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For all the girls who lead with their hearts




THE IMPERIAL FAMILY*
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THE TOKYO TATTLER


The Lost Butterfly gets her wings clipped


April 4, 2021




A timeless elegance imbued Prime Minister Adachi’s wedding to shipping heiress Haya Tajima at the luxurious New Otani Hotel. Though this is the PM’s second marriage (his first wife passed away several years ago), no expense was spared. Men wore coattails. Women dressed in silks. Glasses bubbled over with Dom Pérignon. Black-and-white swans, imported from Australia, swam in the garden pools. Attendees were a veritable feast of Japan’s upper-crust society, including the imperial family. Even His Imperial Highness Crown Prince Toshihito was present, despite ongoing disagreements with the PM.


But the focus wasn’t on the feud, or even the bride and groom, for that matter. All eyes were turned to the newly minted princess, Her Imperial Highness Princess Izumi, aka the Lost Butterfly. The wedding marked her first formal entrance into Japan society. Would she fly—or fall?


HIH Princess Izumi certainly dressed the part in a jade silk gown and Mikimoto pearls, pulled from the imperial vaults and gifted by the empress. Press wasn’t allowed inside the actual celebration, but by all accounts, the affair was flawless.


So why was the Lost Butterfly spied boarding a train to Kyoto this morning? The Imperial Household Agency insists it was a planned, scheduled trip to the countryside. But we all know the Kyoto imperial villa is where royals go to repent. Last year, His Imperial Highness Prince Yoshihito stayed there while he recovered from an unauthorized trip to Sweden.


It appears this butterfly’s wings have been clipped. What could HIH Princess Izumi have possibly done to warrant an expulsion from the Tokyo imperial estate? No one has a clue. But somebody is definitely in trouble . . .
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It is the sacred duty of best friends to convince you to do the things you should not do.


“You’re never going to finish this. You tried. You really tried,” Noora, aforementioned best friend, says. “You gave it a shot.”


A shot consisted of one five-minute attempt at an essay on the theme of personal growth in Huckleberry Finn. Noora is supposed to be helping me. I called her over for moral support. “Better we just give up and move on.” She flops onto my bed, arms across her eyes—the literal definition of a swoon. So dramatic.


Her argument is compelling. I’ve had four weeks to work on the journal. Today is Monday. It is due Tuesday. I don’t know enough about math to approximate the statistics of finishing on time, but I bet they’re low. Hello, consequences of my own actions. We meet again, old friend.


Noora’s head pops up from my pillow. “Good Lord, your dog stinks.”


I cuddle Tamagotchi close to my chest. “It’s not his fault.” My terrier mix has a rare glandular condition for which there is no cure or medication. He also has a you’re-so-ugly-you’re-cute face and a gross fetish for his own feet. He sucks his toes.


Pretty sure I was put on this earth to love this canine.


“I can’t ditch the assignment. I need it to pass the class,” I say, surprising myself. I am seldom the voice of reason. Confession: there is no voice of reason in our friendship. Conversations usually go:


Noora: *suggests bad idea*


Me: *hesitates*


Noora: *disappointed face*


Me: *comes up with worse idea*


Noora: *delighted face*


Basically, she instigates and I double down. She’s the Timberlake to my Biel, the Edward to my Bella, the Pauly D to my Jersey Shore. My bestie from another teste. My ride or die. It’s been this way since second grade when we bonded over our skin color—a shade darker than the white kids in Mount Shasta—and a shared inability to follow simple instructions. “Draw a flower?” Scoff. How about an entire ocean landscape with starfish criminals and an I-don’t-play-by-the-rules dolphin detective instead?


Together, we’re one half of an Asian Girl Gang—AGG, for short. Think less organized crime, more Golden Girls. Hansani and Glory are the other two parts. Membership dues are strict and paid in some claim to Asian ancestry. Meaning: we’re pan-Asian. In a town strung together with tie-dyes and confederate flags, one cannot afford to discriminate.


Noora levels me with her eyes. “It’s time to give up. Adapt. Overcome. Be at peace with your failure. Let’s go to the Emporium. I wonder if that cute guy still works behind the counter. Remember when Glory got all flustered and ordered Reese’s penises ice cream? C’mon, Zoom Zoom,” she cajoles.


“I wish you’d never heard my mother call me that.” I shift, and Tamagotchi scrambles from my arms. It is no secret: I love him more than he loves me. He circles and lays down, tucking his chin into his butt. So. Cute.


Noora shrugs. “I did, though, and it’s amazing. Now I cannot not use it.”


“I prefer Izzy.”


“You prefer Izumi,” she volleys back.


Correct. But by the third grade, I’d heard those three syllables butchered enough to want to simplify my name. It’s easier this way.


“If white people can learn Klingon, they can learn to pronounce your name.”


When someone is right, they’re right. “True,” I admit.


My bestie taps her fingers against her stomach, a clear sign of boredom. She sits up, and her smile is catlike—secretive, smug. Another reason I’m a dog person. Never trust a cat, they’ll eat your face if you die. (I have no proof of this. Only a strong gut feeling.) “Forget the Emporium, then. I’m feeling pale and unattractive.”


Now I’m grinning. We’ve been down this road before. I am happy to follow. “Maybe we should just freshen up and try again?” I ever so helpfully suggest. Tamagotchi’s ears perk up.


Noora nods sagely. “Great minds think alike.” She flashes me another smile and dashes out the door toward Mom’s master bathroom, otherwise known as the Rodeo Drive of cosmetics. It’s hard to think about what’s on the chipped vinyl counter and not salivate—shiny lacquered cases of Chanel eye shadow palettes, a La Prairie caviar sleep mask, Yves Saint Laurent Couture eyeliner. Oh, and Korean skincare products, anyone? Yes, please. Each decadent little indulgence holds a promise of better tomorrows. Like, things are super bad right now, but I really think this bronzer in Golden Goddess is going to turn it all around.


Irony is, the pricey makeup is the diametric opposite of mom’s no-fuss practicality. She drives a Prius, next-level recycles (sometimes I think she had a child just to help her turn the compost pile), and reuses her pantyhose. Got leftover soap slivers? Shove them in the toe of an old stocking and get every last bit of suds out of them. When I point out this hypocrisy to Mom, she is flat-out dismissive. “Whatever,” she says. “It’s all part of my feminine mystique.” I don’t disagree. We ladies contain multitudes. What it comes down to is, the glosses and highlighters are Mom’s guilty pleasure. And it’s purely Noora’s and my pleasure to paint our faces while Mom is teaching at the local community college.


I find Noora applying a Dior gloss and peeking through the blinds. “Jones is in your backyard again.”


I cross the carpet and join Noora to peer out the window. Yep, that’s him. Our next-door neighbor wears a floppy pink sun hat, white T-shirt, yellow Crocs, and a sarong so colorful it’s offensive—I mean, who created such an unholy thing?


He carries two jars of dark liquid and places them on our back porch. Probably kombucha. The bearded wonder is sweet on my mom, brews his own tea, keeps bees, and his favorite T-shirt says Love Sees No Color. This, of course, is a lie. Love definitely sees color. Example: when I mustered up the courage to tell my seventh grade crush I liked him, he replied, “Sorry, I just don’t find Asian chicks attractive.” Since then, my love life has followed the same cursed path. My last relationship ended in a dumpster fire. His name was Forest and he cheated on me during home-coming. We consciously uncoupled. I rub my side where there is a sudden sharp pain—probably gas, definitely not the memory.


“It’s a little creepy that he brings your mom stuff all the time. Kind of like a feral cat that leaves dead mice on your porch.” Noora re-caps the gloss and smooths her lips together. The deep red color matches her personality. Subtle is not in her vocabulary.


I cross my arms. “Two weeks ago, he brought her a book of pressed flowers.” Mom may be a bio professor, but botany is her real jam. What Jones lacks in fashion, he makes up for in game. I’ll give that to him.


Noora moves from the window and pitches the gloss onto Mom’s flea market quilt. Mom’s a fan of old things. “Is this the book he made her? Rare Orchids of North America?” She’s at Mom’s nightstand now, rifling through her stuff. Such a snoop.


“No,” I say. “That’s different.” I’ve never paid much attention to the book. Because, rare orchids and all.


Noora flips open the cover. “Ruh-roh, Scooby Doo. What’s this?” She taps a finger against the title page and begins reading. “My dearest Hanako—”


It takes a moment for me to catch up. Dearest? Hanako? I lunge, snatching the book from her hands.


“Grabby,” she mumbles, resting a chin on my shoulder.


The handwriting is neat but slanted, the pencil nearly faded.




My dearest Hanako,


Please let these words say what I cannot speak:


I wish I were close


To you as the wet skirt of


A salt girl to her body.


I think of you always.


—Yamabe no Akahito


Yours,


Makoto “Mak”


2003





Noora whistles low. “Guess Jones isn’t your mom’s only not-so-secret admirer.”


I sit down on the bed. “Mom never mentioned a Makoto.” I don’t know how to feel about that fact. It’s strange to think about your parent’s life before you. Call me narcissistic, but it’s a teen’s prerogative to believe everything started the moment you were born. Like: Izzy’s here now. Earth, you may begin spinning. I don’t know, maybe it’s an only child thing. Or maybe my mom loved me so much she made it seem that way.


I’m still processing this when Noora carefully says, “So, hey. You were born in 2003.”


“Yeah.” I swallow, staring at the page. Our thoughts have turned in the same improbable, yet intuitively correct direction. Mom said she got pregnant with me in her final year of college. My parents were in the same senior class. Harvard, 2003. My father was another student, visiting from Japan. A one-night stand.But not a mistake, she always insisted. Never a mistake.


I stare at the name. Makoto. Mak. What are the chances Mom had separate affairs with two different Japanese men in the year I was born? I glance at Noora. “This could be my father.” Saying it out loud feels weird, heavy. Taboo.


The topic of my father has always been a biographical footnote. Izzy was conceived in 2003 by Hanako Tanaka and an unknown Japanese male. It isn’t the knowledge of my origins that makes me feel bad. I am a daughter of the twenty-first century; no way I’d be ashamed of my mom’s sexual liberation. I respect her decisions, even though the word mom and the word sex makes me want to set something on fire.


It’s the not knowing that makes my soul ache. Walking down the street, examining people, and wondering: Are you my father? Could you know my father? Could you know something about me I don’t?


Noora looks me over. “I know that look. You’re getting your hopes up.”


I hug the book to my chest. Sometimes it’s hard not to be jealous of my bestie. She’s got so much I don’t—two parents and an enormous extended family. I’ve been to Thanksgiving at her house. It’s a real Norman Rockwell painting except with a tipsy uncle, Farsi flying around, pomegranate gravy, and persimmon tarts in lieu of apple pie. She knows exactly where she comes from, who she is, what she’s all about.


“Seriously,” I say finally.


Noora sits down and nudges me. “Seriously? This could be your dad. This could not be your dad. No need to jump to conclusions.” Too late.


As a kid, I thought lots about my father. Sometimes, I fantasized he was a dentist or an astronaut—and once, though I’ll never admit it out loud, I wished he was white. Actually, I wished both my parents were white. White was beautiful. White was the color of my dolls and the models and families I saw on TV. Like shortening my name, a paler skin color and a rounder eye shape would have made my life so much easier, the world so much more accessible.


I glance at the page. “Harvard must have records of who attended.” It comes out wobbly. I’ve never dared search for my father. I don’t even really talk about him. For one, Mom hasn’t really encouraged it. In fact, her unwillingness to speak about him discouraged it. So I kept quiet, not wanting to rock the mother-daughter boat. I still don’t. But I shouldn’t have to do this alone, either. Isn’t that what best friends are for? To share the weight?


Click. Flash. Noora takes a picture of the page with her phone. “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” she promises. God, I wish I could bottle her confidence, her self-assuredness. If I only had half as much as she does. “You okay?” she asks.


My lips twitch. There’s a skittery feeling in my chest. This could be big. Really big. “Yeah. It’s just a lot to process.”


Noora flings her arms around me, squeezing me tight. We hug it out. “Don’t worry,” she says earnestly. “We’ll find him.”


“You really think so?” I let all the hope shine in my eyes.


The catlike smile returns. “Is Cinnabon my downfall?”


“Based on past consumption, I’d say yes.”


Her nod is swift and confident. “We’ll find him.”


See? Ride or die.
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School. Noon. Tuesday. I barrel through the hallways of Mount Shasta High. Eighteen hours have passed since a book about rare orchids and a semiracy poem teetered my world off its axis.


It was a rough evening and morning. There were so many questions bouncing around in my mind—did Mom lie about not knowing my father? If so, why? Could my dad know about me? Then, why didn’t he want me? The struggle is real. I’ve been careful to contain my hopes while simultaneously dodging my mother. It’s good that I’m excellent at subterfuge. Under my bed, there is half a bottle of peach schnapps and a handful of romance novels (impoverished duke plus lower class heiress equals true love forever). Mom doesn’t know any of this. Acting casual is key—just a girl going about her business, nothing to see here.


The library entrance is in view. I bear down, pushing past a group of cowboys and two girls named Harmony. Double doors slam behind me.


Ah, quiet at last. If only my thoughts were as easy to turn off. Deep in the stacks, Noora is waiting for me on pins and needles. I’m on tenterhooks, too. In the last hour, a flurry of texts passed between the AGG.




Noora


OMG. OMG. OMG.







Noora


Big news. Emergency AGG meeting


in the library during lunch.







Glory


We eat there every day.







Me


?







Noora


Be on time. You’re not going to


want to miss this.







Glory


If this is about Denny Masterson’s


third nipple again . . .







Noora


YOU WISH!







Hansani


How about a little hint?







Me


??







Noora


Puh-lease. And ruin my big reveal?


Noah fence, but you’re just going to


have to wait.





I push down the hope-filled balloon in my chest. It is very likely Noora’s big news isn’t about my alleged father anyway. She lives to call emergency meetings.


“Finally.” Noora latches on to me, pulling me through the shelves. We emerge in the northeast corner. Hansani, a svelte Sri Lankan, and Glory, a half-Filipino with eyebrows I’d die and/or kill for, are already waiting at our usual table. These girls. My girls. We have the unique ability to stare at one another and know exactly what the other is feeling. Our connection was born in elementary school, where we learned our biggest “flaw” was our appearance.


For me, it was Emily Billings. She cornered me on the school bus with her eyes taped up at an exaggerated slant. I knew I was different, but I didn’t know different was bad until someone pointed it out. Of course, I laughed with the other kids. After all, humor is always the best defense. I pretended it didn’t hurt. Just like I pretended it didn’t hurt when some kid asked me if my family celebrated the bombing of Pearl Harbor like Christmas. Or when students requested my help on their math homework. Joke’s on them, I’m terrible with numbers. Still, each time, something inside of me shrivels up, ashamed and silent.


Anyway, we get it. We all know what it’s like to roll with the cultural punches. Noora gets questioned about why she doesn’t wear a hijab. People wonder if Glory was adopted when she’s with her white dad. Hansani endures Mr. Apu accents—wrong country, for starters. And of course, there’s the universal no, but where are you really from?


The girls have already cracked into their lunches—pita and hummus for Hansani, egg salad for Glory. There’s a No Eating sign above our table. Meh, rules are meant to be broken.


I dump my backpack and water bottle onto the table and smile at the other two. Noora falls into the chair beside me. She snaps her fingers at Glory. “Laptop.”


Glory’s eyes flick to Noora and narrow. “Say ‘please,’” she says, even as she pulls out a shiny Chromebook.


Noora pokes her with a pencil. “You know I adore you, even if your name doesn’t suit you.” This is true. Though I’d never say it. Glory is the type of person to poke her finger in someone’s mouth while they’re yawning to establish dominance. Noora, on the other hand, is not afraid to say it. Their relationship is best described as love-hate. The two are so alike, and they don’t even know it.


Glory hands over the laptop. “Stick me again with that pencil and I’ll throat punch you.”


So today, more hate than love.


“Can we get on with it?” I chime in.


Noora takes the laptop and types away. “Yes. Yes we can.” She pauses, laces her hands together and cracks her knuckles. “Drumroll, please!”


Hansani obliges, tapping her fingers against the table.


Glory takes out a file and starts shaping her nails into talons.


I close my eyes. Brace myself. Allow the hope balloon in my chest to expand. Let it be about him. And if it is him, let him not be a serial killer who collects skin suits.


“I found him! I found Makoto. Mak. Your father!” Noora exclaims.


I open my eyes. Blink. Her words dig under my skin, grow roots, leaves. Bloom. So many feelings. Above them all, discomfort. So I do what I do best. I crack a joke. I deflect. “This isn’t about Denny’s third nipple?”


Noora flicks a hand. “God, no. That’s so two and a half months ago. Now, before I show you what I found, I need to tell you something.” She seems unsure, serious.


Blood rushes in my ears. Hansani reaches across the table and lays her hand over mine. She has a sixth sense of sorts where she can detect emotional frequencies. It’s her superpower.


I glance at Glory and Hansani. Do they know what Noora has found? Both shake their heads. It’s one of our things, communicating by looks alone. We operate on the same wavelength. We’re all in the dark right now. “Okay,” I say. Deep breath. “Lay it on me.” Prepare for the worst. Hope for the best.


Noora inhales gustily. “I am very attracted to your father.”


Hansani giggles.


Glory rolls her eyes.


The wind is knocked out of my nervous sails. “Yuck,” I say. “Plus, we don’t even know if he’s my father yet.”


“Oh, he’s your dad.”


Dad. In my mind I’ve always referred to him as my father, never Dad. The former is a title given at birth, the latter earned over time—after scraped knees and sleepless nights and graduations. I don’t have a dad. But I could. The promise of that scoots me to the edge of my seat.


Noora says, “You’re a dead ringer for him. Check it out.” She turns the laptop to face the group. Images fill the screen.


Glory slams her nail file on the table. “Fothermucker.”


Hansani whistles low. “Shut your face.”


“Meet Makotonomiya Toshihito. Who’s your daddy, Zoom Zoom?” Noora exclaims. She moves the cursor and clicks, enlarging a photo. It’s even more eerie up close. He’s posing in front of a brick building. Harvard, I presume. He’s young in the photo. His smile full of promise and foolish hope. The kind of grin before the world knocks your teeth out. The resemblance is impossible to ignore. Uncanny. There I am in his full lips, in his straight nose, even in the spaces between his teeth.


My mouth opens, closes, then opens again.


“Noora was right. Holy hot-dad,” Glory says.


Fist bumps go around the table. My pulse is racing. I remind myself heart attacks are rare in eighteen-year-olds. “How’d you . . .” I pause. Gather myself. Gather my thoughts. “How’d you find him?”


“Harvard didn’t have a student register available online, but they do have an order form along with a phone number. I called this morning. Spoke to a super cool chick named Olivia. Funny story, she grew up in Ashland.” Ashland is close to Mount Shasta. “We got along like a house on fire. We’re friends now. She’ll probably name her first child after me.”


“Ugh, get to the point,” Glory grinds out.


As for me, I can’t stop staring at him. At Makoto. My father. At all our similarities. We have the same eyebrows, though I’ve plucked mine into submission. I brush my fingers against the screen, then withdraw them. No need to get emotionally attached.


Noora goes on. “Anyway, she couldn’t tell me very much. Something about confidentiality. So that was kind of a dead end.”


“Oh my God,” Glory says.


Noora frowns at Glory. “So then I did a Google search of the words: Makoto, Mak, Harvard 2003. And there he was. Easy peasy Japanese-y.” Noora waves a hand in front of my face. “All right?”


Words form and die in my throat. “Yes. No. Maybe?”


“I’m going to take that as a yes, because there’s more.”


More? How could there be more?


“Stay with me.”


Noora is quiet for a moment. She clears her throat. Ahem. I’m drawn from the screen.


“He’s royalty.” Pause. Her smile grows brighter. “A prince.” Another pause. Smile brighter still. “The Crown Prince of Japan, to be exact. His real name is Makotonomiya Toshihito.”


Seconds tick by on the clock above our heads. Noora’s grin brittles. I snort. I have the distinct feeling of standing at the end of a very long and dark tunnel.


“I don’t think she’s okay,” Hansani whispers, concerned. “Maybe we should call the nurse.”


“We don’t have a nurse anymore. Budget cuts,” Glory states.


Hysteria swells in my throat. It’s got nowhere to go but up and out. I laugh sharply, uncontrollably. Yeah, I’m losing it.


Noora says, “Seriously, Zoom Zoom, this isn’t funny. You’re a prince’s love child. The fruit of his loins.”


“The words fruit and loins should never be said together,” Glory remarks, mouth full of egg salad.


Noora’s grin flattens into one unhappy line. “You don’t believe me. None of you believe me. Fine. Proof, meet pudding.” She minimizes the photo and brings up an article from a newspaper.




THE TOKYO TATTLER


Oldest unmarried heir in the
history of the Chrysanthemum
throne has no plans to marry


May 23, 2018







At thirty-nine years old, His Imperial Highness Crown Prince Toshihito remains a confirmed bachelor and has no plans to marry, a palace insider reports. Despite plenty of eligible candidates, the Crown Prince refuses to settle down. The Imperial Household Agency is extremely distressed, though they won’t come out and say it . . .





The article goes on to speculate on the Crown Prince’s eligible brides: a distant royal relative, the niece of an official at the Ise Grand Shrine, the granddaughter of the former prime minister of Japan, or the daughter of a wealthy industrialist. Pictures accompany the article of the women. They appear on my father’s arm, beautiful show ponies basking in the limelight and his attention. He is opposite in demeanor—stoic, stance rigid, frown firmly in place. Nothing like his Harvard photo. There are criticisms of the women in the article, too. Not the right hat for a garden party; not the right gloves for a state dinner; not enough family money—or worse, too much new family money.


The girls have gathered behind me. We stare at the laptop screen.


Hansani says, “He’s like the Asian George Clooney.”


“Pre–Amal and twins,” Glory amends.


I close out of the article and spend the next five minutes clicking through more photos. There he is sharing the Covent Garden Royal Box with Prince Charles and Camilla for a performance of La Traviata. In another, brunching with the Grand Duke of Luxembourg at Betzdorf Castle. In another, sailing the Mediterranean with the King of Spain. On it goes: skiing in Liechtenstein with Prince Hans, attending a state dinner with President Sheikh bin Zayed al-Nahyan in the UAE . . . To top it all off, there’s an actual photo of him with George Clooney! I slam the laptop closed and push away from the table, needing space.


Noora, Glory, and Hansani smile hesitantly. They radiate anxiety. “My father is the Crown Prince of Japan.” Perhaps speaking it out loud will make it more real.


Nope.


It’s hard to believe, but the pictures don’t lie. I’m his spitting image. The fruit of his loins. Yeah, still don’t like that term.


“Holy childhood-dreams-come-true! You’re a princess,” says Noora.


Princess. Most little girls dream about this. I didn’t. My mom bought me building blocks with Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Hilary Clinton on them. I just dreamed of having a father, knowing where I come from, and being able to speak proudly about who I am.


“If you’re royalty, then I’ve got to be something, too,” Noora barrels on. “I’m going to pay for that genealogy thing when I get home. Fingers crossed it shows I’m fifty percent Targaryen, thirty percent British royals, and one hundred percent Oprah’s long-lost sister.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works,” says Hansani. At Noora’s stink eye, she holds up both hands. “Just saying.”


Noora dismisses her and turns to me. “This is the greatest thing ever to happen to me. My best friend is royalty!” She squeezes her clenched fists under her chin and bats her eyes at me. “I’m going to ride your coattails so hard.”


My head spins. This is more than I could ever want. More than I could ever dream up. What I’ve been waiting eighteen years for. And yet . . . something gets stuck in my throat. It’s inescapable, unpalatable. “My whole life is a lie. Why would my mom hide this from me?”


Glory snaps her fingers. “That’s the million-dollar question, my friend.”
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Messages


5:26 PM




Me


Legit, the thought of confronting


my mother is the best laxative ever.







Noora


You can do it.







Noora


Go in and Law and Order it up. It’s


time she pays for her crimes. You


be the plucky DA who brings her to


justice.







Me


I’d much rather be Mariska


Hargitay. She’s badass. Plus,


Ice-T is her partner.







Me


Gotta go. Mom’s home.







Noora


Remember. Hammer of justice!





With a sigh, I silence my phone. My shoulders square. My heart resolves. The pit in my stomach remains. I carry it with me as I head down the hallway and into the kitchen. Mom is already banging around, opening and closing cupboards, pouring oil into a giant wok. Stir-fry night. I flex a tremor from my hands. Play it cool. Act natural. This shouldn’t be hard to do. It’s practically my job to hang around the kitchen starting at six o’clock and ask every ten minutes when dinner will be ready.


I belly up to the bar and sit on one of the stools. Mugs hang from hooks under the cabinet. Mom collects them. Her favorites have quirky sayings. Geology Rocks is in my direct line of vision. Mom places a cutting board, knife, and multi-colored bell peppers in front of me. “Chop, chop,” she says.


I do as I’m told, slicing into an orange bell pepper. “Mom?”


“Hm?” She wraps tofu in a cloth. She’s removed her suit jacket, but still wears the rest of her “school uniform”: button-up shirt with sleeves rolled to her elbows and a tasteful pencil skirt.


“Tell me again about my father, the sperm donor.”


Our relationship used to be so straightforward. I could distill it into one sentence—single mom with daughter, two against the world. Now, it all seems so complicated. Everything has changed. But she doesn’t realize it yet. Kind of like when Glory’s parents got divorced. Her mom fell out of love and started dating their dentist while her dad planned their twentieth anniversary. Lies taint everything.


Mom closes her eyes. Ah, she’s in one of her I’ve-had-a-long-day-and-don’t-have time-for-this moods. “I’ve asked you not to use that term.”


“Sorry. I go to public school. We have sex education. I know too much.”


She unwraps the tofu, cubes it, and throws it into the wok. It sizzles and the sound is oddly satisfying, like coming home. “Can this wait? I’m in the middle of making dinner.”


I grip the knife harder, a rush of determination courses through me. Her answer doesn’t make me feel stabby. Not at all. “It can’t wait. Just tell me again.”


She stops and stares at me over her shoulder, a suspicious gleam in her eyes. “What is this about? Are you missing something not having a father?”


Gah, the look on her face—heartbreaking. My determination goes on the defensive. What can I say? Yes. I miss having a dad. Even more, I miss having a past. There isn’t any family on Mom’s side. She’s sansei, third generation Japanese. Her grandparents emigrated in the thirties. They didn’t speak the language and only had a whisper of a better life when they boarded a ship bound for America. After World War II, they slipped their heirloom kimono under the bed, put up Christmas trees in December, and exclusively spoke English.


But some traditions refuse to fade. They seep through the cracks and cling to the walls—remove your shoes before entering the house, always bring a gift when visiting someone for the first time, celebrate the New Year by eating Toshikoshi soba and mochi. The promise of that ghost life makes me yearn. I want to understand myself. I want to put my hands in the earth and pull up roots.


But I can’t tell my mother any of this. I can’t tell her that when people ask me about my story—who I am, where I come from—I tell it like it’s an apology. No, I don’t speak Japanese. No, I’ve never been to Japan. No, I don’t like sushi. It’s always clear in their disappointed gazes. I am not enough.


All of this would hurt her.


So instead I let my silence do the talking.


Her sigh is long and suffering. She looks to the ceiling. Lord, give her patience. “I met him my senior year of college at a party. We slept together. I found out I was pregnant with you after I graduated. By then, it was too late to find him.”


“You never knew his name?”


She won’t make eye contact. “That’s right.”


“Didn’t know where he lived?”


“Nope.”


“What about one of his friends? Did you try tracking him down through them?”


“We didn’t have any mutual acquaintances.”


“Huh.”


“Are we done with this now? Did you finish your English project, the journal on Huckleberry Finn?”


I take her question as a personal insult. “Of course I finished it.” Truth: I didn’t finish it. But I did get a week extension. All hail the period excuse. What Mom doesn’t know won’t hurt her. “And no, we’re not done talking about this.”


Tofu crisps in the wok. She dumps in onion. “Izumi.” I love the way my mom says my name. Elongating the I, softening around the zumi, an ounce of love behind it all. But today, there is an extra helping of annoyance.


“So he never told you his name was Makotonomiya Toshihito?” I say his name softly, but it drops like a boulder onto our linoleum floor. This is the moment I know for sure Mom has lied about everything. She swallows, her lips part. Her dark eyes dart to mine. Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.


“How do you know that name?” Her voice is tinny.


I set the knife and bell pepper down. “I saw his name in that book on your nightstand. Well, part of it—the name Makoto. Noora and I figured out the rest.”


“You went through my things?” Wisps of hair have escaped her low ponytail.


“No.” A technicality. Noora went through her things. “I wasn’t snooping. I came across it by accident.”


Her eyebrows dart inward. She doesn’t believe me. That’s not the point. The point is . . . “You lied to me. You told me you didn’t know his name. You told me he wasn’t anybody. He’s very much somebody.” Her dishonesty is exposed. It feels as if the ground is shaking. A chasm forms between us. I cross my arms. Two bell peppers remain uncut. Vegetables and dinner be damned.


Mom’s face shutters closed. She turns. I watch her profile. “So what? I knew who he was.” She says, jabbing at the tofu and onion with a wooden spoon. “It was so trite. A poor girl falls in love with a prince. Things like that don’t happen in real life. And if they do, they don’t end in a happily ever after.”


“Mom?” Her motions are mechanical. Stir. Season. Toss. “Mom!” This gets her attention. We stare at each other. Many unsaid things pass between us. “Why did you lie to me?”


She shrugs, rinses broccoli, and sets to it with a butcher knife. “His whole life had been planned. Mine was just beginning. When I learned I was pregnant, I confided in a friend. I was somewhat familiar with court life, but she educated me even more. It would have been constricting. You should have seen him at Harvard. There was always someone with him—a chamberlain, a valet, an imperial guard, or police. We stole kisses in the hallways and snuck away to hotels. He lived in a fishbowl.” She pauses, wiping her hands on a dish towel. Her focus returns to me. “Women royals are especially scrutinized. Everything is done under a magnifying glass. You’re picked apart for the causes you support, the dresses you wear, and what sort of child you bear. I witnessed your father given choices like he was a toddler. You can have this or that, but never all of it. Your life would have been determined by the family you were born into—I didn’t want that for you. For us.”


“And he agreed with all that?”


Her eyes dart away from mine. “I didn’t tell him.”


I ball my hand into a fist. Eighteen years old and my father doesn’t know I exist. “You should’ve told him. He . . . maybe he would’ve stayed in the States.”


Her smile holds all the sadness in the world. “He said more than once if he stayed in America, he’d be like a tree without sunlight. How could I ask that of him?”


“You should’ve told me. I deserved to know the truth.”


“You’re right.” She flicks the burner off and removes the wok from the heat. She leans over the counter and cups my cheeks. Her fingers are cold. “We’ve had a good life together though, right? I guess all I can say is, I had your best interests at heart.”


It is a mother’s instinct to protect, I suppose. But her good intentions are eclipsed by my anger and her betrayal—a dangerous combination. I lash out. “And yours,” I say.


She pulls away. “What?”


“You had your best interests at heart, too.” I point out my mother’s selfishness. I have no excuse for my awful behavior. But sometimes when you’re down, you can’t help but try to pull others into the gutter with you. It’s lonely at the bottom. “You didn’t want a life with my father so you chose something else, but I never got to choose.”


Mom inhales sharply. I’ve hit her where it hurts the most. “Izumi—”


I slide from the stool. I let my guard down with my mom. Big mistake. I’d never have guessed she’d be someone who could hurt me. The world is a cruel and unfriendly place. Things are about to get ugly. A messy emotional breakdown looms on the horizon.


Ever so slowly I walk to my room, off to lick my wounds in private.


Mom gives me space. While I cry, Tamagotchi sleeps. He’s not much of an emotional support animal. Our relationship is distinctly one-sided. I feed him treats and he burps in my face. Such is life.


Noora texts me a gif of a Chihuahua dancing on two legs.




Noora


Dying. What did your mom say?





I turn the phone over. I’m still sorting through my emotions, picking at the scab of my anger. Stewing.


There’s a knock on the door. “Zoom Zoom?” Mom enters, carrying a bowl of rice and stir-fry. She places dinner on my dresser and sits next to me on the bed. Since I’m still in a snit, I gaze out the window. She takes my hand. Warm and dry, her touch brings me comfort, despite everything.


“This is what I should have done years ago,” she says. Her voice is calm, collected, easy, the lie no longer weighing it down. “Your father’s name is Makotonomiya Toshihito. He is the Crown Prince of Japan. Someday, he will be emperor. People bowed to him, but he never asked me to. I called him Mak. And for one season, he was mine.”


The sun shifts, descending. The tall grass in our backyard sways.


Soon, I know everything. My parents met at a party. It wasn’t love at first sight, but there was a connection. The connection led to phone calls, then to meetings, then to overnights. They agreed to keep their relationship a secret. Mom didn’t want the attention. “I worked so hard to get where I was. I couldn’t risk it for a boy,” she explains. “He respected my wishes. We had fun. But we both knew it wasn’t meant to last. Our worlds were too different.” She laughs. “He didn’t know how to iron a shirt, do laundry, or make a cup of soup. He drank like a fish, loved microbeers. And he was funny. He had this dry sense of humor and a wicked wit. You wouldn’t know you were at the receiving end of one of his barbs until you were bleeding and he was gone.”


My eyes crinkle at the corners. “You kept the book he gave you all these years?”


She gazes at her lap. “It’s a rare edition. I forgot the poem was in there.” We both know she’s lying. My mom still totally holds a candle for my father. The secret is hers to keep.


Mom stands and withdraws a slip of paper from her pocket. “I have no idea how to get hold of him now, but we did have mutual friends. David Meier is a chemistry professor at the University of Stockholm. He and your father were close. They might keep in touch.” She places the slip of paper next to my hip and touches my shoulder, then my cheek. “Try to eat something.”


As she goes to close the door I say, “I’m sorry . . . for what I said before.”


“I’m sorry, too,” she says. “For what I never said.” A bridge forms over the gap between us—rickety, but passable. Everything will be okay.


I’m itching to grab the paper. “One more thing,” I say. “You really don’t mind if I try to get in touch with him?” If we connect, we’d be diving headfirst into the fishbowl. Our lives might never be the same.


She hesitates. Apprehension sits heavy on her shoulders. A single headshake, and her spine straightens. It’s a signature Mom move, bracing for the hard stuff. I’ve seen it before, like on my first day of kindergarten, when I clung to her ankles and cried as she pried my fingers from her body. Or the time she cut her hand making me a sandwich. Blood was everywhere. She wrapped it in a towel and we drove to the emergency room, but not before she packed my lunch and some books. She’s always put me first.


“No, I don’t mind.” Her voice is so gentle, so understanding I want to spontaneously burst into tears again. “I’ve accomplished what I wanted to and more. Our life is small in comparison to his. But I’m happy.”


She leaves and I pick up the slip of paper. On it is an email address, davidmeier@stockholm.uni. I press the envelope icon on my phone.




Dear Mr. Meier,


My name is Izumi Tanaka. My mother, Hanako, graduated Harvard in 2003 and she believes you may have kept in touch with my father, Makotonomiya Toshihito. It is my hope you will be able to connect me with him. Below, I’ve included a note that you may forward to him.


Thanks,


Izumi





I take a deep breath and start a letter to my father.




Dear Mak,


You don’t know me but I know you.





Ugh. Too creepy. Too casual. I delete and start again.




Dear Crown Prince Toshihito,


I think I’m your daughter . . .
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“Nothing?” Glory asks, balling up a bit of napkin.


I lean back in the red vinyl booth and rub my overfull stomach. Black Bear Diner is a Mount Shasta institution. It is known for its newspaper menus, kitschy black-bear-slash-lumberjack decor, and dinner plate–sized biscuits. We frequent here on the regular. We come. We eat. We conquer. This is where we live our best lives. “Nope.”


Hansani’s smile is gentle. She pats my hand. “Give it some more time. It’s only been a week or so.”


Actually, it’s been thirteen days, two hours, and five minutes since I sent the email to David Meier. Not that I’m counting or anything. I stopped compulsively checking my email every five minutes yesterday. Now I only check it every hour. Progress.


I pull my hand back and shoot Hansani an appreciative glance. I have a special place in my heart for Hansani. She has a resting happy face and a total America’s Sweetheart vibe. To boot, she’s the size of an Ewok. I mean, if she’d let me, I’d carry her around in my pocket. Sometimes, our opinions differ. Like half of Mount Shasta’s residents, she loves The Grateful Dead. I think their music is self-indulgent guitar noodling. There, I said it—fight me.


Noora says, “Maybe his email went to junk mail?”


Hansani makes a low humming noise of agreement.


“Already checked. Nothing.”


Up until now, I hadn’t considered the possibility my father might not want to know me. Ouch. The thought hurts. I care much more than I should. After all, he’s nothing but a biological stranger.


Maybe if I say it enough times, I’ll believe it.


Our bill arrives and we dig through our pockets and bags. We pay in crumpled ones and tip in change. I offer the waitress a shy, apologetic smile as we leave. Sorry about the twenty percent in pennies.
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