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Keep your head down. Stay quiet. In ten minutes, it will be over.


“EZ! EZ! EZ!” The boys at the back of the bus chanted.


My bad luck that the initials in my name—Elle ­Zoellner—made me too “EZ” a target for unoriginal bullies.


A sharp pencil hit my neck and then fell to the floor behind me. I heard Redmond’s voice say, “Damn, I was hoping it would catch inside her spiderweb of frizz hair.” Hah, the joke was on him. My hair was indeed frizzy, but it was so dirty that anything thrown into it would have no scientific option other than to slide down, the result of that one-shower-a-week rule.


Today was my sixteenth birthday. While other girls probably wished for a driver’s license or a new outfit or a later curfew, all I wanted was to be clean. Sucked for me that this year’s birthday fell on a Tuesday. Wednesday was shower day.


Of course Foster Home #3 parents always denied to my social worker that the shower was off-limits to me except on Wednesdays. If I had a phone, I could secretly record them talking about it, but why bother? Then I’d probably be sent to an even worse home. Foster Homes #1 (lice) and #2 (bedbugs) had been bad enough, but #3 (overlords who were mean, and liars) was the worst. I didn’t want to know what could happen at #4.


The devil you know is better than the one you don’t, Mom always told me. Mom was raised in foster care; she would know. She tried for better for me, and until the car crash two years ago, she’d succeeded. She had a job. We had a nice, small house. There was laughter in our lives. A cat. Then, after the car accident, the Beast moved in and took over. He wasn’t someone I could see or talk to; the Beast was addiction. And thanks to that Beast, my mom was now in prison.


Was Mom keeping track of time? Did she even remember today was my (Not So) Sweet Sixteen? If I had a phone, I knew I’d see a dozen emails/texts/GIFs from Reggie, my best friend from when we were both on the swim team at the Y, wishing me a happy birthday. But he also didn’t have a phone and was stranded at a boys’ home across the county, another foster care victim. Not victim—he’d hate that word. I’m a survivor, Reggie would say. His mother had also been an addict, but she never made it to prison. She died from a fentanyl overdose. Despite my miserable situation, I was still incredibly grateful that my mother was alive. I knew how lucky we were that Mom’s problem took her to jail rather than a graveyard.


“Hey, smell bomb! Turn around when you’re addressed by your superiors.” The latest taunt came from Jacinda Zubrowski, who sat two rows behind me on the bus and two seats behind me in homeroom, and never failed to comment on my smelly, secondhand clothes.


The poor kid sitting next to me—I didn’t even know his name, he was some scrawny freshman who looked about twelve—slid closer to the window. Smart move. No reason he should be brought down with me. Then he scrunched his nose and said, on the down low, “There are showers in the gym locker room, you know.” Little jerk.


I knew. I was hardly going to further expose myself—naked—in a public high school locker room. I’d rather smell bad.


“Anybody hungry for some mixed nuts?” a male voice—one of Redmond’s friends—asked, and the back of the bus group laughed. What a not clever way to speculate about my heritage. My mother was part Irish, German, African American, and Native American, but the shape of my eyes and my cheekbones indicated my biological father was Japanese. I’d never met him, didn’t even know his name. “Mr. Tokyo,” Mom called him. He was probably married like all of Mom’s other boyfriends. Married men were her primary weakness, until she was introduced to painkillers. One of those men had been driving the car when they got hit from behind on the Beltway. He died. Mom suffered severe spine injuries. That’s when the Beast took over. I blamed the dead married man.


An object much larger than a pencil hit the back of my head. I wouldn’t have known exactly what it was, except the next one missed my head, grazed my shoulder, and landed on my lap. A bar of soap.


A new chant erupted in the back of the bus. “Smell bomb! Smell bomb!”


Happy birthday, Elle Zoellner.
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On my fourteenth birthday, right before everything went to crap, I’d celebrated the day by kicking Reggie’s ass in the 50M freestyle at our YMCA swim team practice, beating him by a solid 2.5 seconds. He’d had a cold—it wasn’t his best practice—but still, I’d won! We had dinner at my house after, devouring special treat steaks and mashed potatoes. Reg and Mom sang “Happy Birthday” to me over a cake from Safeway, and my sweet cat, Hufflepuff, licked the icing off my finger. It was probably my last perfect day. One of the last decent days, period.


Ten months later, only a few hours after Huff had gone missing, our neighbor delivered his dead body back to me. Mom and the Beast had settled into BFF status by then, and we were living in the grungy apartment we had to move to after Mom sold our perfectly nice little house because she lost her job and needed time to “figure out the next thing.” The next thing had turned out to be selling drugs on the Internet, which brought scary strangers to our apartment on a daily basis. While I was at school one day, Mom—in a drug-hazed stupor—left the apartment door open after a sale. Hufflepuff wandered out and was hit by a car. I could barely grieve. By that time, the Beast was so thoroughly in control of Mom’s life—and mine, by extension—that crying and blaming wasn’t worth the effort.


It was amazing how life could go from good to fine to bad to miserable to unbearable so quickly, each transition seeming so much like the obvious next step for the circumstances that it wasn’t until you reached the end of the line that you could see how thoroughly brutal the downward spiral had been. Could it get worse? Of course it could. It probably would. But I had no way out until I turned eighteen, and that was a long two years away. For now, I could only keep my head down, and try to survive. Study hard. Work my way out, and up.


The bus came to a stop. It was the best part of my day—when we reached Redmond’s stop. Usually I tried to scrunch into an even smaller, unnoticeable form at the front of the bus. But today was different. Suddenly, I’d had enough of this particular devil I knew. I put my foot out into the aisle as Redmond passed by me to exit. He tripped hard, banging his head, fumbling to stand back up as the other kids on the bus howled with laughter. He was so mad that I imagined his head surrounded by fireball ­emojis. The slight grin I couldn’t tamp down probably incited him further. Before stepping down the stairs to get off, Redmond glared at me and announced, “Go ahead and laugh, EZ. You’re trash. Nobody gives a shit about you.”


My heart pounded with shame. His comment burned.


Still worth it. It felt incredibly satisfying to end this bus ride with a skunk’s bang. Hated, but legendary.


Sometimes when nobody gives you a birthday present, you have to give one to yourself.
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Five minutes later, the bus turned onto the street where Foster Home #3 loomed. The houses here were small, single-story brick houses like the one I’d grown up in back in nearby Greenbelt, Maryland, but the street in ­Greenbelt was a million times nicer, with kids playing on the sidewalk, well-kept lawns, flower gardens, white picket fences, and neighbors who looked out for one another. This block felt like the horror movie version of my old neighborhood, with houses in various states of disarray, front yards filled with dirt and weeds, nasty neighbors who kept big dogs barking behind chain-link fences, and broken-down cars in the driveways. Foster Home #3’s neighborhood felt like Redmond’s swagger—angry and mean.


Which was probably why the fancy car parked in front of “my” house seemed like a mirage. It was a black Mercedes sedan with a white-gloved chauffeur standing outside the passenger door, seemingly waiting for someone to get out. Even weirder was the sight of Mabel Anderson, my social worker, who usually arrived for visits in a beat-up old Toyota Corolla with screechy brakes and holes in the seat covers, standing next to the chauffeur. Friday was supposed to be her visit day, not Tuesday.


The kids on the bus moved to the side with the better view, pressing their faces against the windows: Had someone won the lottery?


The bus came to a stop and the driver opened the door. I stepped down to the street, suspicious. The bus drove off. As I approached Mabel, the chauffeur opened the Mercedes’s back passenger door and Masashi Araki emerged from the car. My heart dropped. It was like seeing a ghost from happier times.


Uncle Masa, as I called him, had been a friend of Mom’s, before the Beast, when Mom worked at the restaurant where Uncle Masa was a regular. He used to take me swimming or ice skating, depending on the season, and always threw in a trip for pizza or ice cream after, with no worrying about how much it cost. One time I straight out asked Mom if he was my father. “Oh God, no” was all she said. A couple years ago, Uncle Masa got posted from the Japanese Embassy in Washington, DC, to Geneva, ­Switzerland. He sent me postcards regularly, but then Mom sold our house, leaving no forwarding address because of debt collectors, and I stopped hearing from him.


“What’s going on?” I asked Mabel.


“I’ve brought news for you,” Mabel said. “This gentleman would like to be the one to explain.”


Uncle Masa approached me and bowed. That’s how I knew he was real. He never hugged me when he saw me, like an American uncle would; he always bowed. “You’ve gotten tall!” he said, and grinned, like nothing terrible had happened since I’d last seen him. “We’re the same height now.”


“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.


“There’s no need to curse,” said Mabel, who didn’t take anyone’s shit, especially mine.


Fuck her.


From his suit jacket pocket, Uncle Masa took out a blue United States of America passport wrapped in a silky white ribbon and handed it to me. “I’m here to take you to live with your father. In Tokyo, Japan. Happy birthday!”
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“You know my father?” I asked quietly, trying to hold back the rush of emotions swirling in my heart, my stomach, my brain, every cell in my body.


“I do,” said Uncle Masa. “And he would very much like to know you.”


“Is this a joke?”


“I wouldn’t joke about a matter this serious,” said Uncle Masa.


“Well, maybe you should. Because the idea of even having a father is a joke to me. Where has that guy been all my life and why the fuck would I go live with him?”


Mabel never smiled or frowned; it was like her face’s only mission was just to get through the day without emotional expression. Tersely, she said, “You know the rules, Elle. You’re free to vent your anger, but I will not tolerate impolite language.”


“I’m not going,” I said to Mabel. “You can’t make me.”


“I have no intention of making you go. It’s your choice,” said Mabel.


I started to walk down the street, just to get away from this nonsense. Hadn’t I been through enough already? But Uncle Masa hurried after me. He made it past me, turned around, and bowed again, trying to block my way. “Listen to me, Elle.”


I saw the living room window blind creep open at Foster Home #3’s no-hot-water-except-on-Wednesdays house. Foster Parent was clearly spying.


“Your father would be honored for you to come stay with him in Tokyo,” said Uncle Masa, sounding very formal, like he was the butler for this “father” of mine.


“You’ve got to be kidding me. I haven’t seen you since I was in middle school—and by the way, my life went to hell in that time—and now you’re here with an invitation for me to live with my father, when you never even told me you knew my father? No way. Just, no. And . . . and . . .” I was starting to sputter. There was too much to say, to ask, to know already. “And why is he suddenly ready to be in my life . . . but can’t even be bothered to show up in person?”


Reggie’s dad was a military hero killed in an ambush in the Middle East when Reggie was only five. Reggie had his dad’s photos, his medals, his letters. Reggie’s dad was real. He existed. He loved his son, even though he left Reggie way too early. But Reggie had all the proof—and the memories. All I’d ever gotten was evasive answers about “Mr. Tokyo” from my mother, who shut down each conversation by saying the subject hurt her too much to talk about. I’d never thought of myself as a person who had a father. Girls on TV had them, not people like me. Dads: just some fantasy created by Hollywood.


Mabel caught up to us. She said, “My understanding is your father wasn’t able to be part of your life in the past. Now he is.”


“What’s his name?” I asked.


Mabel rifled through some papers in the notebook she always carried. “Kenji Takahara.” After all these years of wondering who my real father was, I couldn’t believe I was finding out from a social worker of all people. There was an actual name attached to this fantasy.


“Why should I believe this Kenji Takahara guy is my father?” I asked. “I mean, come on. Absent biological fathers don’t just drop out of the sky.”


Uncle Masa looked up to the sky. I forgot how he took statements literally. His English was excellent, but it was not his native language and he often didn’t get turns of phrase. “Come with me,” said Uncle Masa. “I’ll show you.”


I let him lead me back toward the fancy car. He opened the back door, retrieved some documents from his briefcase, and handed one to me. “Here is your birth certificate. Your father’s name is right there. Kenji Takahara.”


There it was, a birth certificate issued by the State of Maryland, with my name and date of birth on it. Mother: Brandy Zoellner. Father: Kenji Takahara.


Uncle Masa held up more documents for me to inspect. “You see? This is your mother’s signed consent form authorizing you to go live with him. This is your plane ticket.”


“Wait. What? You saw my mom? When?”


Uncle Masa said, “I haven’t seen her. I’ve been in touch with her through a lawyer.” He bowed to Mabel. “She saw your mother to get the form signed.”


Even I hadn’t seen my mom since she’d gone to ­Jessup Correctional Institute three months ago. Every week Mabel gave me the option of going. Every week I declined. Not ready. Too mad. I was grateful Mom was alive, of course—but her addiction had ruined both our lives. I knew prison was difficult—how could it not be? But to see her face-to-face would require too painful an acknowledgment of how difficult my own life in foster care, without her, had also become. All Mom’s fault.


I looked accusingly at Mabel. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”


Mabel said, “I was instructed not to, in case it didn’t work out. We didn’t want to give you false hope.”


“I don’t believe you.” I wasn’t sure if I was addressing Mabel, or Uncle Masa, or the whole rotten universe.


“Then you can verify it with your mother yourself,” said Mabel, looking at her watch. “She’s expecting you, and I assured her I would deliver you to her this time. Visiting hours today end at four p.m. If we leave right now, we’ll get to Jessup in enough time.”


“What if I say no?” I asked Mabel.


Mabel looked toward #3’s house. The blinds closed suddenly.


The chauffeur held open the passenger door for us to get in.


Mabel confidently stepped into the car.


Go directly to Jail, do not pass Go.




[image: ]


“How do you manage to make even a prison uniform look glamorous?”


I thought I’d lose it at my first sight of Mom, but even though my eyes welled, I was pleasantly surprised. When she emerged into the visiting room, she looked like my real mom, before the Beast. Sober. With color in her face again, her hair washed, and some meat on her bony hips, I remembered how beautiful my mom once was.


She wasn’t allowed to give me a hug, but her big grin reached into my chest and grabbed my heart, hard.


“Jail’s cheaper than rehab,” she said as she sat down at the table opposite me. “I tried for the Betty Ford Clinic, you know. I hear it’s real fancy there, but the judge said no.” I didn’t laugh. It was a good joke, but I was the one paying the price for her need for rehab. Mom said, “How you doing, kid? God, I’m happy to see you. Finally.”


There was so much—too much to say. So, I kept it simple. “I’m sorry I smell bad.”


“You smell like foster care. I’m sorry.” I promised myself I wouldn’t, but I could feel a sob coming on. Mom sensed it—maybe she felt the same. She reminded us both, “Zoellner women are tough.”


“Because we have to be. I know. I remember.” The truth was harsh, but the reminder served its purpose. I felt calmer just hearing the normalcy of her old rules. “So, apparently now is when you’re going to tell me about my biological father?”


“Bingo!” said Mom, looking happy to change the subject to the one she could have brought up years ago but never did.


“Kenji Takahara? Who was he to you?”


“I’m not going to lie. I was a hot-looking thing back in my day.” She smiled and checked my face to see if it was warming up. It was. She always knew how to play me. I felt the crinkle of a smile hearing Mom’s boasting in fine form again. “I was nineteen and had gotten a job as a hostess at a fancy restaurant in DC. I had no polish, but I was pretty. I met him there. He was studying ­International Affairs or something at Georgetown ­University. Honestly, the best-looking guy I’d ever met, and he wore the most exquisite tailored suits he had custom-­made in London when he was just a student! We fell hard for each other.”


“You loved him?” This might be the most shocking news of all. I’d always assumed I was the product of a married-man affair, or a one-night stand, or worse.


“I was crazy for him. Had the time of my life with him.”


“Why’d you never tell me any of this before?”


“I did. I told you it hurt too much to talk about, and I wasn’t lying. Eventually, I planned to tell you. When you were eighteen and ready to take off into the world.”


“That’s such a selfish answer.”


“You know me best, baby.”


The guard next to us checked his watch, and I felt our meager time ticking away. “So what happened with you and him?”


“I got pregnant. I was thrilled. He panicked.”


I couldn’t believe I was finally hearing this story—in jail of all places. I was riveted and eager to hear more. “Why?”


“He was from a prominent family in Japan. They threatened to cut him off if he stayed in DC with me, or worse, married me.”


“So what’d you do?”


“I’m not a total idiot. I lawyered up, as best I could. Got a settlement from him in exchange for his freedom. His family paid for our house in Greenbelt. I owned it outright. We had fourteen good years there, right?”


“Sure. At the house you eventually sold to pay for your drug addiction.”


Mom bowed her head. “I know,” she said quietly. “At least it allowed me to raise you on a waitress’s income.”


“While you were still employed, yes.” I didn’t owe her any response other than brutal honesty. Zoellner women are tough, right? “So what happened to this Kenji guy?”


“He did as he was told by his family. Returned to Tokyo and opted not to be part of our lives.”


“ ‘Opted’ is a nice way of saying ‘abandoned.’ ”


“I don’t disagree. But things have changed, and the door is open for you to go to him.”


“How do you even know that?”


“When I knew I was going to jail, I tracked down Masa through the Japanese Embassy in Washington and let him know the situation. He was Kenji’s best friend.”


Another blow. How could I ever trust “Uncle” Masa, who’d been part of my life once, yet withheld this crucial information from me? Mom saw my mad face and said, “Don’t blame this on Masa. He was only ever good to us, and you know that. He made all the arrangements to take you to Japan to live with Kenji.”


“Why now?”


“Because, duh, you’re in foster care?”


“No, I mean if he didn’t want to be a father before, why would he want to be one now?”


“I was told by Masa that the timing wasn’t right before for you to be part of your father’s life, but now it is.”


“Why?” I asked again.


“How should I know?” Mom said, agitated. “Just be glad the opportunity exists.”


“Opportunity? To live with a complete stranger on the other side of the world? What the fuck, Mom? What if I don’t want to go?”


“Go! Living with him now is your best option.” I shook my head. I still wasn’t buying it. Mom added, “You being in foster care is my worst nightmare come true.”


“So it’s all about you?”


“It’s all about you!” Mom said angrily. “How’d your towel work out?”


It was a bizarre question out of nowhere, but I knew exactly where she was going. Before I was officially made a ward of the State of Maryland, when I was packing my few belongings, I begged Mom to let me bring my favorite towel, a plush, expensive blue towel she’d bought for our house after a restaurant patron left her an unexpectedly big tip. Mom told me not to bother packing it, because anything nice I had would get stolen.


I glared at her, then admitted, “Foster witch-mom said it was hers and then accused me of stealing it from her.”


“I was afraid that would happen. Fuck.” The towel issue seemed, by the look on Mom’s face, to be the one that might finally make her cry. “Is that how you want to live, with people that petty?”


“I don’t know what I’m supposed to want,” I snapped. “Literally everything I know about my life has changed in the past few hours.”


“Take this chance. Don’t be me, Elle,” Mom pleaded. With her other hand, she gestured to her prison uniform.


An announcement came over the loudspeaker that visiting hours were over.


No! We’d only gotten started on our visit! We’d barely scratched the surface of the story of her and my father. I hadn’t told her anything about my own life except about my stupid fucking towel being stolen. I wanted to scream in frustration. I wanted to take my mother out of this place with me.


Mom stood up. “I hate this. I can’t even hug my baby. Please tell me you’ll go, Elle. Let me know so I can finally get some peace.”


Just kill me now.


“I’ll go,” I said, only making up my mind in that instant.


Her face had a look of bittersweet relief. “Tell Kenji I hate him for getting to be the hero—and so many other things—but that you’re a good girl and I’m jealous he gets to have you all to himself.”


I shook my head at her but offered a small smile. “I’m not going to tell him that.”


Mom smiled back and blew a weepy kiss my way as she was led away. “Happy birthday, Elle my belle. I love you.”


“I love you, too, crazy lady.”


Her back was to me as she walked out of the visiting room, but I could hear her laugh, and I was happy she couldn’t see the tears springing from my eyes.
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I found Mabel outside in the parking lot, doing paperwork on a bench, while Uncle Masa and the Mercedes idled nearby.


“So?” Mabel asked me.


I couldn’t believe I was about to say this, but what else was there to do? I had a chance to meet the father I always wanted to know, to never go back to Foster Home #3, and never find out if Foster House #4 would indeed be worse than its predecessors. I said, “Let’s go.”


“Your foster home is on the way to the airport. The driver said we have enough time for you to stop and get your stuff.”


The first lesson I’d learned in foster care was to keep whatever was most important to me with me at all times. All I really cared about were my old photos—of Mom, Reggie, Hufflepuff—and they were safely zipped away in the school binder inside the backpack I’d left sitting on the seat of the Mercedes.


“Let’s not,” I said. “Burn my stuff, for all I care.”
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If the luxury Mercedes ride was a precursor to my future life in Japan, it was already winning over the last three months of my life.


I decided to think of this fucked-up situation as an opportunity—like my mom had said—rather than a terrifying question mark. I wasn’t going to disappoint Mom and get sent back to foster care. I’d figure this Kenji guy out and be a good (enough) daughter till I finished high school and could strike out on my own.


“So how do you know this Kenji Takahara?” I asked Uncle Masa. We’d dropped Mabel back at her office and were en route to Dulles Airport, moving slowly through rush-hour DC-area traffic.


“He’s not ‘this’ Kenji Takahara,” said Uncle Masa. “He’s your father.”


“Right. My father.” Connecting those two words—my and father—together was a lot to wrap my brain around. “How long has he been your friend?”


“He’s not just my friend. He’s my cousin. His father and my mother were brother and sister. So, in a way, I am almost your real uncle.”


I knew Uncle Masa was trying to be nice and welcoming, but I had big trust issues with my “uncle” who’d reappeared out of nowhere and was now whisking me to a new life with a father I didn’t know, in a country where I didn’t speak the language. But I understood that Uncle Masa was trying to do right by me, and I needed to remember I’d always trusted him. He would be the only person I knew in my new world, and my one connection to my old one. I wanted to hear his side of the story.


“So how did you know my mom really, then?”


“I was with Kenji at the restaurant where they first met. And I stayed in touch with your mother after Kenji returned to Tokyo.”


“Did he know that?”


“Yes. He encouraged it. He wanted to know about you.”


“Without actually being there for me. What a guy.”


Like turns of phrase, sarcasm was often lost on Uncle Masa. “Yes, he is a guy,” said Uncle Masa. The mistake was funny, but I wasn’t laughing. Because:


“How come he didn’t want to know me himself?”


“Kenji’s father oversaw the family business, and he made the decisions. He decided that Kenji should return home, finish his studies in Tokyo, and cut off contact.”


So Grandpa was a dick. Strike one, Takahara family.


I said, “Kenji Takahara could have chosen otherwise.”


“He was very young and it was falling on his head.”


“What?” I asked, confused.


“You know, the situation was too much for him.”


“You mean he was in over his head?”


Uncle Masa smiled. “Yes. You always helped me with my English, remember?”


I said, “I remember that even while you were visiting with me, I still grew up without a dad. Even if he was young and in over his head, he could have stayed.”


“That is not the Japanese way, to disobey parents.”


Strike two.


“So why now? Why does he want me to live with him now?”


“His father died last year. Now Kenji is the boss of the family and the family business. He makes the decisions. He had been trying to find you, but there was no record of where you’d gone.”


“Mom changed her cell number and didn’t leave a forwarding address for us. Because she owed so much money.”


“We were fortunate that she was trying to find me while he was trying to find you.”


“All these years, he could have tried harder. He’s a deadbeat.”


Uncle Masa searched the word deadbeat on his phone. “He’s not a deadbeat,” said Uncle Masa, frowning.


“Is he married? Does he have other children?”


“No. No.”


“What does he do?”


“He’s in real estate. The Takaharas are a prominent business family in Japan.”


Once again on this stranger than strange birthday, I felt overwhelmed. It was hard enough to accept the fact that my father was about to exist in my life, without also trying to figure out who he was as a person, where he came from, what he did, and . . . and . . . I needed a break, to an easier topic. I stared out the window of the Mercedes at the gray skies over Maryland. “What’s the weather like there?”


“Hot and humid in summer, cold in winter, beautiful cherry blossoms in spring.”


“Just like here.”


It would probably suck just as much.


Strike three.




[image: ]


Life moves fast once you turn sixteen, I guess.


Suddenly, I had a father I’d never known about. Suddenly, I was leaving Maryland, the only place I’d ever lived. Suddenly, I was at an airport for the first time, being whisked past a long-ass security line and over to a quick and efficient security line for first- and business-class passengers, and soon enough, I was going to be on a plane for the first time. Would my seventeenth birthday ever live up to this crazy one?


Uncle Masa took me to a special lounge waiting area for “International First” customers. Already I felt like an outsider, and I was still in my own country. Everyone in the private lounge looked rich, well-dressed, and comfortable, like they belonged in this immaculate, glass-windowed oasis overlooking the planes taking off and landing, and where a buffet of free food was available, along with rows of Japanese and English newspapers and magazines. The majority of people in the lounge also looked and spoke Japanese. A monitor hung on the wall showed the terminal’s upcoming departure times to cities like Vancouver, Paris, London, Rio de Janeiro, Beijing, and Mexico City. I’d never much imagined the world beyond Maryland, yet here all these people were, casually waiting to fling themselves to every corner of the earth, and I was about to be one of them.


An older Japanese couple sat opposite me and Uncle Masa, drinking tea. The lady kept looking at me disapprovingly, but every time I met her stare, she gazed into her teacup. She and her husband spoke to each other in Japanese—about me, I was pretty sure. I kept hearing her say the word hafu.


I wanted to hide my unsophisticated, never-been-on-a-plane self under a blanket while Uncle Masa sat beside me, working on his computer.


“What’s hafu?” I whispered to Uncle Masa.


He didn’t look up from his work. “I can’t hear you.”


I spoke louder but decided on a different question. “Can we call Kenji Takahara?”


“No. He’ll be working right now. Phone calls with him are by appointment, unless you want to speak with the receptionist at his business.”


“Why would I want to do that?”


“That’s what I thought.”


“What does he look like?” Genuine curiosity began to crowd out everything else. “Do you have a picture of him on your phone?”


“I don’t.”


“Can I see his online profile?”


“His security team advises him to keep a low online profile. He’s not on Facebook or Instagram or any of those other platforms.”


That my father had a receptionist wasn’t that interesting. That he had a security team was mind-blowing. Who was this guy?


“So let’s google him.”


“You can try but ‘Kenji Takahara’ is a very common Japanese name. You probably won’t see your father there.”


“I’m getting the feeling you and the security team don’t actually want me to see this guy.”


Uncle Masa laughed and finally looked up at me. He handed me his computer. “You’re welcome to try.”


I googled “Kenji Takahara.” As Uncle Masa had promised, there were too many hits to decipher which one was my father. I turned to the Google Images page. The screen flooded with photos of men named Kenji Takahara.


“Is he here?” I asked, turning the screen toward Uncle Masa.


He pointed to a photo of a man wearing a suit and a construction hat, cutting the ribbon at an empty lot. “That’s him. The day they broke ground on the new hotel.”


“I can hardly see his face.”


“Then the security team is doing their job properly.”


I could tell this was a Google job that would require a lot more time and energy than I had at this moment, and I wanted to take advantage of having computer access. So I gave up on “Kenji Takahara” hits and logged on to my Gmail account to send Reggie a quick email.


Dude, you’re not going to believe what is happening! I am at the airport now, waiting for a flight to Japan to go live with my dad, who I just found out about. I’m so sorry there was no time to see you and say good-bye! Email me back and let me know when you can log on to the computer at the home and we will arrange a video chat. I will be in Tokyo then! Love, Elle. PS—I AM NOT JOKING! Sayonara! (Look it up.)


“Here she is,” said Uncle Masa, rising from his chair as a young Japanese woman approached. She handed a file folder to him and bowed.


Uncle Masa told me, “Elle, this is Emiko Katsura. She’s your father’s assistant in Tokyo, and she came to help me with all the arrangements. She’ll be flying back with us.”


Emiko Katsura bowed to me as well. Was I supposed to bow back? Set a date for royal tea? She appeared to be in her early thirties, and she wore a simple navy pencil skirt that showcased her trim figure, with a crisp white oxford blouse, cherry-red stiletto-heeled shoes, a gold charm bracelet on her wrist, and diamond stud earrings. I didn’t know how anyone could walk in heels that high. She had long, smooth ombré hair—raven-colored at the top, honey-colored toward the bottom, with full strands of chestnut-colored highlights. She looked like that Beyoncé song—“I Woke Up Like This.”


“Do you keep pictures in your locket charms?” I asked, fixated on her pretty gold bracelet. If I had one of those, I’d put pictures of Mom and Reggie and Hufflepuff in it, and anyone who wanted to steal the bracelet from me would literally have to fight me to get it off my wrist.


“I do.” Emiko opened it to show me a small bridal photo of herself and a Japanese groom who looked about the same age as Emiko but boring and not nearly as stylish. “My wedding day.”


“Nice,” I said.


“We’ve been doing some shopping. This is for you.”


I returned Uncle Masa’s computer to him and took the bag Emiko handed me. It was a Louis Vuitton duffel that I was pretty sure was not a fake, based on its smooth feel and expensive-store smell. Emiko and Uncle Masa started speaking to each other in Japanese while I rifled through the bag. It was filled with new clothes—shirts, sweaters, jeans, socks, and underwear, all in my size. I lifted a James Perse T-shirt and held it against my face. I had no idea a T-shirt could feel so soft, like a kitten rubbing my cheek. I placed the T-shirt back in the duffel bag and saw that there was also a Louis Vuitton toiletry bag with a hairbrush, toothpaste, and even feminine products. This duffel bag was better than a birthday present. It was like a windfall for the past three Christmases combined. Guilty much, Kenji Takahara?


“I hope these items will be acceptable to you for the time being,” Emiko said. “I didn’t know your style, so I tried to make safe choices.”


“They’re okay,” I said, trying to sound unaffected. “Thanks.” My style was Old Navy clearance rack, but I didn’t want her to think I could be impressed so easily with luxurious new clothes. “Is there a bathroom where I can change?”


Emiko said, “The front desk attendant can direct you. They have spa facilities if you want to relax while we wait. We’ve still got another hour to go before boarding.”


“Does the spa have a shower with warm water?” I asked, joking.


“Of course,” said Emiko.


SHUT! UP!


“I can take a shower in there, for real?”


“Yes. The attendant will give you a robe and slippers and any other items you require.”


“I might need a massage,” I said, joking again.


Emiko said, “The attendant can book that for you.”


“Wait, seriously?” I’d never get a massage. Strangers touching me? No way. But the fact that a massage was even a real option here and not a joke was ridiculous. We were in an airport.


Uncle Masa said, “My credit card is on file at the front. Get whatever service you’d like. Emiko and I will be working in the bar area meanwhile. You can find us there when you are finished.”


[image: ]


New plan. I was going to live at the International First Lounge.


The shower “stall” in the spa area was a spacious, white-tiled, private room with a showerhead centered over the ceiling, so it felt like bathing under a glorious rainfall—not too hard, not too soft, but just right. The lather of the sweetest-smelling lavender body soap felt like a purification, wiping Foster Home #3 clean off my skin. Argan oil shampoo and conditioner left my hair feeling light, smooth, and born-again clean.


After the shower, I chose from a whole rack of white towels. (Who could ever need that many towels for one shower?) The towel was unbelievably soft and plush; I wanted to sleep in it. Since I couldn’t take the shower stall with me, I stuffed the wet towel into the Louis Vuitton duffel bag in case the towels were terrible in Tokyo. Then I thought better of it and placed a second dry towel in my bag, in case someone stole the first one.


I felt like a different person when I emerged from the spa back into the main area of the lounge. Clean, refreshed, whole. A not-sorry towel thief. I saw Emiko and Uncle Masa in the bar area at the far end of the lounge, but they were deep in work, so I checked out the rest of the lounge. There were free soda and tea machines, a virtual reality game pod, a snack buffet, massage chairs. While I didn’t want strange human hands touching me, a chair would be more than excellent. I plopped down into the recliner chair, turned it on, and whoa, the vibrations seemed to be soothing my every muscle, and then . . .
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