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For all the girls out there. Life is a poem. I hope you write it.
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TOKYO TATTLER SPECIAL SUMMER EDITION


Love is in the air!





August 21, 2022


It was a blink-and-you-might-have-missed-it kind of moment. Late last evening, the usual crowd spilled into the streets after a Bunraku performance at the National Theatre. A couple darted through the crush and into a black sedan idling at the curb. It was His Imperial Highness, the Crown Prince Toshihito, and his latest love interest, American Hanako Tanaka, mother to his illegitimate child, HIH Princess Izumi. The couple sat in general admission seats for the play. Those near them had no idea the Crown Prince was in their midst.


Thirty days ago, Ms. Tanaka arrived in Japan quietly via commercial airliner toting a fraying LeSportsac duffel and Tamagotchi, HIH Princess Izumi’s pet dog, a mutt with unknown breeding (a far cry from the purebred Shiba Inus the empress favors).


“Both mom and dog are tearing up the palace,” a member of the imperial staff says. “Ms. Tanaka refuses to let any of the staff wait on her. The dog is a menace and smells foul.”


The Crown Prince has taken his lady love’s lead. He’s eschewed the heavier police escorts to venues, opting for unmarked vehicles and surprise visits instead. Gone are the imperial flags announcing the Crown Prince’s arrival, and the Imperial Household Agency’s rigidly prescheduled tours are a thing of the past. And in a stunning breach of imperial protocol, the couple has been openly affectionate—holding hands and whispering in each other’s ear while out in public.


It is no great secret the Imperial Household Agency wishes for the prince to marry and produce a male heir to uphold the line of succession. But bridal candidates never included one such as Hanako Tanaka, an American with no ties to the former aristocratic families of Japan and who, at age forty, is well past her prime childbearing years.


Very little is known about Ms. Tanaka other than she met the Crown Prince at Harvard. He was there on a one-year exchange to study and practice his English, and she on biology scholarship. Despite the Ivy League degree, Ms. Tanaka teaches at a community college with open enrollment.


“I don’t see the appeal,” imperial blogger Junko Inogashira says. “The Crown Prince could have anyone. Anyone.”


Still, the Crown Prince has let his preferences be known. “His Imperial Highness is temperamental in regard to Ms. Tanaka. It is his way or no way,” a member of the imperial staff tells us. “The Crown Prince is enthralled.” So enthralled, he has broken tradition and allowed Ms. Tanaka to stay on imperial grounds—in his house. The Imperial Household Agency says it’s all aboveboard. “Ms. Tanaka is residing in the palace but in separate guest quarters.”


HIH Princess Izumi has ripped a page from her father’s notebook, opting for only one imperial guard and a small unmarked imperial vehicle when going on dates with her former bodyguard turned beau, Akio Kobayashi. And inspired by her mother, she’s been donning pants in lieu of the pastel dresses usually favored by imperial women.


It’s impossible to ignore that all three—the Crown Prince, Ms. Tanaka, and HIH Princess Izumi—are turning up their noses at imperial traditions.


“The Imperial Household Agency hopes both romances fizzle out. They are marking their calendars for the day Ms. Tanaka returns to America and when Mr. Kobayashi departs for Air Self-Defense Force Officer Candidate School. They firmly believe the distance will cool the hearts of both the Crown Prince and HIH Princess Izumi.”









1


Once a year, in late August, the Asian Girl Gang conducts its annual meeting. Attendance is mandatory. The agenda is preset. It is a closed-door event; only those sworn to uphold the five covenants of the AGG are permitted to attend:




	ABS—always be snacking.


	Secrets make the bond healthier. (One of us writes Jonas Brothers fan fiction. One of us shaves our toes. And another clogged the school bathroom toilet so terribly with a pad that an outside plumbing company had to be called, after which the principal was prompted to hold a female-students-only assembly on the proper disposal of feminine products—it was me; that girl was me.)


	Motivate and encourage one another.


	My clothes are your clothes.


	And, I’ll do it if you do it.





I stare at my three friends—Noora, Glory, and Hansani—on the computer screen. It is the first time we’ve conducted the meeting in separate locations, scattered all over the world in different time zones.


It’s eight p.m. here. I’m all the way in Tokyo, by far the farthest away from home. In Tōgū Palace, in my new room, which is all soft whites and earthy wood tones that could easily be featured in Japan’s Architectural Digest. It’s early morning in New York, where Noora is. She arrived a few days ago to move into the dorms at Columbia University. And even earlier for Glory and Hansani, four a.m. (they drew the short straw on time). Both are on the West Coast. Glory is visiting her dad in Portland before heading to the University of Oregon tomorrow. And Hansani is still in Mount Shasta but at a twenty-four-hour diner because she lives in the boonies and her father refuses to pay for the company to wire for the internet at home. She’ll leave in a couple days and be off to UC Berkeley. Among the three of them, my best friends are always the smartest people in the room. There is nothing these ladies can’t do. Hand to God, Glory can even field dress a deer. Their futures are set.


And mine?


Well, I’m trying to figure things out. My world teetered and turned upside down when I learned spring of my senior year that my father was the Crown Prince of Japan. Overnight I became a princess. It’s hard to believe and I’m still adjusting. I’ve been pretty much living in Tokyo (with one brief jaunt home, to Mount Shasta, after my relationship with my bodyguard was splashed all over the media). And my only goal has been to continue to get to know my father. That’s it.


Only …


Mr. Fuchigami, palace chamberlain and ruthless over-lord, has been leaving catalogs to Japan’s elite schools all over the rooms I frequent in the palace. He’s even wrangled me into touring University of Tokyo tomorrow. Just my father’s and my grandfather, the emperor’s, undergraduate alma mater. No pressure. Only some pressure. I am standing in the past royals’ shadows. It’s far from a done deal. And I’ve made it clear I’m considering my options. So the question is: Gap year or school? The answer: I don’t know. Each option represents a different path. School in Japan leads me further down the princess conveyor belt. A gap year, further away from it—I’d be the first imperial princess in one hundred years not to go to school right away.


I pull Tamagotchi from his stinky nest at the foot of my bed and sink my nose into his wiry hair. He squirms from my embrace, planting himself farther down on the bed. Dumb dog. All I want to do is love him and be loved in return. Granted, he’s been a little out of sorts after arriving in Japan and being quarantined for fourteen days.


A server approaches Hansani and pours her a fresh cup of coffee. The mug steams, and she wraps her hands around it. “Thanks,” Hansani says to the server, smiling unsurely. “I’m sorry, I’ve been here so long. I promise I’ll tip you a lot.” The server says to take all the time she needs.


Hansani is like that. She projects an I’ll-mow-your-lawn-for-free vibe. Parents love her. She waits a beat for the server to leave, then stares directly into the camera and stage-whispers, “I barely have enough cash to cover this coffee. We need to end this now.”


“We’re almost done,” Noora pipes in. Behind her, there is a calendar with neon stickies. Already she’s enshrined in schedules and notes—it’s her happy place.


So far, we’ve covered: One, how we’ll keep in touch while out of state/country and in different time zones—it’s open season on texting; whoever is available will reply. Two, we all agree we must support each other emotionally during this transitional time. Three, when we will reunite—sadly, not until next summer at the earliest. But Noora will be visiting me in Japan during her winter break. I’ll be playing hostess, showing her the Tokyo sights.


“We have one last item to discuss,” Noora imparts.


“This is silly,” Glory grouches. “We don’t need to talk about number four on the list.” She sits back in her chair and crosses her arms.


Noora gives Glory the stink eye. “Last item on the agenda—”


“We are not going to spend our final meeting minutes going through which movie with a couple should be recast with two men or two women as leads,” Glory cuts in. She turns her cheek and says under her breath, “Titanic.”


“Honestly, I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this. Mine would be Dirty Dancing,” Hansani says. “The scene in the river? C’mon.”


Movement in the hall catches my eye. “Ladies,” I say. “I hate to cut this groundbreaking conversation short, but I have to go.”


“What?” Noora whines. “I haven’t even put forth my nomination. I had a whole five-page essay on my choice, The Notebook, prepared.” She holds up a stack of papers.


“I love you all.” I blow them a kiss. “But you’re all wrong. The correct answer is Pride and Prejudice.” I slam my laptop shut and scoot from the lavish bed and into the hall, Tamagotchi at my heels.


Mom whips around, startled. “Izumi. Hi. I thought you were with Akio.”


“He’ll be here soon.” I eye her carefully. Tamagotchi sits and twists his body to suck on his toes. “What are you doing?” The only room past mine is Dad’s.


She splays a hand against her chest as if surprised and offended. “Me? What am I doing?” she asks, clearly buying time. “Nothing. I was going to your father’s room. He wanted to show me something … a, uh, a plant?”


I purse my lips and cross my arms. “Are you asking me or telling me?”


She places a hand on her hip and huffs. “I don’t have to explain myself to you. If I want to have—”


I hold out a hand. “For my mental health, I’m going to need you to stop.” I try to think of non-sexy things. Baseball. Cultivating wheat. Socks with sandals.


Mom bites back a sigh. “I’m a grown woman.”


This is Mom’s second trip to Tokyo. The first had been in June and we’d been in semi–crisis mode (that whole bodyguard-scandal thing). Despite the chaos, it was obvious there was still a spark between her and my dad. After seeing me safe and secure, she’d left with a promise to return. I’d campaigned hard for her to come back sooner. Spend the summer with me in Tokyo. You won’t be teaching anyway. Say you will. Say you will. SAY YOU WILL. Of course, she did. She arrived the first week of July. Dad and I picked her up at the airport. As soon as I saw her, I skipped over. “Oof,” she said as I squeezed the life out of her. We disengaged and Dad swept into a bow. She did the same.


“Mak,” she said breathily, using his college nickname, short for Makotonomiya.


“Hanako,” he said, his smile reserved. “I am deeply pleased to see you again.”


By the time we hit the outskirts of Tokyo, Mom’s hand had inched across the car seat to hold Dad’s. Their little spark had become a tiny flame. She’d intended to stay at a nearby hotel, but the press quickly became unbearable. Safety was a concern. Hers and mine. It was decided, mostly by Dad, that she should move to the palace. A guest suite was prepared in a separate wing. She extended her trip from two weeks to three, then finally, to the rest of the summer.


There you have it.


Ever since, my parents have been full-on, absolute love-sick delinquents—a raging inferno. Morning walks in the garden. Cozy evening meals in corner booths. I even caught them in the pantry canoodling. And now this, a midnight rendezvous. Well, not quite midnight, eight p.m., close enough. All in all, it’s been a trip watching my pragmatic mother blush, swoon, and throw caution to the wind. I’m happy for her. And for me.


We’ve settled into a routine. Mom, Dad, and I have breakfast together. It’s what I’ve always dreamed of. Sitting down at the table, discussing our day—where we’ll be going, who we’ll be seeing, what needs to be done, then rushing off to our separate lives. My father and I to our imperial duties. Mom to read or relax since she’s on vacation. We come back together for dinner most nights. Staying long after the table has been cleared, Mom and Dad regale me with stories from their school days. How they met at a senior mixer. How Dad fetched a chair for Mom because he was concerned her feet might be hurting. “It was her shoes. The thick soles, I thought she had the same painful condition as my great-uncle who wore similar heels,” Dad confessed with a dry smile.


“They were platforms.” Mom frowned. “I bought them because they made me taller.”


I grinned broadly, the words go and on shining in my eyes.


Dad turned to her. “You were very cross with me.”


“I thought you were being deliberately rude. You insulted me, then wouldn’t look me in the eye,” Mom replied, leaning into him. I’ve noticed they naturally drift toward each other, like a tide to its beach.


“I was trying to be chivalrous and not stare at you. I found you … absolutely fascinating,” he said with wonder.


Moments like these are a balm to an ever-present ache. I blink and see the family portrait I drew in the second grade. There was Mom, me, and a purple amorphous blob as my father. I swallow. I’d thought knowing who my father was would be enough. But it’s not. There is still a void. I want us. I want the whole family.


The ache has doubled since yesterday. Mom booked a ticket home. She leaves in five days. She has to be back before school starts at College of the Siskiyous, where she teaches biology. I’m trying not to dwell on her departure. How much I’ll miss her. How much Dad will miss her.


Now, Mom’s eyes light on something behind me. “Akio,” she says warmly, a little too saccharine. “Hi. Nice to see you.”


I turn. He is at the mouth of the hall. For a moment, I stare. Bask in him. Six feet of perfection. Broad-shouldered. Cheekbones carved from granite. Piercing deep-set hooded eyes that burn right through me. Truly, Japan’s finest. Akio. His favorite movie is Die Hard. He exclusively reads nonfiction. And he most definitely has a future measuring the grass in his yard to ensure each blade is precisely five inches high. Sigh. I don’t know why, but I find all this enormously appealing. Once upon a time, Akio was my bodyguard. Now he’s just mine.


Growl.


Tamagotchi stands in front of me and bares his teeth. His hatred for Akio is directly proportional to my love for him. Love. Do I love Akio? I don’t know. I know I care for him. And I know Akio feels like home. Safe. Comfortable. Secure. No matter where I go or what I do, I am a boomerang; it’s him I think of; it’s him I want to return to. Is that love?


Tamagotchi shifts his weight forward. His hackles rise. Akio narrows his eyes at the dog.


Mom scoops up Tamagotchi. “Shush. You’re an awful dog,” she croons to him in a sweet voice. He squirms, but she keeps a hold.


Akio sweeps into a bow. “Ms. Tanaka.” Slowly he rises and moves forward, his steps quiet. Stealthy.


“Well,” Mom says. “I’ll just leave you two here. Have a nice evening.” She escapes with Tamagotchi around a bend in the hall.


Akio stops an inch short of me. “Are you certain that dog has had all his shots? And is your mother okay?”


“Tamagotchi is fine. And so is my mom,” I say, smoothing my hands over his lapels. He owns less formal clothing, but he wears a jacket and collared shirt every time he visits me in the palace.


Somehow, I maneuver him into my room. We pause near a lacquered credenza inlaid with gold chrysanthemums. On the top are frames, including a picture of the girls and me. Yes, Hansani has a full mouth of shiny braces. Yes, we’re wearing matching denim outfits. And yes, my hair is permed.


There is also a waka poem Akio penned for me.



Now I understand


It is all so clear to me


Against wind, rain, sleet


I stopped believing in love


Until I saw the leaves fall





Poetry is kind of our thing. Originally, we were mortal enemies. Akio drove me nuts with his schedules, his overall gothic-novel vibe, and his eight inches of height over me. But now, our couple dynamic is fun-loving princess and gruff former bodyguard turned promising pilot who only shows his soft side to those closest to him. It really works for me.


I regard Akio slyly, getting right up in his space and nipping at his chin. “Are you here to have your way with me?” I ask.


He gives me a smoldering once-over. “With Reina watching?” He dips his head to the dark garden, where Reina canvasses the area. My new bodyguard wears a black suit and once confessed she rendered a man unconscious using his ponytail alone—it’s why she keeps her hair short.


I purse my lips. “Kinky, but no.” Should have had the foresight to close the curtains. I sigh, step away from him to a small table by the window. Two chairs are on either side of it, and on top, a Go game board. I grip the back of a seat. “Rematch?”


His lips curl in a faint smile. “You’re on.” He shrugs out of his jacket and empties his pockets next to the game board. Phone. Keys. Wallet.


“It’s my turn to be first,” I say, pulling a wooden bowl of black stones toward me.


Akio inclines his head and positions the bowl of white stones near him. “Loser always goes first the next game.”


I have never won against him. So far. Most of our summer has been spent at this table, dueling for territory. Akio’s dark eyes glinting while he carefully strategized, then taunting when he won. But tonight, his reign of terror ends. Tonight, I am out for blood.


He rolls up his sleeves. His forearms are thick and veined. “Music?” he asks, scrolling through his phone.


“As long as you promise not to sing.”


Akio’s speaking voice is deep and melodic. His singing voice, the opposite—a cross between a barking seal and the shriek of a seagull.


His expression is playful, almost boyish. “No promises.”


“No music, then.”


“All right,” he agrees somberly.


Playing commences. My opening moves are aggressive. Akio rubs a white stone between his fingers. “Going right in for the attack?” he murmurs.


“Less talking, more playing,” I volley back.


He clucks his tongue, but amusement lights his eyes. “Always the first to go all-in.”


In eight moves, I’ve captured two of Akio’s stones and occupied their liberties. His good humor has fled and he drops forward, brow furrowed—a samurai plotting. Six more moves, and Akio has captured five of my stones for his prisoner pile. I tease him throughout. You sure you want to do that? I am inside your mind right now. Tsk, that’s the worst move you could make. There is a stark difference in our playing styles. Akio is methodical. Controlled. I am unrestrained. Risky. He is the pull, and I am the push.


We are done an hour and a half later. It’s a close game. Black, twenty-four points. White, twenty-three points. An over-the-top grin lifts my cheeks.


“Mairimashita.” I lost, he says with a slight bow of his head.


“Arigatō gozaimashita.” Thank you, I respond politely, accepting his surrender.


“Arigatō gozaimashita,” he returns. Formalities done, he leans back in his chair, legs splayed, a baffled look on his face. What just happened?


I pucker my lower lip, skirt around the table, and settle into Akio’s lap, draping my arms loosely around his neck. “You’re devastated,” I say. “I know how much you love to win.”


His hand cups my waist. “I do like to win.” He pauses. His thumb lazily strokes my hip. “But I like it better when you win.”


“That”—I inhale—“is a good answer.”


“Radish,” he says.


I warm at his nickname for me. Originally it had been my code name. I thought he’d been making fun of me after I’d accepted a radish chrysanthemum from an airport chef. I’d confessed to Akio I hated it. And what had he said? A radish is a very formidable vegetable, he’d stated quietly, with an intent stare. They’re my favorite, in fact.


Now, he’s peering at me the same way. “Reina is gone.” His voice isn’t a whisper, but it’s just as soft.


We tilt toward each other. A new silence settles between us, burgeoning with an air of expectation, like right before a thunderstorm. He kisses me, nose nudging against mine. My mouth opens, soft and ready. Willing. My body, this close to Akio’s, produces a quiet heat. We are fusion, two atoms colliding.


Forget Mount Shasta, my hometown, where the Rainbow Gatherers converge June through August to bask naked in the sun, live communally, and wear flowers in their hair. This year the summer of love is in Tokyo.
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The next day at ten a.m. sharp, the imperial family and court descend upon the University of Tokyo campus for a tour. Mr. Fuchigami is to my right and a baby-faced graduate student, our guide, is on my left. An entire entourage trails in our wake. A mixed bag of Mom, Dad, Dad’s equerry, Dad’s chamberlain, the dean of students, and his assistant. Plus Reina and a gaggle of imperial guards. We’re rolling deep. Akio, whom I brought as an emotional-support animal, has drifted to the back.


The campus is a blend of modern architecture and old stone buildings. Mr. Fuchigami is all hyped up like a kid on cupcakes as we’re led into a dormitory. “This is a brand-new building,” says my chamberlain. “It is very nice, don’t you agree, Your Highness?”


I smile placidly. “It’s lovely.”


Mom, Dad, and the rest are riding separately. Something about weight limits and no two imperial family members in the same elevator, you know, in case a cable breaks and it plummets to the ground. But Reina and Akio are with me.


For the duration of the ride, the graduate student highlights community events—mixers, organized karaoke nights, even a flag club. “I was a member as an undergraduate,” the graduate student confides with a sly smile. “I admit, it can get a little wild. The year I left, we voted to introduce fictional flags starting with those in the Starfleet.” At my blank look, he presses on. “Star Trek. I’m a big fan.”


Akio coughs into his fist. I catch Reina’s smile right before she drops her focus to the laminate floor.


“What fun,” Mr. Fuchigami says with light in his eyes.


The elevator doors split open. We reunite with the rest of the group—Mom, Dad, the dean of students, and others—and squeeze into a hall.


“Wait here,” Reina commands. Then she muscles her way inside the open dorm room. I smile at the tour guide like this is all normal. “Akio-san,” she murmurs, inviting him in. Together they inspect the shoebox space, opening and closing the closet, flicking the light off and on, twisting the lock on the door back and forth.


They confer with each other, discussing the security features and risks—concrete walls and double-paned windows, but not bulletproof. What a shame. Behind me, my mother and father have the same amused expression. Akio places a hand on the doorknob and knocks on the wood. “Hollow,” he states.


Reina nods. She runs a manicured finger over the faux wood. “Wouldn’t keep an intruder out.”


A muscle twitches in Akio’s jaw. His eyes gleam with intelligence. “How many break-ins were reported last year?” He steps to the tour guide, interrogating him like the hero he is.


“I don’t know.” The tour guide hesitates, a nervous knit in his brow. “I’d have to inquire.”


“What about incidents resulting in police reports?” Reina asks.


“Um, I’m not sure.” The tour guide’s face flushes red, the color of the cherry tomatoes we used to grow in our garden in Mount Shasta.


“And security guards?” asks Akio.


Akio and Reina are totally letting their I’m-a-contract-killer vibe run wild right now. Together they face down the much shorter tour guide, staring at him for one long, uncomfortable minute while he searches for an answer.


Nothing. He’s got nothing.


The dean steps forward, hands opening in a congenial manner. “The campus is very safe, I assure you.”


“I’d still like to know the answers,” my father says, centuries of imperial blood in his tone.


Good lord. I shut my eyes, then open them. The dean is mid-bow. “Of course, Your Highness. I will have those numbers to you this afternoon,” he states with abject deference.


“Once the princess has decided on a school, imperial guards will meet with campus security and police. She’ll have her own detail, but we like to cooperate as much as possible with the local authorities,” Reina proclaims.


The dean inclines his head and promises to follow all imperial protocols. He turns to address me. “Your Highness, I hope you will find University of Tokyo akin to coming home since your father and his father matriculated here for their undergraduate degrees. I am certain you will desire the legacy to continue.”


Deep breath. I paste on a robotic smile and link my hands together, bowing my head. “It would be an honor,” I say, voice steady. But on the inside, my stomach turns over.


The dean invites me to explore at my leisure and falls into conversation with my parents.


I wander the narrow room. It smells musty and like something else I can’t place—a combination of the ghost of dirty clothes and overcooked food. All in all, it’s pretty standard with a small closet, bed, and desk. However, it’s been spruced up for the imperial visit. A welcome banner hangs from the wall. There are brochures from programs on campus—they run the gambit on esoteric and harmless subjects. My father majored in medieval transportation. Imperials are discouraged from studying anything too controversial: no political science majors or even those with career tracks. We are not allowed to earn an income. Even if I wanted to be premed like Noora, pre-pharmacy like Glory, or a pro bono environmental lawyer like Hansani, it would be forbidden. Being a princess is a lifestyle choice. Suddenly, it hits me hard, what it will be like if I choose this path. The limitations. The high expectations.


The window has a nice view of the campus. I part the flimsy curtain and study the students scurrying across the quad, chins held high with purpose. Could this be mine for the next four years? Do I want this to be mine? A gap year is still on the table, as far as I’m concerned. I try to imagine what that might be like, returning to the States. And doing what?


“Out of curiosity …” Akio is next to me. “Still don’t like trackers in your phone?”


I let the curtain fall back. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”


When I first arrived in Japan, Akio placed a tracker in my cell phone. So not okay. Even though it was standard practice, I said never again—it’s my hill, and I’ll die on it.


His face twists with dissatisfaction. “And you haven’t recently acquired any close combat training?”


I outright laugh.


Suddenly, conversation in the hall halts. All eyes are on me, and they are full of questions. Mom: What’s so funny? Dad: Are you happy with the room? The dean: Do you like the university? Mr. Fuchigami: I have the application right here. Would you like my help filling it out?


I need some space.


“Mom,” I say. “I read that the new Economics building here is state-of-the-art and LEED gold certified. The rooftop rainwater collection device supplies seventy percent of the water to the building. Why don’t you go take a look?”


My mother’s face lights up and my father’s face warms. Mom lives for sustainability, and it’s becoming clear that Dad lives for her.


“I’d love to, but …” She glances at me. “Really? Are you sure? This isn’t my tour. Would that be okay?” Now she’s looking at my father. In turn, my father looks to the dean.


The dean bows low. “Of course, of course. My apologies that we didn’t think to prepare a visit to the Economics building. Right this way, please.” He opens his hand and gestures for my parents to proceed him.


“You sure you won’t mind, Zoom Zoom?” Mom asks me over her shoulder. She’s already halfway to the elevator.


Go, I mouth.


They leave. The tour guide, Reina, and part of the imperial security detail stay behind, loitering in the hall. I cross the carpet and nod at Akio, who closes the door behind us. Some of the pressure in my temples eases in the quiet, in the stillness. I lean against the window and inhale the stale air.


Akio saunters to me. “What do you think?” he asks quietly, searching my face.


I have to admit now that I feel a certain pressure from Akio, too. This need for me to settle somewhere, on something. To make some choices about my life. What is the life I’ve dreamed of? Growing up in America, when I was younger, I didn’t see many kids who looked like me in books, in video games, on television. What I did see were stereotypes—good at math, studying, working hard. Narrow versions of myself. Now, my world has expanded. I can have things at the touch of my fingertips. But there are still rules to abide by. Princess rules. What I can do and can’t. Like my major. I may choose it but within certain parameters. Does life always come with constraints? Is that part of growing up?


“Are you sweating?” He reaches for a handkerchief but I shake my head.


“Akio.” I stare at the bed. There is a new tag on the mattress. “Did you always know you wanted to be a pilot?”


He considers my words for a moment. “Well, when I was five, I wanted to be a T. rex, so no. But once my father bought me my first toy plane, I knew.” I picture Akio’s childhood room. Littered with airplanes. His journey hasn’t always been a straight line, but somehow, he’s arrived. He regards me. “What did you want to be as a child?”


“Once I pretended to be a tub of sour cream for a whole week.” I smile. He smiles back.


“The truth is, I’m having a hard time deciding what to do. I mean, what am I really passionate about beyond eating and sleeping?” I joke again, but it falls flat. I sigh.


“Maybe you should start by narrowing it down by what you don’t want to do.” He picks up a brochure, reads, then flashes the pamphlet to me. “Any interest in the fascinating but very slow-paced field of mollusks?” He rocks back on his heels. “Pun intended.”


I scrunch my nose. “Pass.” Geez, I can’t even laugh at a good pun.


“You sure?” He quirks a brow. “I am almost certain your great-uncle received his doctorate in the study of sea urchins.” I say no again. He places the brochure facedown. “You’re doing well. Check one off the list.” He picks up another brochure. “Egyptology? One of the required classes is ‘Ancient Babylonian Magic and Medicine.’ That’s actually kind of interesting.”


“Too many curses and mummies,” I declare.


“Very wise,” he murmurs, setting the Egyptology brochure on top of the mollusks one. “Ah, here’s one on mortuary science.”


“That’s not real.” I snatch it from him. It’s a brochure for the English department.


He merely shrugs. “You just need to figure out where your proclivities lie.”


I smirk. “Where my proclivities lie?”


“Radish.” His voice is deep and lush, a rasp of velvet against my skin. He stands in front of me, grasps my hand, then squeezes it and lets go. A fleeting touch but reassuring all the same.


“I’m not even sure if I should go to school,” I say with an exaggerated frown.


He smiles. “You’ll figure it out. I believe in you. Follow your heart.”


You lead with your heart. He told me so before. It’s my natural inclination and has never failed me before. But what does my heart want? Where is it going?


Tour over, we stop outside the Economics building to meet up with Mom and Dad. A swarm of imperial guards surrounds us. My feet are tired and aching. I’m ready to go home.


“What about you, Kobayashi-san?” the tour guide inquires of Akio. “Are you interested in University of Tokyo as well?”


“No.” He buttons his suit jacket and scans the quad. “I recently resigned from the imperial guard and joined the Air Self-Defense Force. I am attending Officer Candidate School in Nara.”


Along with Mom leaving, Akio will be going back to school soon. It’s a double whammy. Fall is looking rather lonely.


The tour guide’s mouth screws down in disappointment. “It’s true what the tabloids say, then. You’re just a cadet?”


I wince. Really?


“Yes. Just a cadet,” Akio answers, his voice neutral.


Mom and Dad emerge from the Economics building. Cameras flash. We’ve drawn a crowd. My father and I come together and wander to the side, distracting the royal watchers from Mom and Akio. We stand together and let the photographs commence. Instantly, we’re pummeled with clicks and flashes and questions. Princess Izumi, have you filled out your application to University of Tokyo? Crown Prince Toshihito, are you pleased your daughter will be enrolling at the same university as you?


We ignore them all.


“I’m glad we have a moment alone,” Dad says so only I can hear.


“Oh?” I smile and wave at a mother holding up her toddler in a plaid jumper. She grasps his chubby wrist and parrots a wave back at me. His face scrunches, his eyes well with tears, and he lets out an almighty wail. Right.


“I have decided to ask your mother to marry me,” he says simply.


I forget what I’m doing and stare up at my father, mouth agape. “Seriously?” More cameras flash and click.


“Seriously.” His dark eyes twinkle in the late-afternoon sun. He’s amused himself. Lately, both my parents have been adapting my favorite phrases—dumpster fire, chaos demon, I am a soulless void. It is slightly terrifying but mostly gratifying being the butt of their inside jokes.


“That’s fast,” I say. Dad and Mom dated in college. Years passed before they saw each other again. Now they’ve only been back together a handful of weeks. Is he doing this to prevent her from leaving?


Dad’s mouth tugs downward. “You don’t approve?”


“No, that’s not it,” I hurry to say.


I’m at a crossroads. I want this so bad. And I think Mom might, too. Only I’m not sure. I blink, seeing my family portrait torn and scattered in the wind.


Before I have a chance to explain, Dad speaks up. “It’s not fast. At least, not for me. I have been thinking of your mother for years. Waiting. And I don’t want to wait anymore. But listen …” His voice drops. “I won’t ask her without your blessing. We’ve felt like a family these last few weeks. It is my greatest hope to make it permanent.”


Mine too. One thing I am sure of: Mom loves Dad. Dad loves Mom. Some things just are. “Of course. You have my blessing.”


“Seriously?” he echoes back at me.


I touch my chest, right over my heart, where it beats wildly with the sudden promise of it all—love, family, a second chance at happily ever after. God, I want Mom to say yes. To choose us. To stay in Tokyo. “Seriously.”


“Excellent. Tomorrow then.”


Wow. Talk about not wasting time. “Where are you going to do it?” I ask. “I think you should use the—”


“Greenhouse,” he cuts me off.


“Exactly,” I agree. I grin and shift back to our audience and the paparazzi, finding an awning speckled with bird droppings above their heads to focus on.


The greenhouse. It was the first thing my father showed me when I arrived. I didn’t know it then, but he had built it for my mother, filling it with her favorite flowers—orchids. I should’ve known he’d want to marry her now that they’ve found each other again. She has always bloomed in his heart.
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Nearly twenty-four hours later, I shake a bag of dog treats into a pair of Mom’s favorite shoes. “Mom, trust me, I’m doing you a favor,” I whisper to her, even though she’s not present. I pat the pleather slip-ons, bidding them a fond farewell—her taste in footwear hasn’t improved since her college days.


I stick two fingers in my mouth and whistle for Tamagotchi. He tears around a corner and whips by me, sniffing out the fake bacon and cheese. I hurry to find Mom in her room, reading a book about foraging. Pretending to be out of breath, I splutter, “Mom. Quick! Tamagotchi has a pair of your shoes.”


“No!” She slams the book down and gives chase.


I slip away into the backyard. The sun is high and bakes my cheeks red. When I arrive at the greenhouse, my father is already waiting.


“How did it go?” he asks.


“Good. She’ll be distracted for a little bit.” Staff in crisp uniforms perch on ladders, stringing up lights. “I thought we were going to do this.” I touch a tiny twinkle light.


“I told them we wanted to do it ourselves, but Mr. Soga”—the grand chamberlain—“insisted staff be present to help and to stand on any ladders.”


I shrug. It’s to be expected, I guess, for the grand chamberlain to have opinions about this sort of thing. We set to work—uncoiling lights, placing lanterns, arranging everything just so. As we light the last candle, a dozen men in white-tie tuxedos appear carrying instruments—the imperial orchestra will play behind the trees a little ways away. Evening is coming, and everything in the garden is cast in a reddish-golden waning light. It’s a whole mood.


I veer to go, but my father stalls me. “Wait, Izumi. I have a gift for you.” He disappears inside the greenhouse and reappears with a book, and hands it to me.


I read the title aloud. “One Thousand Things to Know About University.”


He taps the cover. “It is filled with very practical knowledge. I am looking forward to you having a more realistic university experience than I did. Did you know most students buy their own textbooks? My chamberlains had the authors annotate and personally deliver them to me.”


I have nothing to say. We really grew up worlds apart. I hug the book to my chest. “Wow. Thanks.”


“It seemed like you enjoyed the tour yesterday,” he says.


In the last few months living in Tokyo, I have become semi-fluent in the Japanese way of asking a question without asking a question. His statement, It seemed like you enjoyed the tour yesterday, really means, Did you like the tour yesterday? Are you still considering a gap year? Please tell me you aren’t. Please just commit to a university so we can formally announce it and the chamberlains will stop harassing me.


“I did,” is all I say. I grow quiet. Dad is waiting for me to offer more. I have nothing. My heart is silent. It doesn’t know what to do. Maybe I should take a gap year after all. Maybe I need time to discover myself. Who am I beyond a princess? Beyond Izumi from Mount Shasta? What defines me?


He scratches his forehead. He does this when something displeases him, like when he’s confused by his recently acquired teenage daughter. His gold watch with a crown emblem blinks at me. “I can have Mr. Fuchigami set up a tour of Gakushūin University for next week if you’d like.”


Gakushūin was established to educate the imperial aristocracy. My perfect twin cousins attend there. I hope to see more of them like I hope to be caught by the Tokyo Tattler with toilet paper trailing from my waistband.


“Let me think on University of Tokyo for a bit,” I say, buying time. I play with the book, my brain full of storms. Sometimes I still don’t feel like I belong in Japan. Having been raised in the States, I will always be a kind of outsider here. But I don’t feel like I belong in Mount Shasta, either. Where do I want to make my life? “I better get going. Mom will be here soon.” I skip away before Dad can say anything else about university.


I come across Mom on my way back to the palace. “You might want to kiss Tamagotchi goodbye,” she huffs out. “He’s going to the pound tomorrow.”


Some of her hair has escaped its ponytail and stands out in frenzied spikes. Her jeans and top are wrinkled. Clearly, she’s been in a tussle. It’s unclear who won. My money is on Tamagotchi. He’s scrappy. “I will cuddle him extra close tonight.” I step to her and undo the rubber band holding her hair up. I kind of comb it and fluff it around her shoulders. Better. I slip the rubber band into my pocket.


“Where are you coming from? Your father asked me to meet him at the greenhouse, have you seen him? I’m late because of your dog. What’s that?” she says, all in a flurry. When I started getting busy with school and friends around four years ago, she’d evolved into a rapid-fire question machine. It’s amazing how much communication she fit in while we passed in the hallway. What time will you be home tonight? Do you need anything from the grocery store? Are you waiting for magical trash fairies to clean your room?


I ignore her other questions and focus on the last. “A gift from Dad.” I flash her the book. “Did you know that his textbooks were hand-delivered by the authors and signed?”


She rubs her temples. “I didn’t, but that’s about right.”


When I found out my father was the Crown Prince, Mom told me a bit about him and what he was like when they were in college. It was my first glimpse of the man my mother loved. 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. At the memory, my eyes crinkle at the corners. I step away. “See you.”


“Wait.” She pauses. I do too. “Is Akio coming over again tonight?”


I nod. “Yes. Later. He’s visiting some old imperial guard buddies right now.”


“I see.” She rubs her lips together. “You two have had a lot of late nights together. Should we have another conversation about being safe?”


My eyes widen. “No.” So much no. Nope. Never. We had “the talk” years ago. Mom borrowed models from the biology department. It was horrifying. Ever seen your mother handle an anatomically correct male dummy with expert precision? I have. Anyway, time to run away now. “I should go. Dad’s waiting for you. Great chat.” I scurry off like a small woodland creature and don’t slow until the palace is in view.


In the empty kitchen, I settle at the counter across from a shiny French gourmet stove with red knobs. There’s the fragrance of freshly baked bread and a plate of dorayaki on the island. I glance out to the garden.


Is Dad getting down on one knee yet? I can picture it. Mom’s hair gleaming in the waning light. The sound of Dad’s low voice as he asks those four simple words: Will you marry me? What will her answer be? Yes? No? She rejected him once before, when she found out she was pregnant with me. Made the decision to raise me alone. Left him without a word. Because she wanted another life for us. What life does she want for us now? For herself?


I tap out a text to Noora and the girls.



Me


My dad is proposing RN.





I stare at the screen, giddy and nervous, waiting for them to answer. It’s almost seven o’clock in the evening here, so it’s six a.m. in New York, where Noora is. And three a.m. where Glory and Hansani are. Noora is the only one to respond.



Noora


*Inhuman shriek* What? No. Stop. This is madness. This totally derails my plan to become your best friend/stepmother. I had a whole speech about how I would never replace your real mother but hoped we could stay friends.







Me


Sorry. Not sorry.





A soft voice floats from the kitchen entry. “Sumimasen, Izumi-sama.” I turn to see Mariko, my lady-in-waiting.


I smile and rise from my seat to greet her. “You’re back.”


She hovers in the doorway. “O hisashiburi desu. O genki desu ka?” Long time, no see. How are you?


“I’m fine,” I say. “Come sit. How was your trip?” I wave her in and pat the seat next to me.


Mariko missed the university tour and was gone overnight to visit her folks. I found Mariko—short, slender, and neat to a T—vaguely terrifying when I first arrived. She is in charge of dressing me, keeping my schedule, and other assorted tasks. Her father is a poet laureate, and she probably has a million better things to do than hang out with me. Yet she stays. I am eternally grateful she is a permanent part of my solar system.


“Good, they say hello,” she says, perching on a stool. “Mr. Fuchigami asked I give you these. An emissary from the university delivered them.” She deposits a handful of pamphlets in front of me. They are all from University of Tokyo, various programs I might be interested in.


I set them away, as far across the counter as I can reach. She has also brought a copy of the Tokyo Tattler, which she spreads open in front of her. Technically there is a media ban on royal property, but Mariko occasionally sneaks the papers in. Most of the staff look the other way. It’s become an idle hobby of ours, reading the headlines, laughing at them.


“You’re on the front page again, but under the fold,” she says with a disappointed sigh. Her most recent life highlight was my picture, above the fold, in a dress she chose—“HIH Princess Izumi Stuns in Hanae Mori Gown.” “It’s an article on you and your choice of school.”
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