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      Dear Erin,

      I’ve decided to forgive you for winning the Seda Academy scholarship I so rightly deserved. Since you owe me big time for getting your butt to Japan, here’s a little something I want you to do for me.

      

      Erin’s Japan must-do list:

      

      1. Get a fantastic rock star boyfriend. (Okay, any boyfriend.)

      2. Make some great new friends. Find a new me. (Wait, that’s impossible.)

      3. Chronicle all your adventures. Even bathroom visits. (I hear the toilets are

      high-tech awesomeness.)

      4. Study under a famous artist. (Learn more than how to clean brushes.)

      5. Eat something adventurous. (If it’s breathing, kill it!)

      6. Buy the latest Hello Kitty must-have item. (I know the kitty makes you

      nauseous but do it for me.)

      7. Japan is a very spiritual and mystical place. Open your eyes to the mysteries

      around you. (If you have a close encounter get a picture!)

      8. Last but not least, visit my relatives and search for anything interesting hidden

      in the family’s closet. (If it’s something dead, run!)

      I’ll be generous and give you six months to get everything done. If you

      procrastinate (your favorite pastime), your precious portrait series might just disappear.

      

      Love,

      Tori
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            THE ALIENS HAS LANDED

          

        

      

    

    
      September 3, 1:30 PM

      

      I’d been in Tokyo less than an hour and already managed to get lost. Endless suitcase-toting commuters several inches shorter than my five-foot-seven height marched ahead of me. I tried to retrace my steps down Tokai Boulevard as I held my hand up against the glare of the sun searching the crowd for the navy blue and white uniform of the academy counselor. Nothing. No sign of my fellow American high school students either. I was the lone blonde standing in a mass of dark-haired figures.

      Why did Tori insist I open her letter the minute I set foot on my first Tokyo street corner? I stared at the list. The whole thing seemed impossible to get done in a year, let alone six months. She couldn’t be serious about doing something to my portrait paintings? Tori said she forgave me, right? To be safe, I better get working on the list ASAP.

      My mind reeled from the sheer volume of skyscrapers wearing their neon like fancy hats that lined Tokai Boulevard. A rush of adrenaline shot through me at the sight of more people in one place than I’d ever seen. So, this was Tokyo. I hadn’t been anywhere more exotic than Disneyland.

      I stuffed the list into my skinny jeans pocket and felt like I’d put on twenty pounds. People weren’t kidding when they said guilt was a heavy burden. The noise of so many people talking at once buzzed louder than the cafeteria at lunchtime. At the moment I had bigger problems than Tori’s list. Where were my classmates? I pushed my way forward, trying to keep from being knocked to the ground by the morning commuter crowd. Sweat formed rings around the straps of my backpack as I barely managed to hang on to my roller bag. This would have been a great time to have GPS—too bad I didn’t even have a cell phone. My mom thought living without my iPhone glued to my hand would be good for me. The downside of having shrinks as parents. Except I think she also had a monetary motivation. She knew I was going to miss Tori like crazy. Letting me keep my cell phone meant one thing—astronomical phone bills.

      The sweltering summer heat caused what little makeup I wore to trickle down my face. A woman stared as I wiped away what was left of my eye shadow. I wasn’t good with strangers, but I really needed to find my way to the academy. “Excuse me, do you speak English?”

      She shook her head as the mass of people rushed around us. “Ego no hansimasu.”

      So far, my luck in Japan was batting zero. I should have known things were about to change when I won the academy scholarship that should have gone to Tori.

      Before I could ask anyone else for directions, the crowd swept me up and pushed me towards a bank of vending machines. I fell into the arms of something cold and metallic—a robot Coke machine. When a man stopped in front of the contraption, I thought he wanted to help me. Instead, he reached into his pocket and put a few coins in a slot and a bottle of Coke popped out of the robot’s mouth. As I watched him guzzle down half the bottle, my mouth suddenly felt dry. Too bad all I had were dollars. Somehow, I could never bring myself to exchange money before I left Idaho. Yen in my wallet would have made the reality I was leaving home for a year unavoidable.

      I untangled myself from the machine and approached the man polishing off his Coke.

      “Excuse me, do you speak English?”

      He nodded his head. “Oh great, because I’m lost, thirsty, and need to get to Seda Academy.”

      He nodded his head again and smiled. Then he turned on his heels and fled down the street. Why didn’t I learn more Japanese before I left home? I kicked the robot several times hoping a bottle would pop out. Nothing. At this rate, I’d never get a drink, let alone find the academy. Didn’t anyone in Tokyo speak English?

      I looked at the office buildings lining the street and realized I’d wandered off Tokai Boulevard. In fact, I couldn’t even find the name of the street. I sure wasn’t in Magic Valley anymore. The place where I’d been born and spent the last seventeen years had turned out to be anything but magical. But by the looks of Tokyo, my life was about to change big time. Could there be a fairy tale in my future?

      Lost and running out of options, I leaned against a cigarette machine and reached into my backpack for the paper that had the academy address. My hand hit the side of something plastic. I’d totally forgotten about the water bottle I bought at the airport back home.

      I ripped off the cap and was just about to take a big sip when a woman hit my shoulder, causing me to pour most of the bottle down the front of my shirt. A guy in the crowd whipped out his cell phone and leaned in for a close-up. I glanced at my soaking wet T-shirt with my black lace bra clearly visible and knew why a throng of commuters had begun circling me. Would I be plastered all over YouTube by dinnertime?

      Desperate for a place to hide, I dove through the mob and dashed beside a red kiosk, frantically wringing out my shirt. As I peeked out to make sure my audience had moved on, I stared down at a counter filled with super-sized chocolate bars with wonderful names like Lotte, Jade and Meiji. My frazzled nerves called out for a luscious dark candy bar.

      My mouth watered as I grabbed a Meiji bar from the top shelf. I’d never stolen anything before. I jumped when someone behind me said in perfect English, “You might want to try something smaller. Bigger doesn’t always mean better.”

      A Japanese guy a little older than me with a mop of long hair and a goatee blocked my way. Dressed in a black leather jacket and skinny jeans, all he needed was a guitar and the rocker look would be complete. I was speechless. This kind of guy never talked to me back home.

      He stretched out his hand. “Name’s Kenzo.”

      How strange. There was something so formal about shaking his hand. It was totally not a rocker move. More like something someone twice his age would do. “Erin… Um…American who’s totally lost,” I managed to squeak out.

      Just as I was about to let go of his hand, water dripped down my arm onto his fancy watch.

      “Hey, I know it’s a sizzling summer, but you’re soaked.”

      Terrific. He thinks I’m drowning in sweat. “I had a little accident with a water bottle.”

      His eyes moved up and down my body like a scanner. “I can see that.”

      Kenzo’s stare confirmed I still looked like a wet T-shirt contestant.

      “I’m headed to Seda Academy and got lost. I haven’t found anyone who can speak English to help me. Until…now.”

      “You don’t speak Japanese?”

      “Only five words.” I gave him a smile and said in Japanese, “Excuse me, eat pretty idiot.”

      A huge grin spread across Kenzo’s face. “Well, that’s a start.” He grabbed my roller bag. “Lucky for you I happen to know the way to the academy. I’ll be happy to take you.”

      His old school charm proved too hard to resist. I batted my eyelashes as if he’d just asked me to the prom. “Thanks. Can I ask for one more favor?”

      “Sure.”

      “I really want to get a Meiji bar, but I don’t have any yen.”

      “You sure aren’t very prepared.” Kenzo reached over and paid the clerk just as a flood of people descended on the kiosk. He grabbed my hand. “Let’s get out of here. Seems a lot more people need their chocolate fix.”

      Not only was he great to look at, but he also had a sense of humor. A lethal combination. Besides, he had number one on the list written all over him. We walked towards the swarm of commuters. An arm waved madly from across the street. The person broke through the crowd and the navy and white uniform was unmistakable—the academy counselor. I felt like I was five and had wandered away from my mother in the grocery store.

      “What are you doing? Come over here right now.” He glared at me as I raced across the street with Kenzo. “Mr. Ishigawa, I see you’ve managed to rescue one of my new students.”

      So, our meeting was more than a coincidence?

      Kenzo bowed in front of the counselor. “You know I’m always at your disposal, Mr. Shinji.”

      Who is this guy? He’s dressed like a rocker, but he acts like someone who works undercover for the academy.

      “Students, this is Kenzo Ishigawa.” A group of twenty American juniors hovered around the counselor. “You’ll be seeing a lot of him this semester. He’s our number one tour guide.”

      Talk about having your ego stomped on. I was totally right about Kenzo working for the academy. That confirms he didn’t hit on me at the Kiosk because I was cute. So much for a potential candidate for number one on the list.

      Kenzo waved to the students, and some of the girls sighed. “Thanks, Mr. Shinji.” He gave a broad smile to the girls in the group.  “Looking forward to seeing you all on campus.”

      A brunette next to me whispered under her breath, “Me too.”

      Kenzo handed me a business card before he disappeared into the crowd. “Call me the next time you get lost.”

      With my sense of direction, he’d be getting a call sooner than he thought.

      Dripping with sweat after the hour commute, I stood inside the stifling heat of the Seda Academy gymnasium. A few minutes and several dozen raging hormone teen bodies ratcheted the temperature up to sauna-like proportions. Even worse, the gym smelled like a sweaty pair of Nikes. One of the academy staff handed me a packet full of maps and a handbook titled, “Everything You Need to Know About Japan.” The book fit in the palm of my hand. Way too small to answer half the questions I had already. I sat down next to two girls that looked like fellow seniors.

      Mr. Shinji walked to the center of the basketball court and clapped his hands. “Students, welcome to Seda Academy. I look forward to working with you for the next year. Will you please stow your belongings in one of the available lockers and then get some lunch?” He scanned the bleachers until he recognized me. “Please stay close to campus. We don’t want to have another lost student episode. Then come back to the gymnasium and wait for your host family to pick you up.”

      Was he going to keep nagging me about getting lost?

      Compelled to capture my first moments at the academy, I reached down to get my sketchbook out of my backpack at the same time as my benchmate crossed her legs—her foot just grazing my forehead.

      “Oops, sorry.” She gave me a shy smile. “My name’s Gina Tanaka.” She pointed to the girl sitting next to her. “And this is Setsuko Katani. We’re both juniors at Bellmore Academy in San Francisco. Better known as Japanese-American paradise.”

      Gina could have easily been a model with her tall lanky body and mirror perfect long hair.

      I gave her a weak smile. “Erin Van Horn. Senior at Elkridge Prep in the Spud State.”

      Setsuko sat on the bleacher looking away with her arms crossed. Maybe she was having second thoughts about the bright pink ruffled outfit she had on. Tori and I had laughed our asses off when we saw the same pink fashion disaster on the cover of Seventeen Magazine.

      Gina looked down sheepishly. “Sorry about my big feet. We were just talking about stashing our stuff and heading out to grab a bite and look for cute guys. Would you like to join us? I have to warn you, I’m addicted to Joyful Meals.”

      Setsuko rolled her eyes. “I can’t think of anything more stupid than coming all the way to Japan just to eat at Heavenly B’s. Even if it’s filled with hot guys.”

      Gina shrugged her shoulders. “What’s wrong with a little Joyful Meal addiction along with some eye candy?”

      I had a sudden pang of homesickness. I missed Tori already. She used to drag me to Heavenly Burgers to buy Joyful Meals too. I thought once she hit sixteen the habit would stop. Wrong. Why didn’t the school have two scholarships? I turned towards Gina as she chatted away with Setsuko. The last thing I wanted to be was a third wheel. Growing up with twin sisters, I’d been one my whole life. “Thanks for the invite, but I think I’ll stay here. I’m totally jet lagged.”

      Setsuko picked up her purse. “No problem. Guess we’ll see you around the academy.”

      Gina ignored her friend. “Come on. The least I can do is buy you lunch after I almost knocked you out.” She kicked her friend in the ankle. “Right, Setsuko?”

      Setsuko tried to hide the look of disappointment on her face by playing with her shoulder-length hair. “Ah…sure.”

      My instincts told me to stay put. Setsuko had cheerleader written all over her. I instinctively hid my sketchbook. Back home, the Elkridge Aristocrats made it clear they thought artists were almost as low as techno geeks by the mustaches they drew on our artwork. “Really, guys. Thanks so much. I’m good.”

      Setsuko almost pranced out the door. Gina wouldn’t let it go. She came over to where I stood and looped her arm through mine. ” Don’t be silly. You’re coming with us.”

      Besides, Setsuko speaks fluent Japanese. We have a built-in translator.”

      I hung on to Gina’s arm while she steered through the crowd, making sure we didn’t lose sight of Setsuko as we searched for the elusive golden halo that hung over every Heavenly Burger. Fate was giving me a helping hand with number two on the list. Besides, a new set of friends would come in handy in a strange new place. Especially since Setsuko could speak Japanese.

      After walking several blocks, we hadn’t struck gold yet. If Gina was anything like Tori, we better find it fast.

      Gina pointed towards a group of girls dressed in black and white school uniforms.

      “Setsuko, go over and ask them where the Heavenly Burger is.”

      With the aid of a giant shove from Gina, Setsuko reluctantly approached the girls and started talking. They began to giggle and point up the street.

      Setsuko returned with a smile of victory. “I’m happy to report the Heavenly B is just ahead. By the way, the locals call it Hebenery Burugero. That’s Janglish.”

      I let out a sigh. “Terrific. Not only do I need to learn Japanese, now I have to learn Janglish too?”

      Gina pointed across the street. “There it is!”

      In two minutes, the golden halo hung above my head. I opened the door and a whooshing sound breezed past as the cool air rushed over me. Air-conditioning…what a wonderful invention. I shivered, as the air grew even colder. Boy they had the AC cranked. Then I heard someone whisper in my ear, “Yamete.” I spun around to catch a glimpse of who was talking to me, only to find no one. Weird. Was Setsuko playing a trick on me? Nope. She stood at the counter and rattled off our orders while Gina looked for an empty table. I shook off the creepy feeling of my invisible person encounter. The heat had to be to blame. That or number seven on the list had my imagination in hyper drive.

      To distract myself, I gazed around the restaurant. There was a big Plexiglas staircase running up the center of the restaurant. This Heavenly Burger had a second floor. Unlike the single-story restaurants back in Idaho, space was at a premium in Tokyo. Gina waved at me from the second floor and I trudged upstairs to join her. I never felt farther from home as I stood in the eerily familiar yellow and blue decorated room and stared down through an enormous window at the people below. Everyone, from mothers pushing high tech strollers, to Goth punk rockers, to women in ceremonial kimonos, scrambled off to parts unknown. Tokyo was a lot bigger and more intimidating than I ever imagined. No wonder I was hearing voices. I had a severe case of brain overload.

      The sight of Setsuko broke my mood. Our orders were piled so high on the tray she was barely visible. She quickly handed them out like playing cards. “Here, guys. Dig in.”

      A cool breeze whipped past my face reminding me of what happened when I first entered the restaurant. “Setsuko, what does ‘yamete’ mean?”

      She tossed a fry in her mouth before responding. “Why do you ask?”

      “Someone said it to me…I think.”

      Gina chimed in. “Oh, really? It means ‘stop it’. Did you step on someone’s foot or something?”

      I gave her a weak laugh realizing it was a ghost and I ticked it off. “That must have been it.”

      Better change the subject before I freak myself out. I stared down at the red box and sighed. What could be more American, more like home than a Heaven Burger Delux? I tore off the wrapper and took a bite. “Yuck.”

      Gina laughed as she opened her Joyful Meal. “You look like you’ve just eaten a bug.”

      “Maybe. Something tastes funny.” I lifted the bun. They’d slathered the burger in pink gelatinous goo instead of American secret sauce. I suddenly realized my host family might be serving more than teriyaki chicken and a bowl of steamed rice at tonight’s dinner.

      “Hey, guys, have you wondered what your families are going to be like?”

      Gina popped a fry in her mouth. “Hmm. I haven’t been concerned.” Then she dug deep into her box and pulled out a tiny princess figure. “Score!”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “How can you get excited about a stupid toy and not be worried about living with a bunch of total strangers? Ever since I got on the plane, I’ve been trying to convince myself they’ll be the sitcom version of the perfect Japanese family.”

      Setsuko smirked. “I know that’s who I’m getting. They’ll live close enough to campus so I can walk to school and have a gorgeous son who instantly falls in love with me.”

      Gina waved a fry at her. “Sounds like you’ll be living in your version of the Japanese soap opera ‘As the Sun Rises.’”

      Scraping the offensive secret sauce from my hamburger bun, a big pink blob dripped onto my jeans pocket. I pulled out the list and put it on the table. The ink smeared across the page as I reached for a napkin. “Darn. Tori’s list is ruined.”

      Gina stopped eating her baby-sized cheeseburger. “What the heck are you talking about?”

      “It’s a long story.” I needed to change the subject fast. “Look at that hot guy over there.”

      Setsuko wrinkled her forehead. “Tori? Is she a student at the academy?”

      I finished cleaning up the list. Maybe they’d forget about the whole thing. “His friend is pretty cute too.”

      “Nice try. Answer my question.”

      No use trying to dodge a determined cheerleader. “She’s my best friend and the reason I’m here in the first place. She wanted to win the scholarship, but she dared me to enter the contest and now here I am.”

      Gina looked confused. “So, there was only one slot open at your school? That sucks.”

      Setsuko scrunched up her face. “You stole the scholarship from your best friend?”

      I let out a sigh. The girls must think I’m a total loser for backstabbing my friend. I thought the list was the worst of my punishments. “No, I tried to refuse, but the next day my face was plastered on the front page of the local paper. The school said it would embarrass them if I turned the scholarship down.”

      Setsuko’s eyes narrowed. “And your friend bought that excuse?”

      Gina took the sauce-stained paper from my hand. “Wow, Tori sure was planning on having a good time. If you find a rock star boyfriend, see if he has a brother.”

      I didn’t laugh. “I’m not concerned about finding a boyfriend, I’m worried about number eight.”

      Setsuko grabbed the list and read it aloud. “’Visit my relatives and search for

      anything interesting hidden in the family closet.’ Ouch, that’ll be tough. You can’t even speak Japanese.”

      I gave Setsuko an encouraging smile. “So, does that mean you’re volunteering to help?”

      Gina took the list from Setsuko. “I can think of a much better way to learn the language.”

      Setsuko’s eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean? I’m sure I’d be an excellent teacher.”

      Gina gave me a wink. “Not as good as a Japanese boyfriend.”

      I gulped down my Sprite and held up my hand to give Gina a high five. Her hand smacked the side of my cup, spilling what was left of my drink down the front of my shirt. I jumped up and frantically dabbed at the material, another wet T-shirt contest in my future. Before I could make a run for the bathroom, a sharp pain grew from my belly button and moved up into my esophagus, exploding out of my mouth in a loud, long burp that would have put any drunken boy to shame.

      The sound reverberated around the room. Everyone sitting in our section stopped eating and stared. A guy stood and aimed his cell phone right at me. My face grew hot.

      Gina patted me on the back. “I think that even beats out my brother.”

      The girls sitting next to us giggled with their hands covering their mouths as I sunk behind Gina.

      Setsuko seemed to relish my humiliating situation. “Impressive. But burping to show your appreciation of a meal is an Arab tradition.”

      Gina rolled her eyes. “Give her a break. She just swallowed wrong.”

      I stared in disbelief when the guy with the cell phone moved closer.

      Panicked, I threw my hair over the front of my shirt like Lady Godiva.

      Watching Gina swing into action was a thing of beauty. She lunged forward and gave the guy a swift karate kick to the knee. The phone guy limped like a girl back to his friends.

      I grabbed my backpack and covered my shirt. “Think that’s my cue to head back to the gym to clean up.”

      Gina gave me a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’d hoped I left my clumsiness back in Idaho. Thanks for coming to my rescue and for lunch. I’ll see you guys back at the academy.”

      The grin on Setsuko’s face as she waved good-bye said it all. She’s gone—finally.

      I trudged down the stairs wondering what was wrong with me. I knew better than to get between friends. Still, I really liked Gina and if I could manage to win over Setsuko, perhaps the friendship could work out. Maybe Tori put number two on the list for a reason. Tori and I had been together since kindergarten. I’d never been without a best friend before.

      Surrounded by the rapid-fire noise of Japanese chatter, I hurried up the street and crossed my fingers I could remember how to get back to campus. My hopes quickly faded when I couldn’t find a single landmark. Only one thing would make me feel better—my Meiji bar. I reached into the zippered compartment of my backpack and was rewarded by a handful of oozing chocolate and an empty foil wrapper. Guess they didn’t call Japan the Land of the Blazing Sun for nothing.

      I tried to clean off my hand when a throng of people pushed me farther down the street. My luck continued to fail me until I recognized the bell tower of the academy peeking out from behind a giant Nissin Cup of Noodle sign. To break free of the crowd, I grabbed onto the nearest bike stand and held tight until I could sneak down a side street. The academy should have put body armor on our what-to-pack list. I knew Tokyo had millions of residents, but never really understood what that meant until I became one of them.

      Safely back at the gym, I couldn’t help but think of the person who brought me to the Land of the Rising Sun. Even though I had the best intentions accepting Tori’s dare, once I entered the contest, my competitive streak kicked in and my fate had been sealed. I looked down at the sauce-stained list. I knew in my heart I had to complete everything she wanted. Tori would never let me get away with anything less. Like she always said, “Payback’s a bitch.”

      Suddenly a loud crackling sound blasted through the intercom. “Attention please.”

      Now what?

      “Will Erin Van Horn please come to the security office—immediately!
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            WHO STOLE MY DREAM FAMILY?

          

        

      

    

    
      September 3, 4:00 PM

      

      The security office blazed with enough illumination to cause temporary blindness. Squinting, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the light. A handsome stranger in his twenties dressed in a button-down shirt and pleated trousers walked towards me. In a pleasant Japanese accent, he said, “Are you Erin?”

      How did he know my name? “Uh, yes…and you?”

      He laughed and held out his hand. “No worry. I am not the police.”

      I gave his hand a firm shake. “Good.”

      He must be my host brother. The moment I’d been dreading ever since I set foot in Japan had arrived. I stood face-to-face with the complete stranger I’d be living with for the next year. I breathed in the scent of his woodsy cologne and admired his high cheekbones. My host brother was hot in a preppy kind of way. “Are you Hiroshi?”

      Shifting on oxford-clad feet, the stranger said, “No. He is out in the car. His English is not very good, so he asked me to greet you. My name is Fudo.”

      Well, at least my host brother had good taste in friends.

      A form materialized in my hand as the woman from the academy staff said, “Please go get your bags. Sign and return the papers before you leave.”

      Gathering my things, I grabbed my trusty Japanese handbook. I was sad to see Setsuko and Gina hadn’t returned from the golden arches. Would they be surprised to see me gone? They’d probably think I got lost again.

      Loaded down with my bags, I trudged back to the office, I signed the form and put it on the security woman’s desk. Fudo was all smiles as he took my roller bag and led me to the car. I was instantly impressed when he opened the trunk of a silver blue BMW coupe.

      “Nice car. Is it yours?”

      He nodded. “Yes. A birthday gift.”

      Wow, his parents must be loaded. Imported cars had to be a luxury in Japan when he lived in the land of Honda and Toyota.

      Fudo pointed to the guy in the passenger seat. “This is Hiroshi.”

      I knew from my paperwork that Hiroshi was nineteen and in his first year of college. From what I could see through a thin film of smoke, he wasn’t nearly as cute as Fudo. Even through the smoke, his ridiculous sideburns barely covered a major acne problem. I smiled. Fudo opened the back door and the smoke cleared enough for me to see my host brother. He sat clad in a white vinyl sequined jumpsuit with “King” embroidered across the front.

      “American girl no tan?’’ the vision in white plastic asked.

      I wasn’t expecting such a sarcastic question from a guy in a costume. Staring at the porcelain skin on my arms, the result of hours spent indoors painting, I could give a vampire competition. Goose bumps formed on my arms. The safety of my home studio was now over five thousand miles away.

      Fudo held the door open until I slipped in. I leaned back to avoid Hiroshi’s slick black pompadour. “Nice to meet you, too.”

      “You will like where Hiroshi lives out in the country.”

      Great. How long of a commute would I have to school? Sitting back in the seat, I tried to enjoy my first air-conditioning since Heavenly Burger. The car sped through the streets and I quickly learned Tokyo wouldn’t win the most beautiful city in the world contest with it’s mass of buildings packed so tightly together you could see only a hint of light peeking between them. Yet, in the early evening light, the buildings took on a pleasant glow from the brightly colored neon advertising that covered every inch of available space. It reminded me of New York City dressed up for a costume ball.

      Hiroshi leaned over, puffing smoke in my face. “Y’all like ride?”

      I had to stuff back a laugh. Not only did Hiroshi look like Elvis, but he was trying to sound like him, too.

      “Yeah, its great.” I would have liked it better without a smoke-filled car. Why did Hiroshi have to one of the thirty percent of men that still smoke in Japan?

      Fudo and Hiroshi began arguing back and forth.

      “Watakshi no rusai.”

      “Usioni!”

      “Dame tomodaichi.”

      Hanging around Tori’s parents, I was used to hearing Japanese. I wished I’d worked harder to learn what they were saying. Of course, I had my five-word vocabulary. Back in Idaho that seemed like plenty. Now—not so much.

      As if he could read my mind, Fudo said in English, “You like to drive fast?”

      Before I could answer, he stomped on the gas and we rocketed forward, the tires squealing as he changed lanes. Visions of Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride at Disneyland flashed through my head.

      Fudo leaned back in his seat. “Soon we will be where I can go very fast and no police.”

      Thanks to Fudo’s love of speed, I’d meet the rest of my host family in record time. As I watched the speedometer move higher, I bit my nails hoping I’d get to my new home in one piece. A shiver worked its way down my spine. I’d never lived with anyone but my family. Well, except a few times when I visited my grandparents in New York. What if I had to share a room like I did with my cousin one summer? A fate far worse than gym class.

      The landscape began to shift into large sections of greenery broken up by buildings that actually had some breathing room between them. I craned my neck to get a better view of the scenery. It would be a lot easier if they drove slower—not like they were flying a supersonic jet.

      Fudo and Hiroshi talked back and forth in rapid-fire Japanese.

      “Ima ikimasho.”

      “Batakatardi otoko.”

      “Ona totemo oki mune.”

      Would I ever be able to speak the language as fast?

      Fudo leaned towards me, ignoring the road. “Do you have boyfriend?”

      The truth was just too boring. My portrait series kept me chained to my easel. I barely had time to hang out with my friends, let alone a boyfriend. I didn’t want to sound like a loser so I decided a little white lie wouldn’t hurt. I made sure Fudo’s eyes were on the road then leaned over and whispered in his ear. “I broke up with my boyfriend because he didn’t want me to go to Japan.”

      He stared at me in the rearview mirror. “That is sad. You like Japan so much you leave boyfriend?”

      I leaned back in my seat. Why not invent a soap opera? “Yes. I only had one chance to come, and if my boyfriend didn’t understand, then I knew he really didn’t care about me.”

      Fudo nodded his head. “I understand. My girlfriend never let me go to America. She miss me too much.”

      I was envious of his relationship. Maybe I could find someone in Japan who would care that much for me.

      Hiroshi leaned over in his seat and declared, “I like party, mahjong all day, no sleep. What y’all like?”

      This should be fun. I was going to be living with an Elvis impersonator mahjong addict insomniac.

      Before I could say anything, he shouted out, “My house soon. Y’all meet family.”

      My blood pressure began to rise as we sped by rows of neat two-story houses with brown tile roofs on large tree-filled lots. Even Hiroshi’s funny southern accent couldn’t keep me from biting my nails as we turned the corner. Were we close to the Moris’ house? The map the academy gave me showed the family lived on Ginko Road. I looked up at the chicken scratch lettering on the street sign. It could say welcome to hell for all I knew.

      The guys were all smiles as we pulled into the driveway. My host family stood outside a large two-story house. Hiroshi must have given them a heads-up text message. He got out of the car and strode with pride towards his family. Stepping out of the car, I put on my best beauty pageant smile. Fudo came over to help with my bags as I stood outside and breathed deeply.

      A pretty girl shoved Elvis out of the way. About my age, she wore a school uniform, topped off with a cute bob haircut. “Welcome, my name is Aki. This is Otosan, my father, and Okasan, my mother.” Aki came over and took my hand. “I am happy to meet you. Your room will be next to mine.”

      Hooray! Someone in the family spoke perfect English.

      Okasan was a large woman, by Japanese standards, and about my height. She wore an ivory silk blouse and a pale pink skirt that made her look like she was ready for Easter brunch. Otosan was at least five inches shorter and looked ready for a round of golf dressed in khaki pants and tan polo-style shirt. Hiroshi was the same height as his dad, minus the Elvis hairdo. His sister towered over him by a good four inches. Guess that explained the exaggerated hairstyle.

      I bowed to everyone, hoping I was going low enough not to offend. Aki motioned for me to follow her to the front door.

      Okasan paused and proudly pointed to a slipper shelf in the entryway. “Dozo,” please.” She handed me my very own pair.

      I had come mentally prepared for the tradition of taking off my shoes when I entered a Japanese home, but unfortunately, my favorite Sketcher boots made it a major ordeal. Wishing I’d paid more attention to the yoga lesson I’d taken, I struggled in vain to balance myself while unlacing my boots. I felt like an idiot foreigner as everyone milled around waiting so they could get to their assigned slippers.

      Hopping around like I was on a pogo stick, I accidentally stepped on Aki’s foot. “Sorry.”

      She grimaced in pain.

      Stomping on my new sister’s foot wasn’t the first impression I’d hoped for. With a slight limp, Aki led me down a hallway into the main part of the house.

      A traditional living room had grass mats on the floor and cherry wood furniture that sat low to the ground. The room looked out onto a small but stunning Bonsai garden. The family walked around a large low table and sat down on some lovely green embroidered floor cushions.

      Aki pointed to the cushion next to her and I carefully lowered myself down, although my skinny jeans didn’t make the task very easy. She reached over and handed me a teacup. “My mother is going to bring us tea and fruit to welcome you.”

      Good. I really needed a sugar boost. “That is very nice of your mother. Please thank her for me.”

      “I will show you the house and your bedroom after tea. Then we will have dinner. What do you like to eat?”

      “Whatever you have is fine.” I got up to get a better view of the Bonsai garden. “Your yard is very beautiful.”

      Aki nodded. “That is Otosan’s place.”

      A stunning little maple tree sat proudly on a pedestal by the door. I ran my fingers over the twisted tree with admiration when my hand slipped and a small branch broke off.

      Oh crap! I’ve just destroyed his masterpiece. Blocking Otosan’s view, I quickly stashed the evidence behind the pedestal. The room went silent. My heart pounded against my chest as I turned and walked back towards the family.

      A sound rose deep from Otosan’s chest. “Dame, dame, dame.”

      Aki motioned for me to sit down. “Please don’t touch anything. If you want to see the garden, always ask first.”

      Otosan had seen everything. As usual, I was as subtle as an elephant. “Tell him I’m so very sorry. I was just admiring all his hard work.”

      While Aki leaned over to deliver my message, I wondered if my apology would sound sincere. Having to rely on someone to express my feelings made the situation even more awkward. Luckily, Okasan arrived with tea and a bowl of the biggest strawberries I’d ever seen. They looked like they were grown for giants. She placed two pieces of fruit on each plate and poured everyone a cup of tea. I grabbed a succulent berry and relished the sweet juice as it oozed in my mouth. Fudo gave me a broad smile. Maybe he was a fruit lover too. Either that or I just did something to embarrass myself yet again.

      Aki returned just in time to translate another message for me. “Please tell your mother the strawberries are delicious.”

      She nodded and spoke with Okasan, who had a pleasant grin on her face. Then Aki reached over and slipped me a note. Trying not to be rude, I opened it under the table.

      

      Erin’s Schedule of Duties

      

      
        	On Tuesday give Hiroshi English lessons to help him pass all his college

      

      English exams.

      2. Every Wednesday do your laundry, including your bedding.

      3. Once a week vacuum the entire house.

      4. Every night do the dinner dishes.

      

      I sensed an ulterior motive to why the family invited me into their home besides expanding their cultural horizons: free English lessons and a live-in maid.

      Somehow I had managed to dodge unpleasant chores at home, only to come halfway around the world to finally get caught.

      Okasan, looking quite pleased with herself, headed into the kitchen.

      Fudo got up from his cushion. “Hiroshi and I going to play mahjong. We use pieces like American game with black tiles with dots. Once you see the house, come play with us.”

      I had to keep from laughing at his choice of words. “I’ll be sure to stop by after my tour.” Watching them play mahjong was the last thing I wanted to do when I could barely keep my eyes open. What could be more boring than dominos?

      Aki motioned for me to get up. “Let me show you my home.”

      My eyes hurt from the reflection of the harsh florescent overhead lights on the gleaming woodwork and bright white walls. The furniture in the living room consisted almost entirely of western-style tables and chairs unlike the room where we had tea.

      Aki led me to the kitchen, where the tour took one second. The kitchen was definitely not the heart of the home, but relegated to a lesser organ, like the spleen. With a two-burner cook top, no oven, and a medium-sized refrigerator, Okasan must not be much of a cook. The lack of a dishwasher also meant she liked to do dishes the old-fashioned way. That was until she imported a brand new American model—me.

      Next, we headed upstairs to see the bedrooms. Okasan and Otosan had the larger room on the left side of the stairs and Aki’s and my bedrooms were on the right side. Her door, completely covered in Hello Kitty stickers, should have been a warning. I let out a gasp. The room was filled with every imaginable product in the pink kitty’s line.

      There was something unnerving about a bedroom that looked like a Sanrio showroom. Aki walked to the room next to hers and made a grand gesture. Thankfully, the door was sticker free. “This is your bedroom.”

      The space was the size of a medium walk-in closet with just enough room for a single western bed and a small desk. The curtains, bedspread, rug and quilted headboard—all beige. The colorless room offended my artist sensibilities. I’d have to do something about the total lack of color. The two saving graces were the lingering fragrance of jasmine and a view of the mountains from the window over my bed.

      I put a big grin on my face. “This is so nice. I’m sure I’ll be happy here.” I knew I had to be polite, but I couldn’t imagine a whole year in a closet, even one with a view.

      Was it too late to change places with Tori?

      We headed back down the stairs to complete the tour with the bathroom, which was oddly located right by the front door. I was sure this could be practical when you had an emergency just coming home, but it would be a hike in the middle of the night from my bedroom. Aki walked right past a smelly urinal open to the hallway. Guess I’d have to plan my bathroom visits when the men of the house weren’t around. Didn’t want to get to know them that well.

      Aki opened the door and put on a pair of special slippers and invited me to do the same. I stared down at the large porcelain trench in the ground. Oh no, a dreaded Japanese-style toilet. She ran her hand up a pipe to a large handle and flushed. The handbook must have lied when it said this type was ancient history.

      She pointed to the next room. “This is where you will take your bath.”

      I craned my neck to see into the dimly lit room and wound up with my left foot at the bottom of the toilet. Yuck!

      Aki let out a chuckle. “Don’t worry. It has not been used for hours.” She quickly rushed to the other room.

      I shook off my foot as I entered the tub room. Aki greeted me with a fresh pair of slippers. “Please put these on. The green slippers are only for the toilet room.”

      Good to know. I put on the new pair of slippers covered with bright pink polka dots. Aki led me into the tub room. Unlike my new fear of Japanese toilets, I had been looking forward to taking an Ofuro bath. The tub walls were four feet tall. Big enough to completely immerse myself in hot water. What a great way to end the day, but not quite as tempting in the sweltering summer.

      She pointed to a plastic bowl. “First, you take the water from the tub and wash yourself on the small stool. My whole family uses the tub so you need to be very clean. You are our guest so will use the bath first.”

      I’d heard of water conservation, but the whole family using the same bath? Being a guest certainly had its benefits. I smiled at Aki. “Thank you. I will be sure to follow your directions.” I stopped and rinsed off my foot before we continued on the tour.

      The final stop was Hiroshi’s room. As the only son of the family, he had a room twice the size of Aki’s. It also was the only bedroom on the main floor. Hiroshi had total privacy and was only ten steps to the bathroom. Could a person have bedroom envy?

      We entered his room through sliding paper doors. Hiroshi and Fudo were playing mahjong on a low table. Large glasses of whiskey sat at either end of a felt mat. I guessed Hiroshi hadn’t been joking when he said he liked to party.

      Fudo smiled and motioned for me to come into the room. “Do you think the Mori have nice house?”

      “Yes. It’s very big and I like all the woodwork.”

      He pointed to the paneling in Hiroshi’s room. “Hiroshi father want a lot of wood in the house. He like nature.”

      I moved closer to the table to see the board. “How’s the game going?”

      Hiroshi threw up his arms. “I win.”

      Fudo snickered. “He thinks he’s going to win, but I will win. I can play longer and not get tired.”

      I could see they had a different way of playing mahjong. The winner was the last man standing.

      Hiroshi pointed to the blue embroidered floor cushion next to him. “Y’all teach English now.”

      Ugh. He sure let the fact that he was the only son go to his head. The shiny white vinyl jumpsuit gleaming next to me made it hard to take him seriously. “Fudo, I notice Hiroshi looks a bit like Elvis. Is he a fan?”

      “Fan? He is best impersonator in town. You have to see his show next Saturday at Ueno Park. He is great!”

      Hiroshi seemed a bit flustered and spoke quickly to Fudo. Then he reached over and grabbed a hand full of my hair.

      “Ouch. Let go!”

      Fudo took a hold of Hiroshi. “Sorry, Erin. He just think if you dye your hair black and wear makeup, you would look like Priscilla Presley. He loves her.”

      Fantastic. Now I’m not only his English teacher, but his fantasy love interest.

      Thankfully, Aki arrived to rescue me from further hair torture. “Time for dinner.”

      Fudo stood up from the table. “Was nice to meet you Erin. I need to go home to have dinner with my family.”

      “Thanks again for all your help today. Hope to see you again, Fudo.”

      He gave me a shy smile. “I’m sure I’ll see you again. Hiroshi insists we play mahjong at least twice a week.”

      I headed up to my room to change, thinking I wouldn’t mind seeing Fudo again. He’s a bit preppy for my taste, but he seems like a nice guy. Fudo had extra bonus points for speaking fairly good English. One thing I’m learning quickly, until my Japanese language skills are much improved, it never hurts to have a translator nearby.

      Up in my room, when I looked in the mirror I had to laugh. My T-shirt was so drenched in sweat, it had become plastered to my body, giving the impression I had decoupaged myself. Along with not having a real toilet, the Moris’ house had no air-conditioning.

      Feeling refreshed after changing my top, I went back downstairs to find Okasan had placed dishes on the large table in the living room. A big steaming bowl of broth took center stage. Whatever she’d been cooking smelled wonderful. While Okasan placed a heaping bowl of rice at each place setting, Hiroshi got up and put on a CD. I had to smile when “Heartbreak Hotel” came through the speakers. He swung his hips to the music while running his fingers through his hair. “I lub Elbis.”

      Funny. Besides his Elvis accent, he couldn’t say V so he used B. Would I have the same problem with Japanese?

      Aki rolled her eyes. “My brother plays him all the time.”

      I had nothing against the King, but I hadn’t come all this way to listen to a nonstop Elvis-thon. As I listened to Hiroshi’s English, I couldn’t help but smile.

      I held back a scream when Okasan set a plate full of live shrimp on the table. Otosan reached over and grabbed a protesting crustacean, dunked it in the bowl and popped the shrimp in his mouth.

      This was a great opportunity to cross number six, eating something adventurous, off the list, but it was hard to get excited about eating any shrimp tangoing next to me. I picked up my chopsticks and wondered what they were called in Japanese. “Aki, what is the Japanese name for these?”

      “They are called hashi.”

      Wow, I had just learned my sixth word. I’d used chopsticks back home at the Panda Inn or sometimes at Tori’s house. As I held the hashi in my hand in the land where they were created, I truly felt the reality of where I sat. No turning back now.

      My stomach gurgled loudly as I looked for something recognizable in the bowl.

      With the chopsticks, I grabbed a white blob and hoped for the best. For some reason Okasan sat glaring at me. Thinking I was doing something wrong, I followed everyone’s lead and ate what thankfully turned out to be a piece of fish.

      Otosan said something to Aki and pointed towards the center of the table.

      Aki translated. “My father would like you to try these. They are very good.”

      I stared down at the plate of small dancing crustaceans. One of them seemed to stare right back at me. Might as well get one thing on the list crossed off. Not like the family was giving me a choice. I gulped and grabbed the beady-eyed shrimp with my chopsticks. Its little legs flailed everywhere as I tried to dunk it into the broth. As if on cue, the shrimp dove off my chopstick and scurried across the table.

      Hiroshi chuckled. “See? Bery libe!”

      Otosan motioned for me to try another one. I picked up a new unsuspecting victim. Once again Okasan glared at me. This time even more intently than the last. I shrugged off her stare and hoped that this shrimp had as strong a survival streak as the last one. I dunked it in headfirst. No luck. My victim still dangled at the end of my chopsticks.

      All eyes were on me as I tossed the shrimp into my mouth. I could feel its legs scrambling all the way down. Otosan sat all smiles while I held my jaw clenched shut. I tried everything I could to keep from gagging but failed. I lurched forward, opened my mouth and coughed, sending the shrimp hurling towards Okasan. She quickly stood up and frantically dabbed her silk blouse as the shrimp scurried down the front. She screamed at Aki and pointed at me.

      Hiroshi had managed to slide halfway across the room. “Y’all sick American!”

      Otosan got up and chased after the scampering shrimp. Somehow they had both run for the same spot on top of the spare floor cushion. He managed to wrangle the sneaky crustacean into a rice bowl.

      Number six on the list was going to be a lot harder to check off than I thought. Aki ran back to the kitchen and returned with some cleaning supplies while I sprinted to the bathroom. I tried to pull myself together, when there was a loud commotion in the living room. The whole family stood screaming at each other. What happened to the peaceful polite Japanese I’d read about in my trusty handbook?

      Catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I splashed water on my face. Not a pretty sight. My eyes were bloodshot and a large vein on my forehead protruded in the shape of a question mark. Why couldn’t I be like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz and click my shoes together to go back home? Just like her, I’d suddenly realized my parents were pretty fantastic next to the alternative.

      Taking several deep yoga breaths, I headed back to the living room, hoping after round two with the family we’d be friends. They stood huddled by the kitchen sink, but as soon as they saw me, they stopped yelling and darted back to the dinner table. They sat eating their food as if nothing had happened. I plopped down on my cushion and decided I’d better follow their lead. Grabbing a piece of fish from the still steaming bowl, I carefully popped the morsel into my mouth. In mid chew, Okasan threw down her chopsticks and began screeching in Aki’s ear.

      “Dame! Gaijin totemo rusai!”

      Aki pointed to my hand. “Erin, do you know it’s bad to eat food with the left hand?”

      Nothing like ruining someone’s silk blouse to get them to express why they were glaring at you for the last twenty minutes. “Really?”

      Okasan ranted next to her, as Aki translated. “My mother said you will bring bad luck to the family if you use your left hand. That hand only picks up the bones of the dead.”

      Not much I could do about being left-handed. I couldn’t even count the times I’d been accused of cheating because of the way I had to sit at a right-handed desk. I’d even given writing with my right hand a try. My first F in handwriting class forced me to switch back. Japan made me feel like I was in the world of right-handed people all over again.

      I sighed. “I’ll use a fork, so there’s no problem.”

      Aki ran to the kitchen and back again. She held the fork out. “In Japan, children cannot use their left hand for writing.”

      Back to the dark ages. My great-grandmother from Holland hadn’t liked the fact I was left-handed. I thought I had escaped such antiquated thinking. “Aki, tell your mother in America they don’t believe the left hand is bad.” She repeated this to her mother, but Okasan shook her head.

      Aki shrugged. “I am sorry. My mother is old-fashioned. She thinks to do anything with the left hand is not good.”

      Wonderful. I had an enemy already and all I did was do what came naturally. I cracked a smile as I remembered the words from the introduction in the handbook: Although sometimes the cultural differences will be glaring, you are on the adventure of a lifetime, so enjoy your host family.

      The only sounds as we finished dinner were the strains of “Jail House Rock.”

      I was barely able to keep my eyes open. “I’m going to head up to bed.” A harmless enough statement, but I could tell by Aki’s face the news wouldn’t be well received by Okasan, who quickly went ballistic again.

      “Chickusho! Gaijin totemo bakatari.”

      Aki looked tired of her translating duties. “My mother has not run the bath, so you cannot go to sleep. You must go to the kitchen and do the dishes.”

      The Mori’s really did believe my stay would not be complete unless I functioned as their manual dishwasher. I’d been here less than a day but I had a feeling there were other duties to be added to my list. Remembering the handbook motto, I merely smiled, bowed my head, and got up from the table.

      I trudged to the kitchen and faced a sink that overflowed with dishes. The pots resembled Lego blocks stacked a foot high as they sat like a fortress on top of the stove. Wait a second. The handbook said the Japanese found cleanliness to be a virtue. Did my family break every rule in the book?

      Pulling on a pair of yellow rubber gloves, I picked up a saucepan and scrubber and began to pry off the caked-on goo at the bottom of the pan. After what felt like twenty minutes, I finally had the pot gleaming. I moved the other pans aside and attacked the stack of dinner dishes. Things were moving along much more quickly until I felt a hand resting on my shoulder. The white vinyl sleeve was unmistakable.

      “You finish come to my room. Habe drink. Feel better.”

      The thought of being alone with Hiroshi sent a shiver straight down my back.

      “Thank you, but after I’ve done the dishes, I’m going to take a bath and go to bed.” Hiroshi ran his hand down my arm. “I habe best bed in house.”

      Pushing his hand aside with a flick of the scrub brush, I stepped back and ground my heel into his toes. “So….rr…y.” I stepped out of the way. Oh great. Hiroshi screamed and ranted in Japanese while grabbing onto his foot. Then he hobbled straight to his mother. She took his head into her chest and stroked his ratted mass of hair. Okasan glowered at me as she wagged a finger in my direction. How dare I hurt her one and only son.

      Leaving the dishes half done, I took the opportunity to run for the safety of my little room and shut the door. I dug through my luggage, looking for my pajamas, when my hand hit a small thin box. How did this get in here? Inside was an old pen with Mukagawa engraved on the side. Attached to the back of the box was a note. “Please give this to my relatives when you complete number eight.”

      Crap. Tori was serious about her to-do list. A wave of exhaustion swept over me. All I wanted was to pull on my cool silk pajamas and crawl into bed. While taking off my jeans, a piece of paper fell out of the pocket—the schedule of my duties. I couldn’t help wonder why people were giving me things to do. Wasn’t coming to live thousands of miles from home and starting a new school enough responsibility?

      I threw the covers over my head, and crossed my fingers that coming to Japan wasn’t the biggest mistake of my life.

      There was a knock on my door.

      What now?

      Aki had the weirdest smile on her face. “The police are here to see you.”
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      September 3, 9:30 PM

      
      I stared at Aki in disbelief. “The police are here to see me?” Okasan must have decided I should be sent home immediately. What a short stay this turned out to be. My hands shook, as I quickly got dressed. Somehow I managed to button my blouse totally crooked as I followed behind Aki.

      Sure enough, two policemen stood at the base of the stairs. They looked so authoritative in their stiff black jackets, tightly clinched ties and crisp white shirts with matching gloves. I flashed on standing in the principal’s office in ninth grade. Once again, my foot tapped the floor like the Energizer Bunny. Had the news I could be a bit of a troublemaker made it all the way to the Tokyo police headquarters?

      The policemen spoke to Aki as I stood with a huge lump in my throat.

      “Amerikajin doko passuporto?”

      Aki translated for me. “The police are here to record you. You need to show them your passport and foreign papers.”

      How did they know I was even here? Scary. I could be the only American in town. Back upstairs I dug around in my backpack looking for my passport while taking deep yoga breaths to calm myself. I went back downstairs, paperwork in hand. The police, with their pens flying fast and furious, filled out a stack of forms. I stood running my fingers through my thick mane. When I hit a snarl, I realized I should have thought to brush my hair. The taller policeman motioned for me to stand directly in front of them. His partner, a Sulu look-a-like, had a camera and took my picture.

      Would they fingerprint me next?

      Instead, the tall officer made a notation in a black book handed me my papers, and a bright shiny new ID card. Sulu said something to his partner.

      A look of concern spread across Aki’s face. “They say you will be watched closely. If you talk to the wrong people, you will be arrested.”

      What the hell? I’d only been in Japan a day and I was a suspect? “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      Aki shrugged her shoulders. “The officers say the last American woman that lived here was blonde like you and a bar hostess. They think you must be friends.”

      I stared at the policemen in disbelief as they packed up their gear. Talk about stereotypes. “Tell them not all American girls aren’t hookers.”

      She looked confused. “Hooker? What is that?”

      “Not me.” I stormed upstairs. I had to give Tori credit; I was definitely out of my rut. Wasn’t every day a girl with two sexual experiences gets accused of being a hooker. The list seemed to be the least of my worries. Okasan already hated me, and Hiroshi thought he was the King and I was his Priscilla. I wondered what crazy personality traits Aki and Otosan might be hiding. Would I find myself behind bars one day because I ticked off someone in the family?

      
      August 29, 3:00 PM

      What Day Is It?

      
      The Hello Kitty clock meowed three times. The sunlight streamed through the bedroom drapes. I counted the hours I’d slept on my fingers. Fourteen? Talk about jet lag. I threw on my terrycloth robe and staggered downstairs. The house echoed silence. Not only had the family not bothered to wake me, but they seemed to have abandoned me. Maybe that wasn’t so bad considering the way things were going.

      My stomach sang out and I made a beeline for the kitchen. I headed straight for the fridge. Tacked on the door under a sushi magnet was a note:

      
      Erin—Today you vacuum the house. The machine is in the front closet near the bathroom. It’s the blue canister next to the broom. Please don’t touch anything else. Be done by the time my mother returns at four o’clock—Aki

      
      Now I really needed some breakfast. I’d never had to vacuum a whole house before. Scrounging through the miniature refrigerator, I found a container of plain yogurt and an apple. Not much, but brunch was served. Wishing I could escape to a tropical island, I opened the door to the closet only to be greeted by a giant cardboard sign that said in all caps: THIS IS A VACUUM CLEANER. An arrow pointed to a plastic hamper-NOT THIS.

      Boy they really must think I was a moron. Japanese appliances didn’t look all that different from the American version. I pulled out the machine and looked for an electrical outlet. Luckily for me, the vacuum was pretty straightforward. I pushed the big button on the handle and the engine roared to life. It took a while to get the hang of it, but I managed to vacuum the entire first floor in under thirty minutes.

      I unplugged the vacuum and plopped down on a living room chair to catch my breath before heading upstairs. Closing my eyes, I almost fell back asleep until the sound of the vacuum engine started up again. Wait a sec. Hadn’t I unplugged the dang thing? As if it wanted to taunt me, I opened my eyes and discovered the plug was resting on the gleaming hardwood living room floor. Swallowing hard, I tried to gauge what just happened. It could be one of three things. Either I fell asleep and dreamed the machine turned itself on, or the Mori house was haunted. Nah. I know Tori said Japan was a spiritual and mystical place, but what were the odds that anything spiritual would happen the first day I arrived—zero. I must be suffering from one heck of a bout of jet lag.

      I shook off my doubts knowing I still had all of upstairs left to do. Not to mention the fact that Okasan could be on her way home. After dragging the machine up the stairs like a beached whale, I knocked out the
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