?”

Zoe snatched it back. “Ooh, do you guys say ‘I love you’ to each other?”

“Give it back!” Yuki shrieked. She lunged for the envelope, grabbed one end, and accidentally ripped it in two. Zoe’s eyes went wide with shock. The portion in her hand fluttered to the floor.

“What is going on here?” Ms. Ghosh said, glaring at them from her desk.

Yuki scooped up the other half of the letter from the floor and marched out of the room. There was an angry buzz in her ears, a swarm of wasps in her head.

“I’m sorry,” she heard Zoe say. “I was just messing around. I wasn’t going to read it.”

Ava giggled. “Oh my God, Zoe. I’m so telling Aunt Margie on you.”

Now it made sense. Tweedledee and Tweedledum were cousins. Why else would a popular girl and a Goth girl hang out together? Yuki walked faster along the gum-speckled hallway. She hated this place. This was all her mother’s fault. Clutching the ripped letter in her hand, she hurried out to the bike racks and unlocked her baby blue beach cruiser. The bike had been a gift from Doug. Besides telling dorky jokes, he was always buying her gifts and trying to get her to like him—which, out of loyalty to her father, she never would.

Yuki biked up a hill with houses on one side and a citrus orchard on the other. She missed the jacarandas on her old street, which exploded with purple flowers every June. Then the blossoms fell and turned the asphalt lavender for a few magical weeks. Though she wasn’t in the mood to go home, she didn’t know where else to go. As Yuki glided toward the tan house with the drought-resistant yard, the lowered red flag on the mailbox taunted her. She opened the metal door and sighed. No letter from Julio, only a coupon pack and a knitting catalog called Darned If You Do.

After parking her bike in the garage, Yuki entered the silent house. Back in the Valley, she had never minded being home alone, because she always had a book or an album from her father’s extensive collection to get lost in. In the new house, most of his belongings were still in boxes in the garage. Now that she no longer lived in the Valley, Yuki missed her father even more. She remembered his exuberance when he exclaimed, “’Twas brillig!” even if it wasn’t four o’clock, and “I am Oz, the great and terrible. Why do you seek me?” to students who came to his office hours. She remembered his trimmed beard and his sparkly brown eyes magnified by his glasses. But his face overall was no longer sharp in her mind, and sometimes she studied her parents’ wedding photo to burn the picture into her memory. Her father had been barefoot in the photo, and the flower on his lapel had tilted sideways.

If only Yuki were turning eighteen on her birthday, she could leave Santa Dolores forever. She’d move back to the Valley and go to Cal State, where her dad used to teach. She’d write for the campus literary journal and her professors would say how bright and funny she was, just like her father. After graduation, she would write a novel in verse, something important like Brown Girl Dreaming, and then she would be famous. Creative instead of weird. Smart instead of a nerd. All the kids who had teased her would wish they had been nicer.

After reuniting the two halves of her letter with tape, Yuki searched her mother’s desk for a fresh envelope and a stamp. But the stamp pack was empty. Maybe she could type her letter into an email instead, using her school account. Going down the hall to her bedroom, she woke up her desktop computer. Clicking on the envelope icon, she started typing Julio’s email address, pausing when she reached the @ symbol. Did he check his school email? Probably not. He messaged with Troy and other gamer friends on a site called LVLup.

The computer was strictly for homework. But since Yuki was a rule follower, her mother probably hadn’t bothered to set up parental controls. Opening a new tab, Yuki searched for LVLup and clicked on the sign-up form. When she reached a question about whether she was over thirteen, she wavered. Clearly Julio had lied. As she clicked the “yes” box and hit “submit,” Yuki imagined a siren wailing and a fleet of internet security police showing up at the front door. But setting up a secret online account turned out to be a shockingly quiet and easy thing to do.

She chose the screen name CL4ever, for the Cowardly Lion. Then she searched for Tig1010. “Lions and tigers and bears” had been their favorite part of The Wizard of Oz in kindergarten, back when they used to watch the movie every weekend, running a play tunnel between their blanket fort and the TV, which they pretended was a portal to Oz.

Lions and tigers and bears, she DMed. Three dots appeared.

Tig1010: Oh my! Yuki??? I can’t believe you’re here!

CL4ever: Surprise! I wrote you a letter but then realized I’m out of stamps.

Tig1010: Sorry I haven’t written you back. I owe you a million letters by now.

Tig1010: The most hilarious thing happened in computer class today. I got busted by Mr. Wilson for passing a note to Suzie. But since I wrote, “Hey, you quick brown fox,” and Suzie wrote back, “Hey, you lazy dog,” Mr. W said he’d give us extra credit for using a typing exercise.

Yuki felt a twinge of envy. Mr. Wilson was the most popular teacher in eighth grade. During the touch-typing unit, he played classical music, waved a baton, and told them which key to hit in time to the beat. If you happened to pass by, you’d hear him calling out, “A-A-A, F, G-G-G, D,” while fifty students tapped their keyboards in unison.

CL4ever: I miss all the good stuff. Why were you flirting with Stuck-up Suzie?

Tig1010: Be nice.

CL4ever: Why? She’s never been nice to me.

Besides acting like she was better than everyone, Suzie was also a thief. In third grade, Yuki had caught her stealing two Pokémon cards from another kid. Yet somehow Suzie had remained as popular as ever.

Tig1010: You don’t like it when kids make fun of you for being smart.

CL4ever: I am smart. And Suzie is stuck up. Why are you defending her?

His three reply dots bubbled and then vanished. Was he not going to answer? Where had he gone? The suspense was too much. Waiting for an instant message was even more painful than checking the mailbox. At least with snail mail, you knew you had to wait another twenty-four hours for the next delivery.

CL4ever: Are you still there?

No response. Not even the three reply dots.

“Yuki, what is this?”

Yuki jumped in her seat. In a panic, she clicked the red dot instead of the yellow dot, closing the browser. Of course, the one time she broke the rules, Hana had come home early.
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2

Mysterious Things

Yuki spun around in her chair to find her mother standing in the doorway with her disapproving origami crane face, all sharp points and angles. Hana was still dressed for work, in a black pantsuit with her hair in a sleek bun. Even though her mother had been born in Tokyo, she had split time between Japan and the US as a kid and spoke flawless English, so perfect that she overemphasized each sound and made each syllable distinct. When people said “be-cuz” instead of “be-caws,” her mother always shuddered a bit.

“I was checking my math test grade on StudentStats,” Yuki said, startled that the lie rolled off her tongue just as easily as starting up a secret online account.

“What?” Hana said, confused. “Oh, no, I was asking why this is inside my yarn basket in the den?” She held up a Frisbee-size mirror still partially covered in bubble wrap.

“I’ve never seen that before,” Yuki said.

“It has your name on it,” Hana said, showing her a yellow sticky note.

“What are you talking about?” Yuki marched over to take a closer look. The sticky note had two symbols, one that looked like a fish and the other that looked like a tree branch.

“That’s your name in Japanese,” Hana said.

Footsteps rushed up the staircase. “That’s supposed to be a surprise,” Doug called out, his glasses fogging and his gray-brown hair hanging limply over his forehead. “It’s a birthday present for Yuki.”

Hana’s thin, penciled eyebrows formed two peaks. “Why would you buy her a mirror? And why would you leave it in my yarn basket?”

“Because you never knit and Yuki would never look there,” Doug said. “It’s a special mirror. Look, I’ll show you. Yuki, where’s your flashlight?”

Doug crossed her room and leaned the mirror against the computer monitor on her desk. Yuki sighed with exasperation as she opened the drawer in her nightstand and handed him one of the twelve flashlights he had bought and stashed all over the house in case of an emergency. She didn’t want Hana and Doug in her room. But the fastest way to get them out was to cooperate.

Doug turned on the flashlight and aimed the beam at the mirror.

“It’s not quite dark enough in here,” he said, pointing to the opposite wall. “Can you see the lion?”

Yuki squinted at the shimmering light on the wall. She could just make out a curly mane. “Barely,” she said.

“It’s the komainu,” her mother said. “Remember the statues we saw in Japan?”

“Oh yeah,” Yuki said. The komainu was more of a cross between a lion and a dog, and they guarded the temples and shrines.

“They sell these magic mirrors at a Japanese emporium downtown,” Doug said, turning off the flashlight and setting it on the desk. “Since you have a lot of stuff with lions on it, I thought you might get a kick out of this.”

“There’s a Japanese emporium downtown?” Hana asked.

“There is,” Doug said. “I was looking for a gift for our anniversary.”

“Your anniversary isn’t until May,” Yuki said.

Hana beamed. “Tonight is the anniversary of our first date. We have theater tickets.”

That’s why they’d come home early. Doug danced her mother around in a circle. They laughed, making googly eyes at each other. Ugh. Yuki thought she might be sick.

“Could you guys do that somewhere else?” Yuki said. “I have homework.”

“I guess you might as well keep the mirror now that you’ve seen it,” Doug said, sticking his hands in his pockets and shrugging his shoulders. “Happy birthday.”

“Thanks,” she said, telegraphing her disdain for him in one flat syllable.

“Watch the sass,” her mother warned.

Yuki shrugged, though inside she squirmed. She knew she was being mean. After they left, she checked LVLup again. Julio had not responded, and the little blue dot was no longer by his avatar. She refreshed their chat over and over. In seventh grade, Yuki and Julio had both been nauseated by all the drama around who was going out with who, and they’d made fun of the awkward slow dancing at the middle school spring fling. Julio only cared about gaming and drawing. He couldn’t possibly have a crush on Suzie. Could he?

Before they left for the theater, Hana made an early dinner. Yuki grimaced at the plate of spaghetti with hot dog slices mixed into the sauce. When her mother tried to cook like an American, she sometimes combined odd things, like hamburger patties with rice on the side, or plain omelets sweetened with sugar and drizzled in soy sauce. Doug cut his noodles in a crisscross pattern while Hana twirled the spaghetti around her fork into a beehive capped by a slice of hot dog.

“How was school today?” Hana asked, her hair loose and wavy now.

“The usual,” Yuki said, shoving the hot dog slices to the side of her plate.

“My coworker’s niece goes to your school,” Hana said. “Isabella. Do you know her?”

“There are, like, five Isabellas in my grade,” Yuki said. “They all belong to the Ondulando Club, and they use their one collective brain cell to make videos of themselves tanning by the pool, which is the online equivalent of watching paint dry. Not that I would know, since I don’t have a phone.”

The origami crane face returned. “I’m just trying to help, Yuki,” Hana said. “This Isabella sounds like a nice girl.”

“Well, Hana, you want to help? Let’s move back to the Valley,” Yuki said.

The lines around her mother’s mouth deepened with annoyance.

“You know, I had moved four times by your age,” Hana said. “To make new friends, you have to be open to new people and new experiences.”

“I don’t want new friends,” Yuki said. “I already have a best friend.”

“Moving is not the end of the world,” Hana said. “It’s what you make of it.”

“It’s not the end of the world for you,” Yuki said. “You aren’t a Valley diehard like Dad and me.” Her father had loved the Valley, which was quirky and unhip compared to the Westside. He always said he would rather teach the first-generation college students at Cal State than the superstars fighting for spots at UCLA.

Hana muttered under her breath in Japanese. They ate in silence for several long minutes until Doug leaned over and stabbed a piece of hot dog on Yuki’s plate with his fork.

“You’re not eating your hot dog,” he said. “That’s the best part.”

“Only if you like gristle and little bony bits,” Yuki said. “Hot dogs aren’t good for you.”

“When you start making dinner, then you can complain about my cooking,” Hana said.

Yuki glared at her mother. Mild alarm entered Doug’s eyes.

“Hey, I’ve got a new one for you, Yuki,” he said with forced cheer. “A black hole walks into a bar. The bartender says, ‘Why so glum?’ And the black hole says, ‘It’s a dark matter.’”

Yuki stifled a laugh. When Doug first started dating Hana, he had vowed to make Yuki laugh at one of his silly jokes, which meant she had no choice but to keep a straight face. She cupped her hand around her ear. “That was the galaxy groaning,” she said.

Doug gave her a goofy grin. “Oh, come on,” he said. “It’s a little bit funny.”

“No, it’s not,” she said. “Your jokes are where funny goes to die.”

Even as the words came out of her mouth, Yuki knew she had gone too far. Hana set down her fork with a clatter. “Okay, that’s it,” her mother said. “I’ve had enough of your attitude. Go to your room.”

“Gladly,” Yuki huffed.

From her bed, Yuki shined the flashlight into the mirror. She wished she could climb onto the back of the lion and run away, either to the past with her father or to the future when she’d be old enough to live on her own and return to the Valley. Julio should be the one trying to cheer me up with lion gifts, not Doug, she thought. She had planned to get Julio a T-shirt that read “I paused my game for you” for his birthday. But this Suzie thing had created a sense of urgency. Yuki needed to find the perfect gift, something that would remind him that she had always been his best friend.

In the morning before school, Yuki stashed all the allowance she had saved, twenty-nine dollars, in her backpack. Then she went to the kitchen, where Doug was at the counter pouring a cup of coffee.

“Yuki, I’ve got a new one for you,” Doug said. “A chicken and an egg are at the bar waiting to order and the bartender says, ‘Which one of you was first?’”

Yuki pressed her lips together, determined not to laugh. “Sorry, try again later,” she said.

“I will,” he said, looking a bit too pleased.

“Hey, I was wondering about the mirror,” Yuki said. “What other designs did the shop have besides the lion?”

“Oh, there was a flower and a bird—a whole bunch,” Doug said.

“Anything else?” she asked.

“I think there was a cat.” Doug said. “Why? Do you want to exchange yours for a different one?”

She had hoped Doug would say “tiger,” because that’s what she wanted to get for Julio. When they were little, his favorite book had been a pop-up that came with a flashlight. By beaming the flashlight behind the cutouts, he could cast shadow pictures on the wall. She was absolutely certain Julio would love that the Japanese mirror held a secret unlocked by a flashlight.

“No, I like the lion,” Yuki said. “I was just curious.”

At school as she made her way to her first class, nobody said hi to her and she didn’t say hi to anyone. Unlike her old school, Juana Maria Middle School was mostly white and wealthy. The kids of color were nearly all Latinx, and there didn’t seem to be much mixing between the two groups. Yuki didn’t know if the other students ignored her because she was part Asian and therefore didn’t fit in, or because she was a nerd and therefore not cool, or because her family didn’t belong to the Ondulando Club. Or maybe it was the overlap of all three in her personal Venn diagram.

In social studies class, the teacher put her in a group with Ava to write a skit on the Egyptian gods. As Yuki mulled giving Ava the cold shoulder over the letter incident, the other boy assigned to their group put his head down on his desk to take a nap, which meant he would be no help at all.

“What about a game show where Anubis weighs the hearts of the dead,” Yuki suggested, her desire for an A overriding her hurt feelings. “We could have a panel of gods and goddesses guessing whether the heart will weigh more or less than the feather of truth on the scale.”

“I get to be Cleopatra,” Ava said as she cocked her head and took a selfie with her phone.

“Cleopatra was a ruler, not a goddess,” Yuki pointed out.

“Then I want to be Venus,” Ava said.

“Venus is a Roman goddess, not Egyptian,” Yuki said. “The Egyptian goddess of love is Hathor.”

For the rest of the period, Yuki worked on the skit by herself. She decided her small revenge would be not telling Ava that Hathor had the head of a cow.

At lunch, rather than sit alone in the courtyard, Yuki went to the library and did homework. When school was over, she rode downtown to Main Street, where she passed a frilly boutique next to a cavernous Goodwill next to a gleaming microbrewery next to a divey bar. If not for the paw-waving cats in the window, Yuki might have missed the faded Rising Sun Emporium sign. How had Doug found this place? He must have made a wrong turn on his way to the khakis store.

A bell chimed overhead as she entered the shop, which was filled with folding screens, calligraphy scrolls, vases, and large serving dishes. Along a shelf at eye level, more waving cats in different sizes batted their paws. She smiled and picked up one about the size of a saltshaker.

“No touching!” a sharp voice said.

She was so startled that she almost dropped the cat. “Sorry,” Yuki called out.

The shopkeeper had short tufts of graying hair, wide-set eyes each resting on a double pouch of eyelid skin, and the dour mouth of a startled ostrich. Her white turtleneck had glittery gold streaks like a marbled bank building, and she wore large pearl-studded earrings that looked more like brooches. Yuki guessed the woman was in her sixties.

“You are looking for something?” the shopkeeper said gruffly.

“I heard you sell magic mirrors here,” Yuki said.

The woman stood up and waved her toward the counter. Clicking on a flashlight, she angled the beam at two rows of dish-size mirrors on the wall. “These are called makkyo in Japanese. Bird, tree, cat, flower,” she said, moving the beam left to right, pausing on each one. “Many kinds. Which do you like?”

“Do you have a tiger?” Yuki asked.

The beam came to rest on a mirror in the bottom row. “This one,” she said.

Yuki admired the image of the tiger on the wall, which had a curlicue tail and raised front paws, as if in motion. “How much is it?”

“Forty-five dollars,” the shopkeeper said. “Plus tax.”

Yuki’s shoulders slumped beneath her backpack. “I don’t have enough money,” she said. “I’ll have to come back.”

“Okay, you come back,” the woman said, turning off the flashlight and sitting down again. She picked up a metal plate and a rag from the counter. From the back, the plate looked like an oversize ancient coin.

Yuki didn’t move. Her eyes burned. A weary feeling washed over her. All she wanted to do was get Julio a memorable gift.

The shopkeeper frowned. “Is there something else?”

“No.” Yuki lowered her eyes. “I just had a bad day. A bad two days. Actually, a bad month. I moved here over the summer and the kids at my school aren’t very nice.”

The woman stopped rubbing the dish. “I understand,” she said. “A new place can be hard.”

Yuki’s gaze fell on the woman’s business card in a wood box on the counter. Momo Fujita, it read. She knew that momo meant “peach” in Japanese.

“My mom is from Japan,” Yuki said. “From Tokyo.”

Momo resumed her polishing. “I am from Osaka. But I have lived in Santa Dolores for many years.”

“We went to Japan to visit my grandmother once and traveled all around,” Yuki said. “We had pancakes in Osaka with seafood and vegetables in them. We cooked them at our table.”

Momo perked up. “Okonomiyaki,” she said. “Did you like this? It is very different from pancakes at IHOP.”

“I did,” Yuki said. “I also liked the drum cakes. Taiko-something.”

“Ah, yes,” Momo said. “Taiko manju. Sometimes I drive to Little Tokyo to find them.”

Momo walked over to the wall, stretched on her tiptoes in her glittery gold sneakers, and took down the tiger mirror. “Since you like this one, I will hold it for you,” she said.

“Thanks,” Yuki said, looking at the tiger etched on the back. “How does the mirror cast the image on the wall?”

Momo pointed to the tiger. “Where the mirror maker etches the design on the back, that changes the thickness of the metal when it is forged,” she said. “This creates the pattern when you shine the light into it.”

Yuki set down her backpack and took out a notebook and a pen. Flipping to the first clean page, she wrote makyo, followed by the description Momo had given her of how the mirror was made.

Momo squinted. “Makkyo has two k. Double k. Why do you write this down?”

“I write everything down,” Yuki said. “It’s
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