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Chapter I




“I’ve got great news,” Dad announced at dinner.

I felt caution rise up my spine. Dad’s “great news” often meant something I would not name “great news.”

“What’s that, dear?” Mom asked. I sensed the same caution from her.

“I have to go back down to Orange County for a few weeks on my job. And now that school’s almost out for the summer, we can all be at home for the summer. Of course, we can’t stay in our house as it’s sublet, but I’ll rent a nice little place. Won’t that be great! What do you say, Nikki? Summer in Laguna Beach? Great, yes?” He could not have smiled bigger, so pleased with himself. 

“Ahh, no, Dad. Not really.” How could he not know that I’ve been looking forward to school getting out with every fiber of my being? Because, one, I’ll be able to spend more time with Mitch, and two, my friend Yumi was coming to stay with me for the summer. We’ve been planning it for three months, and I’ve been babbling on about it, like, forever. Where does Dad go when I talk? 

Mom glanced at me. There was something in her look that made me even more anxious. “Oh dear,” she said.

Dad looked from me to Mom, and from Mom to me. “What am I missing?”

“Quite a lot, Dad. Have you not heard me planning and planning and planning on Yumi coming to stay the summer? … And ….”

“Well, yes, I’ve heard that, yes. But I thought if you were there, that would be altogether better. See?”

“No, Dad. No. The whole point … I mean … hmmmm, if you don’t just ‘get it‘ I can’t explain it.”

Dad shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

“Well, my dear, there’s Mitch,” Mom chimed in. “Nikki’s looking forward to sharing her life here with her friend, Yumi, and there’s Mitch.”

“Well, yes,” Dad nodded, “Of course, Mitch, I know, there’s Mitch. But I thought you’d be so happy to go home for a few weeks. I thought you could stand to be away from Mitch for a while.” Dad paused. “But!” He lit up like he’d created a brilliant invention. “How about this? Mitch can come down and visit us for a few days, and you could show him Laguna Beach. Now, there’s a plan!”

I couldn’t be mad at him. He was trying. But he still missed the point that my friends and I had been making plans for weeks.

“Well,” Mom interceded, “that’s sweet, dear, although Nikki and her friends have been making a lot of plans for some while. But,” and she gave me that apologetic look again, “and I’m sorry, Nikki—I was about to make an announcement at dinner myself. My school called today and begged me to come down and teach in their new summer program for children at risk. 

“Well, I jumped at the opportunity! It’s an eight-week program, and it’s exactly the work that’s so meaningful to me.” Mom juiced up the apologetic look. “What a strange coincidence, that we both have summer jobs in O.C.!” Mom reached across the table and patted my hand. “I’m sorry, sweetie, to upset your plans, but it looks like we’ll all be heading south for the summer.”

I looked at Mom, dismayed. “Ahhhhh ….” I couldn’t add any actual words to my dismay. 

“I know, Nikki, it’s upsetting, but your dad has a pretty good plan, off the cuff like that. Have Mitch come down and stay with us for a few days.”

“But … we were going to go to MoPop and the aquarium, we were going to hang out with Alex, we were going to … oh, so many things!”

I turned my head to look out at the fog hugging the windows like a big soft gray cat, the cozy fog that at first I hated—and had come to love. “Yumi already bought her ticket. She skimped like crazy to get it, and I even gave her some of my allowance. She’s coming day after tomorrow. Why aren’t my plans important? Why can’t I just stay here?”

Mom and Dad exchanged a look that said lots, but what, exactly, I could not discern. I plowed on. “First of all, I’m not a little kid anymore, and second, there’s Mitch’s mom, and there’s Homer that I can go to if I need to. And Mr. Zingas, too.” I loved Alex’s dad.

There was that look between Mom and Dad again!

“What I don’t get,” Dad said, his brow wrinkled, apparently taking in new information, “what I don’t get is how all this is going on around me, and I miss it. I thought it was your heart’s desire, Nikki, to be home. I thought this would warm the little cockles of your heart.”

“Dad, I’m fifteen, almost sixteen, my cockle’s desires don’t just sit around being the same, day in and day out. Things change. I change. You brought me here, I found friends, and … and I have a special friend, and now … I’m happy here.”

“And now you’re happy here,” he repeated, as if learning a new language.

“I … I suppose I could tell them I’m not available for the summer program after all,” Mom said in a small, disappointed voice.

“No!” Dad and I practically shouted in unison.

“No, Mom, no. Those kids need you,” I insisted, thinking quickly how awful it would be if Mom stayed here, instead of getting involved in a program for at-risk kids. It would likely trigger her occasional depression—and because of me. Not an option. 

But I wasn’t willing to simply give up. “How about a compromise. After Yumi gets here and you two go off to Orange County, let us have a week ‘test run.’ If things don’t go smoothly, then Yumi and I will come down to O.C. at the end of that week.”

The eye-language between Mom and Dad again, then Dad nodded. “Okay, my little Pumpkin Patch, we’ll give you a few days to prove yourself.”

I grinned. When he starts calling me his silly “terms of endearment,” I know we’re on the right track.

“Daily FaceTime,” Mom added. “And no hesitation from you if there’s any problem.”

“A fair contract,” I said in my best lawyer-y voice. “Where do I sign?”

“Don’t get cocky,” Dad advised.

I nodded, trying to put on a sober expression. But my grin threatened to eat my face. What a fantastic outcome—my best friend, Yumi, and me, alone in the gorgeous apartment. Young adults on our own! 

And, P.S., Mitch next door.

Nothing could go wrong.
















Chapter II


So two days later we drove to the airport to pick up Yumi and drop off Dad. 

It worked out perfectly—we first got Yumi and had a nice little lunch together, then waved good-bye to Dad as he scurried to his flight. Mom would leave the following Monday, taking a Lyft to the airport. I knew it suited her to be sure that Yumi was all settled in. And, well, to simply feel safe to leave the two of us young miscreants to our own devices.

I was soooo happy to see Yumi! All we’d shared as best friends since we were little girls came tumbling out the moment we hugged.

“I missed you!” she exclaimed in her delicate voice, lightly laced with the hint of Japanese, her first language.

“Me too you! Look at you! More beautiful than ever. How do you do that?”

“Oh!” She tittered softly and looked down shyly. “No, no I’m not. But you are! Something here is very good for you!”

“It’s the endless mist. Makes me dewy.” I wasn’t serious, of course. Just babbling, so delighted to see her.

Dad wrangled us into a restaurant. I was so excited, I could hardly eat, but managed to get down a bowl of soup. The chatter at the table was pleasant but entirely superficial. There was something about Yumi I couldn’t put my finger on. She wasn’t quite herself. 

Was she cautious about being here? Was she, suddenly shy? Had something happened to her that I didn’t know about? 

As it turned out, I was right on all three points, which would come out over the next few days.

On the drive back to the apartment, Yumi and I sat in the back seat with Mom as our chauffeur. I asked Yumi a raft of questions. She responded with a soft “yes” or “no,” or simply shrugged. I had to accept that she just did not want to talk yet. Maybe not in range of Mom’s hearing. Maybe not at all. I wasn’t sure, but I was sure she was blocking my efforts at a real conversation.

“It’s raining,” she observed as Mom drove out of the airport and onto the freeway.

“True,” I agreed. “That’s Seattle. If it’s not misting, it’s raining. I think I kinda mentioned that.” Yeah, like, at first, every day I texted her, “It’s misting,” “It’s raining.” Then I got used to it, and stopped with the weather reports.

“I thought,” Yumi said, mind-reading, “when you stopped saying every day that it was misting or raining, it had stopped.”

Mom and I burst out laughing. “Oh, no! I just got used to it. And I figured, mercifully for you, no doubt, that you didn’t need to read that it was doing the same thing that it does every day.”

“Oh. Hmmm.” Yumi fell silent. Did the rain bother her that much? I certainly hoped not.

“Home again,” I chirped as Mom drove into our parking structure.

“Wow!” Yumi looked up at the gargoyles on the building, “Protectors!”

“I guess so,” I said, surprised at her observation and even more surprised that she seemed happier to see the gargoyles than to see me. “I never thought of them that way… but of course they’re our protectors.” We climbed out of the car, gathered Yumi’s luggage and backpack from the trunk, then headed for the back entrance to the elevators.

When we stepped inside the back entrance, Homer, the doorman, came up to us while we waited for the elevator. “This must be your charming guest,” he tipped his hat ever so slightly.

“Yes, Homer. This is Yumi,” Mom said, “Nikki’s friend since they were little girls. Yumi, this is Homer, our kindly doorman.”

Yumi bowed her head, “Nice to meet you, sir.” 

“Call me Homer, please.”

“All right,” Yumi agreed, eyes still averted. 

I exchanged a look with Mom over Yumi’s head. She was generally quiet and polite, but this was strange. 

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. We rode up in silence. When the doors opened on the seventh floor and we stepped into the lovely pale peach light, Yumi sighed audibly.  

“What lovely light,” she exclaimed.

“I know. I love it,” I agreed, relieved to hear a hint of her usual enthusiasm. 

 We walked down the hall to our apartment, silent footfalls in the dense carpet. Mom unlocked the door and we stepped inside, where the cozy warmth of the apartment embraced us.

“Oh!” Yumi exclaimed, taking in the baby grand, the pale green and apricot facing sofas, the rich walnut of the furniture. “So beautiful!”

“I’m glad you like it!” I smiled at her, but she still refused to make eye contact. At a loss, I forged ahead, “Let’s get you settled in your room, and then I think Mom made some cookies for us this morning, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I did,” Mom affirmed, moving toward the piano. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to play for a bit while you girls get settled, as I’m soon to leave this glorious piano.” 

I felt certain that Mom was leaving the two of us alone so I could get to the heart of what was bothering Yumi, and I was grateful for her wordless understanding.

Yumi and I walked down the hall to her guest room. I’d spent a good chunk of my allowance, and hours and hours of my time, putting up posters of her favorite Japanese anime artists that, frankly, I knew very little about. She aspired to become one herself, and if anyone could, it’d be Yumi. Super-talented, she’d already produced a couple of beautiful comics, and even had a small-but-loyal following on the internet.

As the rich tones of Beethoven flowed around us, Yumi took in the posters with a grin. “You put up anime artists just for me in your room?”

“I put up anime artists just for you in your room. This is your very own room. Mine is across the hall,” I gestured toward the door.

“Oh!” She sounded disappointed.

I had given a lot of thought about sharing my bedroom. Yumi and I had shared my room or her room our whole childhood. But, I thought, if we were living together for several weeks, she’d probably want some space to herself. 

But an even more important consideration was my mirror, about which I had two major concerns. The first being, if she saw the people and things in the mirror that I saw on occasion, it would terrify her. The second being, if she never saw anything in the mirror when I did, it would frighten me! 

“I thought you could use some space to yourself since you’re going to be here for a few weeks,” I explained. “You like things tidy, and me, well, you know, not so much.”

I finally succeeded in making Yumi giggle. “True! Okay, it’s good. I love what you’ve done. Just for me. It’s so sweet!” She turned and gave me a hug. “So I guess I get all the drawers and all the closet to myself!”

“Indeed, you do.”

I sat on the edge of the bed and watched as she carefully unpacked, deliberately putting each item in a drawer or on hangers in the closet. I knew that I could step into this room at any time, and it would be exactly like this. Neat as a pin. 

“Anyway, I’m just across the hall, and my door is always open.”

“Yes.” Yumi said softly. And again, she seemed to withdraw into some inscrutable place, much more inaccessible to me than my room across the hall.

“How about those cookies?” I asked after her roller board and backpack were neatly stowed in the closet.

“Of course,” Yumi nodded, glancing around the room for one last thing daring to be out of place.

“And a tour of the mansion,” I suggested.

“I’d like that. It’s very impressive, this apartment up here in the clouds.”  “Very dramatic, isn’t it, this weather?”

“Well, I guess so. Lots of shifting energies, yes. I’ve always felt it.”

Yumi nodded. Then, finally, she came over to me, put her arm around my waist and leaned her head against my shoulder. “Thank you for being my friend.”

“Oh, Yumi!” I gave her a big hug. “I’ve really, really missed you!” I felt just a bit like crying, overwhelmed with a rush of emotion, glad that she finally warmed up to me, sad that something deeply bothered her.

Arm in arm, we went back to the living room and sat on the sofa, enjoying Mom’s amazing playing. She would miss it? I would miss it, I just realized. 

When she finished the piece she turned to us. “Cookies?”

“Of course! And we’re going to take a grand tour of the apartment.”

“Good idea,” Mom agreed. “First let’s tour, then we’ll hunker down in the kitchen with our warm cookies and tea.”

We ambled back down the hall, starting at the far end of the apartment with my room. It was in its usual jumble of a few items of clothing on the bed, and a couple of stacks of books lying about. Not at all bad. 

“Goodness, Nikki, your room is as big as an apartment,” Yumi exclaimed. “Lots of space to clutter, but it’s pretty neat.”

“Thanks … probably just a bit in your honor, I pulled it together.” As I showed her my giant closet, I flipped on the bright light I’d asked the workers to install when they sheet rocked the wall between my closet and Mitch’s uncle’s closet. I’d learned that bright light made anything appearing in my mystical mirror invisible. 

Then we went into Mom and Dad’s room, even bigger than mine, and tastefully luxurious. Of course, it was neat as a pin too, making it seem more likely that Yumi was related to Mom than I.

After appreciating “The Inner Sanctum” as I referred to their room, we walked through the living room, and down the hall adjacent to the kitchen, stepping into the beautiful, formal dining room, with a huge vintage walnut table and ten chairs. We almost never ate in here – it was a bit too formal, and the table too-too big for our casual dining.

“Beautiful room!” Yumi exclaimed.

“It is, although we rarely come in here. Too big!”

Yumi nodded.

Then we stepped back out into the hall and went into the absolutely breath-taking, plant and Art Nouveau statuary-filled, conservatory.

“Oh! Ohhhhhh!” Yumi gasped. She studied the spacious room then looked at me incredulously. “You told me you had a room with plants in it. You didn’t tell me it was like this – it’s an enchanted forest!” She wandered among the exotic plants, eyes wide in wonder.

I trailed along after her, while Mom stood in the doorway. “Well, I didn’t say much because, partly, it’s hard to describe,” I said, “and, partly, I wanted to surprise you when you came. I was sure you’d love it.”

Mom joined us as we meandered on the little wandering stone path to the two walls of windows. Looking out, there was nothing to see but the darkening fog. 

Yumi turned back to face the room. “I could … I could sleep in here. I would be perfectly happy with a sleeping bag, right here on the floor.”

Mom and I exchanged a glance. 

“There’s a rollaway bed in the hall closet, Yumi. You’re welcome to set it up in here if you wish,” Mom said. "Honestly, that’s a fantastic idea. I’ve never thought of it.”

“Really? I really can do that?”

“If you wish,” Mom affirmed. “By the way, Nikki, please do not neglect the plants when I’m gone, you know they need their watering and feeding.”

“I’ll take care of them, Mom, don’t worry.”

“That’s the one thing the Rionews begged us to do—please take care of the plants.”

“The Rionews?” Yumi asked, wandering back among the plants.

“The people we’re sub-letting this apartment from,” Mom said. “Mr. Rionews works for the same company as Nikki’s dad, and he’s on a job in England for a year. We were very fortunate to be able to lease this beautiful place for the time being.”

“You certainly are! Please let me help Nikki take care of the plants.”

“Of course, Yumi, if you’d like.”

“I would very much like.”

Finally, we made our way back to the kitchen. Mom set out the cookies and put water on for tea, and soon we were munching on delicious fresh cookies filled to the brim with chocolate chips and sipping tea, while Mom read aloud the four pages of “Plant Care” the Rionews had left for us. 

I felt myself experiencing an emotion I didn’t like. I’d gone from thinking it best if Yumi and I each had a bedroom across the hall from one another, to being strangely disappointed that she wanted to sleep in the plant room, at the complete opposite end of the apartment.

You are very silly, I said silently
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