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This book is dedicated to Malcolm the dog.







ONE

Hello, Parenting.
 Goodbye, Me Time.

One of the hardest-hitting realities of becoming a parent has been the almost complete annihilation of me time. Gone are the days when a 90-minute candlelight yoga class was the only thing on my Sunday agenda. In my new reality as a full-time working mom of two small kids, I’m lucky if I can get a sip of my morning coffee, which Hubby diligently prepares for us every morning, before it gets cold. I wake up to a wailing baby and fall asleep while my resistant toddler negotiates to keep the lights on a few minutes longer so we can read another book or eat string cheese together. My back feels like it needs to be stretched out with a rolling pin because I bend over about a hundred times a day to pick up food morsels and stray colored pencils and tiny inside-out socks. No matter how many things I pick up, more things end up on the floor minutes later. Adult conversations with Hubby have pretty much ceased; whenever we try to have one, we quickly get interrupted by enthusiastic chatter about rainbows and unicorns, or urgent calls for help coming from the kids’ room.

In those rare moments when I do catch my breath, I end up thinking about the kids anyway. I scroll through pictures of them on my phone. I look for fun activities we can do together—pottery classes, toddler-friendly theater shows, a new park to explore. I think about interactions I had with them that day and ask myself, Am I showing up the way I want to for them? How can I be a better parent, guide, and friend in the phase they are in now? How can I bring more calm, controlled energy into difficult moments? How can I raise my children so that they are happy, safe, and successful at what they do and how they choose to live?

I have two daughters, N and M. They’re almost exactly three years apart in age. So far, they seem to really like each other and we’re having a good time building our rapport as a family.

Hubby and I are from very different cultural backgrounds, and our kids are mixed race; America would label them as Black and Asian. Being in a multicultural family is not new to me. I was born and raised by a Japanese dad and a Chinese mom and spent my formative years in a small international community in Tokyo, where most of my friends, like me, spoke a mishmash of different languages at home. Growing up, I spent the holidays in Hawaii with my mom’s free-spirited hula-dancing sister and her Jewish yogi husband. I always felt a little bit like an outsider growing up in Tokyo with my foreigner vibes and multiracial friend group, but not in a bad way—I feel like I got many of the benefits of a Japanese childhood without being bound to the rigid societal rules and expectations. I haven’t lived in my native land since I was eighteen, but I’ve stayed connected over the years through frequent visits back home to see my family and friends.

I put off motherhood for a long time. In my twenties and thirties, as some of my closest friends were hauling toddlers around while simultaneously navigating their first jobs or getting their PhDs, I had the great fortune of being responsible mostly only for myself. After college, I worked as a freelance journalist in San Francisco, then held a series of program leadership and consulting jobs in some of the most innovative spaces in the world, from the storied MIT Media Lab in Cambridge to research centers in Nairobi and Mexico City to the headquarters of iconic global companies like Nike, Starbucks, and Google. In my spare time (I don’t even know what that is anymore), I volunteered at an AIDS hospice, hung out at the local climbing gym, and explored fun, offbeat Bay Area events like Bay to Breakers and Burning Man. In my late thirties I met Hubby, and shortly after that, I became a mom.

In those final few precious years before I had kids, I lived in the trendy Dogpatch neighborhood of San Francisco with my two dogs, Ruby and Malcolm. On most days I woke up peacefully on my own, walked sleepily over to the neighborhood Philz Coffee where the barista would make my pour over coffee by hand, and then chit-chatted with neighbors before biking along the waterfront to my designer office where I’d have my real breakfast, a granola-and-fruit smoothie made with a little communal bullet blender, before my day officially started. When I got home, I had tea and ice cream before bed, by myself on the couch. I had the great privilege of having pockets of pure boredom—something I now know I will not have again for at least another decade, until my kids are teenagers and don’t want to hang out with me anymore.

When I became pregnant with N, many of my closest friends pointed to my stellar track record as a dog mom as a reference point for how I would be as a human mom. “I know motherhood will come naturally to you,” my childhood friend Lara said. “You’ve been the best mommy to your fur babies for years and years.” One of my besties, Lindsay, wrote, “Motherhood: So far, so good!” in large letters in my baby shower book, next to photos of my two dogs looking deeply smug and satisfied.

As it turns out, being N and M’s human mom is nothing like being a dog mom. Ruby is no longer with us, but Malcolm is, and he is by far the easiest kid in our household. He does not rush me through my morning coffee. He does not command me to walk across the house a million times to get things for him. He does not force me to talk to him in a slow, steady tone while ignoring everything I say, testing the outermost limits of my patience. He does not have meltdowns, and he does not scream at random intervals. His childcare does not cost thousands of dollars a month. He doesn’t co-opt all my weekends with extracurricular dog activities or smear shea butter and Sharpie pen markings all over the living room couch.

Obviously, having kids means adopting a completely new lifestyle.

But it’s not just that.

Having kids has made me take on a completely new identity myself.

For some reason, around the time when I became a parent, I also found myself wanting to be closer to my Japanese roots. I’m not exactly sure what triggered its onset. Maybe it’s a side effect of being at the precipice of official middle age. Maybe the global pandemic and political tensions of the 2020s are taking a toll on me, triggering a subconscious need to be closer to my roots. It could also be that my mixed marriage is making certain cultural differences feel more pronounced. Hubby is of West African origins, and while our cultures have some similarities—like our proximity to the ocean, the belief in ancestral spirits, and our love of curries and stews—they are also on opposite ends of the spectrum on some very fundamental levels. In West Africa, where Hubby was born, people love to have heated debates, but the Japanese almost never openly argue with one another, even if they silently disagree. We also have a completely flipped sense of time. In Japan, meetings start as soon as the second hand on the clock hits the designated time; where Hubby comes from, a meeting starts only when everybody arrives, which could be hours later or even the next day. When I say two minutes, I literally mean 120 seconds; when Hubby says two minutes, it could mean anywhere from five minutes to an hour. There are upsides to having a partner with a polar opposite framework for almost everything, but it also gives rise to a deep sense of homesickness.

But I think the number one reason for my sudden Japaneseness is the fact that I’m now on the hook for raising responsible, respectable human beings who will one day navigate the universe on their own—and I think, of everything I’ve known so far, the Japanese culture is one of the best in the world for developing that responsibility and respect.

Here in the San Francisco Bay Area, it’s not uncommon at all to have families with diverse cultural backgrounds. There are many different modalities you can use to raise children: gentle, conscious, free-range, child-led, snowplow, RIE, lighthouse (I won’t get into each of them, but if you’re a parent yourself you may have done some research into at least some of these). Hubby and I have chosen to raise our daughters in a Japanese-inspired environment in the United States. N and M go to a Japanese immersion school. They speak Japanese with their teachers and school friends. They spend extended time with family in Japan during their summer break. They take off their shoes when they enter any indoor space and love eating rice and natto (gooey fermented soybeans, an acquired taste for most non-natives). Our Spotify playlist has many of the typical kids’ songs, like “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and the soundtracks to Frozen and Moana, but they prefer to listen to them in Japanese. Their stuffies have the names and likenesses of iconic characters like Pikachu, Anpanman, and Hello Kitty.

As I watch these two tiny humans who came out of my body learn about the world around them, I find myself wanting to nurture and provide for them in the same ways that the society around me nurtured and provided for me, all those years ago on the other side of the planet. Things like:


	Respect and reverence for the people and things in our community. Japanese society is rooted in the concept of omotenashi—radically caring for others. If everybody treats one another with extra care and consideration, harmony ripples through society.

	Routines and rituals designed to nourish the body, mind, and spirit. The Japanese say itadakimasu (bon appétit) before meals and gochisousama (thank you for the feast) after they finish. They take off their shoes before they walk into any indoor space. They take baths every night. They stay connected to nature and communally celebrate the changing colors of leaves and the first bloom of the cherry blossom tree.

	Calm, clean, simple, well-designed living. A well-designed life is both a pleasing aesthetic and a functional necessity. We keep our spaces clean and our things organized for our own peace of mind and for that of everyone around us.

	Healthy food options and sensible eating habits. In Japan, 7-Elevens offer a variety of dinner options, from ready-to-eat rice bowls to bento boxes with multiple colorful, nutritious dishes in one easy-to-carry container. Anyone anywhere can get a balanced meal for under ten dollars.
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As I stumble through the mazelike universe of parenting, I want my kids to understand how interconnected we are with our surroundings and to know how to be respectful of others while still being themselves. I want them to have a baseline understanding of what neat and organized looks like. I want them to feel empowered to do things on their own, like putting away toys or preparing their own snacks. And I want them to see that learning to carry their own weight is part and parcel of being committed to the greater good. How can I provide some of this experience to my kids, even though we don’t live in Japan?
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Japan is known for its many inventions. The Sony Walkman. The flat-screen TV. Toyota. Honda. Subaru. Video games. The first humanoid robot. A high-speed rail system that inspired the world—and gave birth to a subculture of densha otaku, hardcore train enthusiasts who collect train memorabilia and travel to remote places just to ride on certain railway lines. Most of the anime and manga on the global market. Sushi, ramen, and the most Michelin stars in the world. Judo, karate, and aikido. LED technology. Zen philosophy and the chicken pox vaccine. Street fashion that inspires global fashion trends. The Japanese are also responsible for the inventions of the plastic umbrella (before this, umbrellas were made of cloth), the electric rice cooker—and, of course, the emoji, which is actually a Japanese word that means “picture letter.”

Until the 1868 Meiji Restoration, Japan was largely closed off from the rest of the world. It was only after the feudal system (if you have no clue what I’m talking about, watch the Hulu smash hit TV series Shōgun) was abolished that it started to become the modern industrialized nation it is today. In the decades that followed, the Japanese built shipyards and mills, developed commerce pipelines and adopted Western technologies, and started building its now-famous train system and communication lines. Castles were turned into military control centers. Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines were shut down. The Empire of Japan was born—and along with it, many of the cultural characteristics of today, like a strong work ethic and commitment to collective progress. Japan also made some suboptimal choices that culminated in its siding with the wrong side of history in World War II, hurting many people and communities along the way. When Japan and the Axis Powers lost the war, Americans temporarily took over the country, rewrote the constitution, and imported cultural ideas like modern love and democracy to Japan in a comprehensive reform effort. Japan committed to recovery and redemption, and built a new economy with values updated to match modern times. What exists today is a result of this historic context, plus a mishmash of other influences that streamed in over the last few decades, resulting in the Japanese culture of today that is admired by so many.

Why is the same country that spawned Pokémon, Street Fighter, and the Prius responsible for some of the most courteous and well-behaved humans on the planet? To get to the answer, you have to look at the kids.
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In 2022, Netflix rereleased a nineties Japanese TV show called Old Enough! The premise is simple: Parents from all over the country send very small children—some still in diapers—out into the streets to run household errands. In one episode, a three-year-old boy and his five-year-old sister take a boat and a train to a neighboring town to pick up dinner ingredients and cold medicine for their mom, who is under the weather. In another, a trio of toddlers sets out with a little tote bag and a thousand-yen bill to purchase firewood for a neighborhood barbecue. These are real kids and real parents navigating real daytime streets, monitored only by a couple of stealth cameramen disguised as construction workers to quietly film these precarious experiments. The subjects of this reality series exhibit an odd juxtaposition of behaviors: On one hand, they’re typical toddlers, singing while they walk, getting distracted by puddles, dropping and forgetting things. But they also have a strong sense of duty to complete the mission they were assigned to do and a curiously mature-for-their-age situational awareness of how to behave in public. Even though they’ve been on this planet for only a few years, they seem to have a tacit understanding of the role they are meant to play.

Old Enough! was an instant hit on Netflix. Aside from being hilariously cute, the show also triggers the type of head-shaking disbelief that hooks people. Who in their right minds would send their precious underage offspring into the scary public streets alone? Don’t these crazy parents worry about car accidents or abduction?

The simple answer is, not really. This might seem irrational and irresponsible, but these daredevil adventures are on brand with Japanese-style parental love in action. One of the very first values that parents teach their kids is how to respectfully and seamlessly hold their own in an interdependent society. It’s our moral duty to equip our little ones—even if they’re less than three feet tall—to be responsible participants in this ecosystem who can follow instructions, not cause trouble, and blend into society. And since all of society is helping to support the safety and well-being of its young people, we parents don’t have to dedicate all our time and energy and every nerve in our nervous system to making sure our offspring are fed, nurtured, educated, and safe. When the built environment is designed to be more accommodating for its littlest citizens, then we can unleash our offspring into the wild earlier and more often.

This belief is a strong part of my own family’s history, too. My dad, who is Japanese, lived on his own from when he was just a kid. He grew up in a seaside town in southern Japan with his parents and two siblings, where the family owned and operated a small bamboo craft store on a modest shopping street near the ocean. When he was thirteen, he and his fourteen-year-old brother boarded a train and moved to Tokyo on their own to attend middle school in the big city. They lived alone, but despite their freedom, they didn’t veer off their destined path. My dad stayed in Tokyo for university and then moved to Colorado for grad school, where he met my mom. He became a businessman, while his older brother worked as a researcher at Georgetown University in Washington, DC. By all measures, their parents’ commitment to getting the boys a better education that would lead them to a new life path seemed to work.

And this isn’t just a “long time ago” story, either. My nephew’s fourteen-year-old friend Shinzo recently moved from Tokyo to Nagoya, some four hours away by car, to attend a prestigious high school where he received a basketball scholarship. He’s living on his own, in an apartment complex that includes meal service. “I’m mostly just excited,” he says when asked how he feels about it. “The only thing I worry about is whether I can keep my space clean. I’m going to be busy with studying and basketball.” I’ve known Shinzo for a few years; he came to stay with my family one summer to attend a basketball camp in the Bay Area. While he was here, he always picked up after himself, never left stray socks or shoes in the home, always spoke in quiet and polite Japanese to me, and still had a great time.

In Japan, independence isn’t about individual achievement or standing out from the crowd; it’s about doing your part in a society that works together, rather than pulling away from existing norms. To nurture this type of independence, kids are taught from an early age to do things on their own. “My kids have been commuting to and from school by themselves since they were six,” one mom tells me. “Then they take themselves to their after-school activities. If they get hungry, they buy snacks at the convenience store with their cell phones.” This experience—small single-digit-aged kids taking themselves to and from school and appointments—is so common that I am hard-pressed to find a Japanese family in Japan that doesn’t think this is okay. In some neighborhoods, there are restaurants that feature special menus designed for latchkey kids who want to have a nutritious meal on their way home from school.

There’s a solid, science-backed reason why parents might want to allow even the littlest kids a bit of contained independence. Children who are given some unsupervised time are more likely to develop a sense of autonomy and personal responsibility. They learn how to solve problems on their own, which helps them develop important tools for adulthood like executive functioning, socio-emotional learning, confidence, and resilience. America’s struggle with overparenting has been well documented and critiqued from all over the world. “It’s ironic that in a country so committed to freedom, children have so little of it; that in a society so committed to personal responsibility and self-reliance, children can do so little for themselves,” writes Stephanie H. Murray in The Atlantic. Many scientific studies have linked overparenting with depression and anxiety. And yet, in America, many kids are basically shackled to their parents until they turn eighteen, at which point they’re suddenly on their own without any real-world experience. At a toddler swimming class at our local YMCA in California, I observe a very enthusiastic dad, whose three-year-old boy happens to be in the same little pod as N, repeating every single instruction that the swim teacher gives his son. The teacher—a soft-spoken young man whom I suspect is a college student trying to make a few extra bucks doing this as a summer job—says to the kid, “It’s your turn.”

As soon as the words leave the instructor’s mouth, the dad yells, “Buddy, it’s your turn!”

“We’re going to practice kicks,” the teacher says.

“It’s time to kick, buddy!” the dad yells. “You got this, bud. Kick your legs. Arms out.”

Why does this dad feel the need to repeat everything the teacher is saying? I wonder.

At a sprawling park in an upscale neighborhood not far from where we live, I observe a huge flock of families gathered around a play structure. The sound of kids playing is overpowered by the loud voices of their micromanage-y parents. “No no no no, Jack! Slides are for going down, not up!” “Where is your brother?” “Honey, here, hold my hand. You can’t climb that by yourself!” Nearly every child has a hovering guardian nearby. I feel like if I don’t watch my toddler’s every move, I’ll probably look like a bad parent, so I unenthusiastically follow my kid around up and down the colorful stairs and baby slides. There are as many adults walking around these giant play structures as there are children. As we pass one another on the playground equipment (Why am I even on this playground equipment?), some of the parents give me understanding half smiles, as if to say, “Isn’t parenting so crazy—but fun?” (It is, I think, while I return a fake, grimace-like grin, but I don’t need to be hanging from monkey bars to find my joy in this moment.)

Hubby and I spend so many hours every week shuttling our kids back and forth from home to school to playdates to ballet classes, picking up after them, cooking for them, reminding them to do basic things, that I can’t imagine having to do this for another decade and a half, until M is eighteen. There’s only one clear way out: the Japanese way. I need to teach them to be more autonomous, safely and within reason, so that I’m not their servant for life.
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I’m curious if three-year-old N can responsibly do some shopping on my behalf like the toddlers in Old Enough!, so I invite her to come with me to our neighborhood grocery store. (If I sent her out alone, I’d probably get arrested.) “N,” I say calmly. “We’re going to the store to get three things: a cucumber, eggs, and cheese. Okay?”

“Okay!” she yells, excited about the new responsibility. She opens the fridge and helps herself to a vanilla cupcake, licking off the frosting before plopping the rest of the cupcake on the table.

“Do you want to walk, drive, or take the stroller?” I ask her.

“I don’t want to walk,” she whines as she pulls her black slip-on Nikes on the wrong feet. “I want stroller.”

“Okay, let’s take the stroller,” I concede. We live at the end of a cul-de-sac, next to a church, and although it’s a very quiet neighborhood, it can be busy with cars and there isn’t always a sidewalk. We walk past the usual array of East Bay houses—Edwardians and Tudors and mid-century moderns with front lawns full of native plants and succulents. N is happily swinging her legs and singing a Japanese song about blowing bubbles that she learned at school. “The bubbles flew to the roof, they flew to the roof, and then popped and disappeared,” she sings while we stroll past a scary pumpkin scarecrow sitting on a wooden swing (it’s mid-October—almost Halloween), half a dozen plastic skeletons, and a semi-deflated Pikachu balloon that she demands we stop and stare at for about three silent minutes before she instructs me to keep strolling.

We finally arrive at the store. “Do you remember what we’re getting?”

“Ummmm… juice!”

“No, not juice. A cucumber, eggs, and cheese,” I remind her. She walks confidently down the aisle, her little braided pigtails bouncing against her unicorn t-shirt. She arrives at the butcher counter.

“Can I have a sticker?” she asks the butcher, who happily complies. “We need butter,” she tells me. I remind her of the cucumber, which she snatches up along with an ear of corn. She then speed-walks toward the refrigerators at the far end of the organic veggie aisle in search of butter.

“Don’t get lost!” I yell, almost too quickly, even though we are in the safest grocery store in all of the East Bay.

N navigates the twists and turns of the narrow store aisles like a pro. It reminds me of many of the Japanese kids featured in Old Enough!, who similarly walk around as if they know exactly what they’re doing. She must feel proud that I’ve given her a mission, a responsibility that I normally take on myself. She gets briefly distracted by some lollipops displayed in a corner, but I counter-distract her by pointing in the opposite direction, toward the cheese section. A questionable move on my part because N loves cheese, maybe even more than she loves lollipops. She starts grabbing whatever is within arm’s reach and dropping it into my basket: “circle” cheese (her word for Babybel), string cheese, a block of sharp cheddar cheese. The snack aisle is an especially arduous part of the journey, but somehow, we make it through without adding too much more sugar to our purchase.

One hundred forty-five dollars and forty-eight minutes later, we’re leaving the store with five kinds of cheese, four energy bars, a cucumber, an ear of corn, a watermelon, a container of marinated octopus, and a dozen eggs. By the time we get home, a bright orange sunset is peeking out from behind the nearby cemetery. “It’s so fun together, riiiiight?” N says as she unloads the stroller, making exaggerated “Umph!” and “Yoisho!” (which means “umph!” in Japanese) sounds as she lifts heavy items up the stairs and into our foyer. She insists on doing this task by herself. “I can help you,” she says. “I’ll get some muscles!” My kid wasn’t as autonomous or mission-focused as the kids in Old Enough!, but I can now see how—if she was provided with a combination of safe environment, societal expectation, and trust—she could potentially achieve a level of self-sufficiency that would be accepted by Japanese society.
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Parenting is hard; there is no one-size-fits-all solution to how to do it right. Those of us raising our kids in the United States have a constant rotation of unprecedented challenges, like school shootings, the increasing cost of childcare, and political divides unlike anything we’ve seen before. Like most modern parents, I am determined to customize my parenting adventure. With so many competing theories on how to raise kids, it’s honestly impossible to wrap our heads around everything. Modern science is teaching us more about a child’s brain than we’ve ever known before
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