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        California, USA

        May 1997

      

      

      Just like any other Saturday afternoon, the sun blazed high in the skies of California, but May 31, 1997, was a day that would never be forgotten.

      “This is only temporary. Until the day she turns eighteen, Eleanor Aurora will live a normal life. Then she’ll be allowed to make her own decision.” Hironori Yamamoto was not a typical college graduate. Instead of a fresh-faced graduate excited at the possibilities for the future, Hironori shouldered a large responsibility in his home country. On this day, he was tasked with making preparations for illegitimate child Eleanor Aurora Yamamoto to be raised by his ex-girlfriend’s family, who, unfortunately, was suffering from the loss of their daughter to a traumatic childbirth.

      With the harsh condition of no one around the girl ever mentioning anything about her father, young Eleanor will grow up with no knowledge of her true heritage, culture, or family—and, most importantly, the prestigious title she holds in a country far east.
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        Ikan

        May 18, 2015

      

      

      “Kids grow up so fast,” most adults say. When I was younger, I thought this statement was the furthest from the truth. Time seems to pass by slowly, inching forward day by day during one’s childhood. It’s when one begins middle school that life seems to go by in a whirlwind. Before you know it, you’ll be standing in front of the high school you used to pass by on your way to kindergarten as an eighteen-year-old senior who has no idea what she wants to do with the rest of her life.

      This is the best way to describe my current situation. With my pink kitten ear headphones blasting a catchy K-pop tune into my ears, there I stood in front of Valley High amongst the other offenders who had dared to come to class late. Disrupting my deep thoughts, the school bell rang loudly, signaling that class had begun. Realizing that I was late for the fifth time this month, I sighed loudly as I raced up the steps. My feet picked up speed down the main corridor, my curly dark brown lavender-dipped locks secured in ponytails trailing behind me. What’s my excuse this time for my tardiness? My phone alarm—set to “Lovely Day”—not going off like it was supposed to. Luckily, I made it to class just in time for attendance.

      Mrs. Williams paid no attention to me while I took a seat at the desk farthest from the front of the room. Some of my fellow classmates softly snickered as they looked back at me, knowing very well I was toast. Mrs. Williams was known to be a stickler—nothing got past her. Taking out a yellow number two pencil, I looked straight ahead as my teacher recited the directions, ignoring my nosey classmates. Today was May 18, 2015, the day of my calculus test in first period—and the anniversary of my birth.

      While papers and bubble sheets were passed down to each student from row to row, I couldn’t help but think about the many questions I had that had long been left unanswered by my grandmother and other relatives.

      “Ms. Yamamoto?” Ms. Williams bellowed from the front of the room, snapping me out of my daydream. Some of my peers’ heads turned away from their tests, glancing back in curiosity as I quickly straightened myself at my desk.

      “Yes?”

      I knew I wouldn’t be let off the hook this time. Waiting for the hard lashing to come from my teacher’s tongue, Ms. Williams released an inaudible sigh, as if attempting to suppress her irritability. “See me after class.”

      I guess today won’t be so lovely after all.
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        * * *

      

      “So Williams finally gave you detention, huh, Eleanor?” my friend Anna asked. “You finally got a rebel streak in ya!” Anna Russo and I had been friends since the first grade; we were inseparable! According to her, we were Valley High’s most fashionable duo. A second-generation Italian American, she’s always had an amazing sense of style. With her natural knack for illustration and design, two of Anna’s pieces were featured in our school’s fashion showcase last semester.

      As usual, she was dressed to the nines, wearing a thrifted pink-and-blue vintage letterman jacket, a matching pleated skirt that she probably rolled up to make shorter, loose knee-high socks, and white sneakers. She wore her bottle-blonde locks in loose curls that hung to her shoulders. Anna stood at the petite stature of five feet three, proudly sporting a mild Valley Girl tan, and had brown almond-shaped eyes.

      We were headed to the courtyard to meet with the Bianchi brothers, who were supposed to bring us burgers, fries, and a drink from Roscoe’s Burger across the street. However, on our way to our daily meetup spot, we found many people congregating around the fence, observing a skirmish between the Costello twins . . . and the Bianchi brothers.

      The Costello twins were seniors from the west side, the upper-middle-class part of town, while the Bianchis resided in the newly established projects Anna and I lived down the road from. The Bianchi’s and Costello’s feud was kind of like that of the Montagues and Capulets, but not quite that tragic. They fought often due to their younger siblings in middle school, who were currently dating. Since the Bianchi family business competed with the Costellos’ grocery chain, the two had always butted heads.

      “That small stunt you and your brother pulled the other day was out of line!” Robbin Costello spat while unbuttoning his navy blue blazer and throwing it to the ground without a care. His hazel eyes burned straight into the eldest Bianchi’s, Rodney.

      Rodney Bianchi was a senior and, unfortunately for Anna, he was also her boyfriend. Rodney’s gray eyes darkened as he gazed back at Robbin, showing no sign of intimidation. As usual, he had to make a smart remark. “And what are you going to do about it?”

      At that moment, Rodney shoved Robbin onto the cold hard concrete pavement, officially starting the fight. The crowd watched with enthusiasm, cheering while taking one or the other’s side. Anna, sick of seeing her boyfriend get into trouble, started pushing through the crowd, attempting to break up the skirmish.

      “Cut it out, Rodney!” she exclaimed with her Italian accent becoming stronger while jumping in front of him before Robbin, who was a heavyweight boxer, could knock him out—something that had happened just yesterday, to Anna’s dismay.

      Rodney, who never thought about the consequences before he started swinging, lightly pushed his girlfriend out of the way. “Anna, stay out of this! Take Elle and wait at our meeting spot.”

      “No!” Anna protested while placing herself between the two again. “I’m not allowing you to get hurt again.”

      Robbin’s younger brother, who was standing near his older sib, decided to intervene too. “Just this once, I think you should listen to your girl, Bianchi. She seems to have a pretty good head on her shoulders, unlike yourself.”

      Rodney’s eyes shifted over to his younger bro, Ricky, then back to his girlfriend, who had a determined look on her face. “Bro, sit this one out and give the girls their food! I’ll meet you guys when I finish up over here.”

      Ricky looked over at Anna, who still wasn’t budging, and grabbed her clenched hand. “Let’s go!”

      Anna snatched her hand away from Ricky, muttering something that I didn’t understand in Italian. By the look on Ricky’s face, whatever she said wasn’t pleasant. “Come on, girl, these two idiotas are making me hungry,” she grumbled to me. Anna and I followed Ricky to our nearby table, leaving Rodney to fight solo as he had requested.
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        * * *

      

      “Ugh! I can’t believe they’re doing it again,” Anna said, sounding über pissed.

      “Boys will be boys.” I shrugged while taking a sip of my soda.

      “Well, Elle, I guess you’ll be in good company during detention today,” commented Ricky as we watched the principal break up the two boys. Again. Rodney was in bad shape, but at least this time he had done a little damage to Robin.

      “So, got any plans after detention?” asked Anna. “If you’re not busy, the guys and I were going to drop by Mixter’s. SHINee just released their new album today!”

      I put down my messenger bag to open up my rusty old locker, taking out my binder plastered with stickers of my favorite member, Onew. “Oh, yeah, I totally forgot! Hopefully, we can snag one before everything sells out. Mixter’s is the only place in this small town that carries K-Pop merch.”

      “I know, right?” Anna replied. “I miss when the music we liked was considered niche and geeky. Back then, it was SO much easier shopping for merch!”

      “Same, but then again, if K-Pop was still considered niche, our options for getting SHINee’s new album would be one, ordering from South Korea and paying the expensive shipping fees, or two, traveling all the way to Korea Town to get a copy.”

      “Speaking of Korea Town, it’s been a while since we visited. We should take a trip this weekend! What do ya’ say Elle?” The girl proposed. “Yeah, we can all go. I’ll ask Rodney if he can take us,” Ricky offered.

      “Sounds fun! I just have to check in with Auntie first. Y’all know how she is. “ I replied. “We know,” both said in unison.
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        * * *

      

      It took multiple offenses, but I had finally landed my spot in the school library for detention. Having a strict disciplinarian as my aunt and legal guardian, for the first time in my life I wasn’t looking forward to going home, knowing a tongue-lashing awaited upon my arrival. With my phone in the librarian’s desk like all the other teenage “convicts,” I passed the time with my head on the table before me, allowing my mind to roam freely, daydreaming, wandering.

      Ever since I could remember, my Aunt Carol and the rest of my relatives had always been very vague whenever I inquired about my mother, the relationship between my parents, or what my father was like. Last night, Aunt Carol had done the same thing over dinner when I tried asking again. According to my family, when my parents were driving home from the hospital after my birth, they were killed on impact in a fatal accident, leaving me as the sole survivor of the crash and leaving my aunt with the responsibility of raising me.

      Despite not knowing much about my parents, Aunt Carol was still a great mother to me. She took me on vacations every spring break while in primary school, enrolled me in the best finishing schools for proper grooming, and, during the summer months, signed me up for traditional dance lessons. She truly tried her best to raise an intelligent, well-rounded child. Despite our modest middle-class lifestyle, she provided for us by working as a journalist for our local newspaper. The majority of my extracurricular activities were quite costly, and I was incredibly grateful for my experiences, as they had given me many fond memories.

      As I was reminiscing about the years past, the bell finally rang, bringing me back to reality as we were released from detention. Besides the librarian, it was only Rodney and I left.

      “Hey, Elle, are you coming with us to Mixter’s? Since I got my license now, Dad’s finally letting me borrow his Civic.”

      “Ohh, sounds tempting! Unfortunately, I gotta get back. You know, to delete the voicemail the school left regarding me being sent to detention before my aunt gets home.”

      “Ahh, right, I forgot your Aunt Carol still uses that old landline. She’s so old-fashioned,” he said, bursting into laughter. “My parents never bat an eye anymore. Pretty much a regular here at this point.”

      I shook my head in disbelief at the boy sporting the black eye he’d earned earlier. “I can imagine. Tell Anna to pick up a copy of Odd for me pretty please? I’ll definitely pay her back!”

      He raked fingers through his silky wavy raven locks. “I’ll let her know!”

      “Thanks, bruh!”

      Taking his leave, we parted ways for the day.

      “You know, Yamamoto, I was quite surprised seeing your name on the roster today,” said Ms. White, the librarian, in her proper English accent while handing me back my mobile phone.

      “Yeah . . .” I said, not wanting to think much of the matter. Before meeting my tribe, I used to spend most of my lunch hours in the school library, surrounded by books of both fictional and real-life stories. That had been a daily ritual of mine since I started at Valley High from day one, so naturally Ms. White and I were pretty close. Knowing me as well as she did, the petite woman looked at me now with her piercing blue eyes like she wanted a better explanation.

      I released a huge sigh. “It won’t happen again. I’ve just been in deep thought lately⁠—”

      “About your past?” My reply was a silent nod. Ms. White briefly stepped away to grab a book tucked away under her desk in a drawer. “Have you ever heard of the phrase ‘Ignorance is bliss,’ Elle?”

      “Of course.” As one of the younger teachers, Ms. White was someone I’d always felt comfortable talking with—I figured she was about thirty-four—but I wondered what she was getting at.

      “There are times that I don’t wish to remember my past, but just this once, I’ll share my story with you.” Lifting the cover of the black book, Ms. White flipped through many pages as her sleek blonde hair fell in front of her face, finally pulling out a small photo of a man and woman who shared a resemblance with her. “Meet my mum and dad, a domestic and factory worker. My father was a good husband to my mother, and a loving father to myself and my two younger brothers.”

      “Well, what’s wrong with that?”

      “There’s a turning point. One year, my father’s workplace was laying off many of its employees; it was only a matter of time until it was my father’s turn. That was a very dark time
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