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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
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