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			Such a fine, clear autumn morning. Now, what to make, what to make . . . I’d woken early and eager and headed straight to the kitchen, but now that I was here, I couldn’t think of a thing to cook.

			She has a big day in front of her, life-changing even, so katsudon? No, that would be strange. It’s not like she’s going into battle. Okay, she’ll probably need all her strength, so maybe gyoza for energy. No. Can’t be reeking of garlic on such an important day. What if I make omurice and write a message for her on top in ketchup? But if I do that, she might tell me I’m being weird again. Or doria with fresh rice, nice and gratinated, and a Hamburg steak. I imagined a lineup of all the dishes I’d gained expertise in over the last eight years. No matter what I made, Yuko would tell me it was too heavy for breakfast, though she would still eat every last bite. And I knew she wouldn’t let me hear the end of it. It’s got to be something easy to eat, something subtle but tasty.

			Hadn’t she once told me, “People have made me all sorts of eggs, but I think the way you make your omelets is the best, Mr. Moriyama. Not too dry or too runny.”

			

			Yes. An egg sandwich with a nice fluffy omelet inside. Once I’d decided, I grabbed butter, milk, and several eggs from the refrigerator.

			
		

	
		
			PART 1

	 
		

	
		
			1

	
			I’m done for. No tragedy in sight. I’ve always been a bit of a bother, had a few problems, but I can never seem to give them exactly what they’re looking for. And the situation keeps getting worse and worse.

			 

			“Being cheerful all the time isn’t a bad thing, but if you don’t tell people when something’s wrong, if you don’t share your problems, how can anyone help you?” Ms. Mukai asked as she sat across the table from me. 

			Today we were holding the last student-teacher meetings of the school year, so we’d set up a table in front of the lectern where Ms. Mukai, our homeroom teacher, could sit across from us and chat. Normally the classroom felt too small, too packed, but with just the two of us, it was suddenly so big.

			I didn’t have any problems, there was nothing wrong, so I didn’t know what to say to Ms. Mukai, but she continued. “You don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to, but I also want to get a sense of your home life. Okay, Miss Morimiya?”

			“Morimiya? Oh, that is me. Morimiya.”

			Ms. Mukai watched me quizzically as I repeated the name, my last name, almost sing-song. She probably thought I was uncomfortable even talking about something as simple as a surname.

			“Um, you see, my friends, my family, they all call me Yuko, so Morimiya doesn’t quite click for me.”

			It was the truth. She nodded a little and said, “That does make sense. Yuko is a good name.”

			Yuko is a plain, common name, but also a good one. I’d lived with it for seventeen years and I knew that, if nothing else. Yuko sounded nice and was easy to get attached to, but its greatest strength was how smoothly it fit with any last name.

			I was born Yuko Mito. After that, I became Yuko Tanaka, and then Yuko Izumigahara, and now I introduced myself as Yuko Morimiya. The people who first named me weren’t around anymore, so I didn’t know why they’d chosen Yuko. But it was a name that fit with any surname, long or short, ornate or simple.

			“Kind child,” she went on, giving the meaning for my first name. “And even though you’ve been through so much, I do think there’s something kind about you, Miss Morimiya, just like your name says.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			My surname had changed like the roll of a die, yes, but my life hadn’t been particularly hard, and I didn’t think I was all that kind, either. Ms. Mukai had said so, though, and she almost never doled out praise. So I thanked her.

			“At the same time, I sense there’s something about you, Miss Morimiya, that doesn’t quite add up. Like you’re wearing a mask, keeping everyone at arm’s length.”

			“What?”

			“So if there’s something on your mind, I’d like you to tell me. That’s what teachers are for.”

			“I . . . guess that’s true.”

			Ever since I was little, my teachers had always stressed that I could tell them anything. And not just my homeroom teachers; even school nurses and counselors had frequently struck up conversations with me. They were so ready to take on any problems I might divulge, and I felt guilty that I had none for them. A problem was what I needed, some sort of tragedy for times like these. I wondered if I should make up a story that would at least get me through this particular conversation, but I was afraid that Ms. Mukai, with her sharp wit, would see right through me. 

			The only times I was really troubled, however, were instances like these. I lived my day-to-day, and that was all, but somehow, that didn’t measure up to my teachers’ expectations. My shoulders slumped. I couldn’t remember ever feeling crushed or overwhelmed, but the fact that I was fine made them worry. My utterly average life was my downfall—my real tragedy.

			“Well, I suppose no student ever wants to be completely frank with their teacher,” Ms. Mukai sighed, giving up in the face of my silence.

			The thing that made her different from my other teachers was that she saw me not as a sob story but as a puzzle to be solved. Her reaction was not “Poor Yuko” but rather “What are you thinking right now, Yuko?” Being pitied is embarrassing, but when she interrupted my laid-back life with “Seriously, what is going on in that head of yours?” I had no idea how to answer.

			“Now, was it Sonoda Women’s College?” she asked, glancing over the sheet with my plans for after graduation.

			“Oh, yes. That’s right.”

			I’d forgotten—this wasn’t supposed to be a therapy session, it was supposed to be a graduation consultation. I nodded excitedly, glad to move on from the opening volley about my personal life.

			“Why a junior college? With your grades, I think you could definitely get into a four-year university.”

			“Because Sonoda’s Family and Consumer Sciences Division is the only place nearby where I can get my dietician certification. I’d like to find a career in the food services industry. Apparently, Sonoda also offers a certification program for food service specialists. It’s close to home, and it fits with what I want to do.”

			“I can tell you’ve already put a lot of thought into your career path. I think that’s wonderful. And you’ll definitely be able to pass their entrance exam requirements.”

			“Thank you.”

			Ms. Mukai was a veteran teacher, just over fifty years old. There wasn’t a hint of makeup on her face, and she wore her severe hair tied back in a tail. She looked like she lived solely to teach. Funnily enough, I’d had plenty of teachers who happily told me about themselves, but Ms. Mukai was never chatty, and no one knew anything about her private life.

			“Well, that will be all,” she said, ending the consultation.

			She’d praised me for thinking seriously about my future, but what did she mean by that? Was she trying to tell me that the rest of me was half-baked? I wanted to ask her, but she’d already called the next student’s name. Well, whatever. She’d also said my entrance exam grades were good enough for Sonoda. I bobbed my head to her and left the classroom.

			 

			“Mr. Morimiya, the next time you get married, could you try to pick a mean one?”

			Leeks, shiitake mushrooms, mustard greens, tofu. I’d thrown everything I could into the pot with the stewing flounder, and now I lifted a bite of the results to my mouth.

			“Why?”

			Mr. Morimiya was forever hungry, and he hadn’t changed out of his work clothes before sitting down to dig in. He ignored me when I warned him he’d get food on his good suit and suggested he change clothes first, but he was intent on bolting down his meal.

			“It’s tough, always being surrounded by such nice people. I was thinking it might be useful if my next mother was a little mean.”

			If I told my teachers my new mother didn’t like me, I was sure they’d be delighted.

			“Isn’t being surrounded by nice people a good thing?”

			“Well, yeah, but don’t you think it’s strange, me having all these parents and yet not having experienced a single hardship. What’s that phrase? The school of hard knocks? I think I need to take some classes there.”

			“I admire the sentiment, Yuko. But you’re seventeen years old, you must have had at least a few setbacks by now,” Mr. Morimiya said, his chopsticks moving nonstop.

			“I guess I probably have.”

			I had three fathers and two mothers. The makeup of my family had changed seven times over my lifetime. Sometimes the constant reorganization exhausted me. I’d been nervous around my new fathers and mothers, been confused by the rules in each new household, been pained when I had to part with people I’d only just grown used to. I found each of those experiences bearable, but I sensed that my teachers expected me to be more sad or bitter about it all. 

			“My problems are so plain, though. So unimportant,” I continued. “I feel like I need a tragedy that’s more dramatic  . . . ”

			“You say the strangest things, Yuko. But even if your new mother was a witch, that doesn’t automatically mean tragedy for you. Now, more importantly, this leek, it’s so juicy, so delicious.”

			“Thanks.”

			Whenever Mr. Morimiya left dinner up to me, he always had nice things to say about my cooking.

			“You might be an oddball, Yuko, but you’re still a good cook. You always know what ingredients should go together.”

			“I just threw stuff in a pot. Cooking everything together can make even boring ingredients taste better.”

			Whenever you grill or stew meat, so long as you throw in the vegetables and the tofu alongside it, it’ll turn itself into a balanced dish. That’s what Rika taught me, back when I lived with her. I liked cooking, but it was tough to cook after a full day of school, so on weekdays, I usually put everything together in a stew or a stir fry. Sometimes I worried about the fact I only ever served one dish with no sides—never mind how many ingredients were in it—but Mr. Morimiya always ate with gusto.

			“Now, don’t sit there spouting nonsense, hurry up and eat before it gets cold. And besides, think about it. If I married a meanie, don’t you think I’d the one suffering, not you?” Mr. Morimiya laughed.

			“I suppose. But she’d be my stepmother, so even if she was nice to you, she’d definitely do awful things to me.”

			“You think so?”

			“I do. Because I’d be in the way. She’s a stepmother, right? That’s what they do!”

			I bet that a stepmother would purposefully give me less food, and that she’d hide all my favorite things. And worse, she’d call me an idiot, complain and wish I wasn’t there. Imagine how pitiful I’d be then. That seemed like the kind of misfortune that would make my teachers happy.

			“You’re going on about a new stepmother, but Rika’s your stepmother, too, you know.”

			“What?” I tilted my head, puzzled.

			“Any mother who’s not your mother by blood is a stepmother.”

			“Oh, I didn’t realize.”

			So I’d already lived with a stepmother. I’d always imagined stepmothers were evil—maybe it was all the fairy tales I read as a kid—but apparently, they weren’t all bad. Rika was a little careless, so she was always losing things, but she never kept things from me on purpose. She couldn’t be bothered with cooking more than one giant pot of food to share, but she never forbid me from eating. Turns out not all stepmothers are wicked, which meant getting a new one wouldn’t solve my current problem.

			“I guess I’ll give up on the stepmother plan, then,” I said.

			“You’d better. Illness, accidents, death. Real misfortunes are horrible when you see them, and you shouldn’t get hung up on your own unhappiness. It’ll just make you more miserable and bitter in the long run,” Mr. Morimiya said as he poured his leftover broth on his rice. “Besides, I don’t plan on getting married.”

			“Really?”

			Mr. Morimiya shouldn’t worry about me, he needed to get married! He was only thirty-seven, and he’d be so lonely, living the rest of his life as a bachelor.

			“Well, I’m your father, of course I don’t plan on getting married. You’re my first priority—I have a duty to look after you, so I wouldn’t even think of marriage until you’re married yourself.”

			“Don’t say that. What’ll you do if I never get married?”

			“Fine by me. I’m pretty fond of being your dad, you know. In fact, I kind of love it,” he said, pleased with himself, in spite of not having a shred of the class or dignity a father figure ought to.

			Rika had told me something similar. That she was lucky she’d become a mom. I suspected that being a parent was nothing but trouble, but apparently for Rika and Mr. Morimiya, it wasn’t.

			I didn’t want to put myself through pain and misery just so I’d have a story to give the people who greeted me with sympathy or pity. Their expectations didn’t need to define my actions. I decided to let go of my plans to become miserable. “Well, whatever,” I said, and rose to go to the refrigerator. “I’m tired of thinking up plans. Let’s have the flan I bought yesterday for dessert.”

			“I’m sorry. I ate it.”

			“What?”

			“The flan. I ate it,” he said, hanging his head apologetically.

			“That’s okay. I bought two cups.” Mr. Morimiya might not have been very fatherly, but he did let me live with him. Whenever I bought snacks, I made sure to get enough to share with him.

			“The thing is, I ate the first one, and it was so good, I went and ate the second one. I was craving something sweet this morning.”

			“You ate them both? First thing in the morning?”

			“That’s right. I’ll eat anything for breakfast. You’ve seen me have gyoza and doria, right?”

			I couldn’t care less about Mr. Morimiya’s cast-iron stomach. What mattered was that I’d been so excited for flan, and now I was disappointed.

			“I bought them thinking we could have them after dinner.”

			“Sorry, I’m sorry. Hey, I know. Somebody brought the office Shingen Mochi from Yamanashi. I think I put one in my briefcase, you can have it. Wait just a minute.”

			Mr. Morimiya went to his briefcase on the sofa and hunted through it, at last exclaiming “Here it is!” and pulling out a little package. The wrapping paper was all wrinkled and torn.

			“When did you get that?” 

			“About ten days ago, I think. It’ll be fine. Mochi doesn’t go bad.”

			“But I wanted flan for dessert.”

			“I know. The mochi’ll still be tasty. Go on, try it.”

			His grin was so expectant that I had to open the package and pop a piece of mochi in my mouth. When I did, the toasted soybean powder that blanketed the mochi flew straight down my throat.

			I choked and Mr. Morimiya laughed. “You don’t need to eat it in such a hurry!” 

			“I’m not hurrying. Now my windpipe and stomach are both mad at me. Flan would have gone down so much smoother.”

			“Your windpipe and stomach sure are testy.”

			“Well, they were looking forward to the flan!” I retorted, trying to catch my breath. The Shingen Mochi was pretty good, but it was nothing like a flan.

			“Sorry. If I was a real father, I would’ve been able to resist my cravings and save the flan for my daughter. Forgive me?” Mr. Moriya said, pouring me a cup of tea as I coughed and sputtered and my eyes watered. This from the man who said he loved being a dad. Besides, family or not, his impulse control was the problem—who goes around eating someone else’s food? I still couldn’t believe he’d eaten both cups of flan. Turns out it’s the ordinary days that are steeped in misfortune. My lost flan must be worth about ten minutes of sympathy. I glared at Mr. Morimiya as I drained the last of my tea in one gulp.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			2

	
			I turned off my alarm clock and opened the curtains. Soft light filled the room, the kind of gentle warmth you expected of spring. The end of the old school year and the beginning of the new. I think people are right when they say that all new beginnings happen in April. That gentle spring sunlight wraps up half your doubts and fears. Not that there was any reason to worry about the opening ceremony for the start of my senior year, but the warm light still soothed me.

			My head was fuzzy from spring break, and as I headed to the dining room, I caught the scents of rich broth and hot oil. What is that? I wondered as I breathed it in. 

			Oh, I remember. He cooked this for me last year too, on the day classes started. Unfortunately, my stomach wasn’t currently awake and I didn’t feel very hungry. Reluctantly, I turned toward our dining table, where Mr. Morimiya was setting out a giant donburi. He greeted me with a huge grin. 

			“Morning! You start your last year of high school today!”

			“Yeah. I do  . . . ”

			I peeked into the donburi bowl and couldn’t stop a sigh. Katsudon, of course. I always ate a good breakfast, but I couldn’t imagine stomaching deep-fried pork first thing in the morning.

			“You’ve got your college entrance exams this year, your last track and field day, your last culture festival, lots of chances to test yourself.”

			“I . . . guess so.”

			Mr. Morimiya had made katsudon at the start of last school year, too. He’d enthusiastically explained, “I hear a lot of moms make katsudon whenever their kids start something new. ‘Katsudon for cool cats!’”

			Sometimes Mr. Morimiya’s ideas about proper parenting were slightly off the mark. 

			“Hurry up and eat before it gets cold. I got up early to make it.”

			“Thank you for that. It looks great.”

			I wonder if Mr. Morimiya were my real dad, if I’d be able to tell him “No way I can eat katsudon first thing in the morning,” or, “Don’t you think it’s weird, being all superstitious about the first day of school?” But he was yawning over the coffee he was making himself, so I told myself, Hurry up. He went through all that trouble. Parent or not, it’s hard to turn down something someone made especially for you.

			I nibbled carefully at a slice of the fried pork, trying not to upset my stomach. “You’re not having any, Mr. Morimiya?” I asked when he sat down across from me. On the table in front of him was not another donburi, but instead a small paper bag. 

			“I can do curry or gyoza first thing in the morning, but fried food? I bought a melon bun yesterday, so I’m having that. This bakery’s been getting good reviews.”

			The savory scent of butter wafted off the bun Mr. Morimiya pulled from the bag. Not like I wanted fried food first thing in the morning, either—I’d much rather have one of those melon buns. Maybe he didn’t know that when you sit with someone at the same table, that means you should be eating the same thing.

			“Wow! This bun is as good as they say.”

			“That’s good.”

			I took another bite of katsudon and watched enviously as Mr. Morimiya stuffed the melon bun in his mouth. My stomach was waking up now, so apparently it was going to accept this offering. 

			“I figured you’d want something less fatty since it’s breakfast, so I went with a tenderloin. Pounded out the pork so it wouldn’t be so tough. Did it work?” Mr. Morimiya asked, his tone boastful.

			“Yeah. It’s really good.”

			

			The more my stomach woke up, the tastier the katsudon became, especially the subtlety of the broth-soaked rice. On the one hand, I hoped he never made me katsudon for breakfast again, but on the other, I could taste how hard he’d worked on it. Besides, Mr. Morimiya always finished whatever I made for him, no matter how much I screwed up the recipe; I had to return the favor. I had twenty minutes until I needed to leave for school. If I didn’t hurry up and eat, I’d be late. I braced myself and started shoveling the pork into my mouth.

			“Wow, look at you go, Yuko. Must be excited for your last year of high school.” He smiled, pleased to see me eating so quickly.

			“I guess.”

			“Do they change up your homerooms? I can’t remember.”

			“They do, but I don’t think the people will be all that different.”

			At the start of last year, they’d broken us up into classes based on our future career goals, and there were only two homerooms in my track, so I didn’t imagine much would change.

			“I hope they’re a good bunch.”

			“Yeah. Hey, do you have the time to be eating here with me?”

			Mr. Morimiya usually left for work before I went to school, but he was still leisurely sipping at his coffee.

			“Well, I wanted to make your katsudon and see you off, so I took an hour off work.”

			“Just for my first day of school?”

			“Of course! It’s your last year.” Mr. Morimiya seemed to think what he was doing was common sense.

			“I don’t think the first day of school is all that important.”

			It would be one thing if it were my first year in high school, but I didn’t think many parents got all fired up for normal school years. The students definitely wouldn’t be excited either.

			“You think so?” he asked.

			“Yeah. I bet I’m the only one in my class having katsudon for our first day—no, I bet I’m the only one in the whole country.”

			

			“What? Then when are you supposed to eat katsudon?”

			Mr. Morimiya was so genuinely baffled that I burst out laughing.

			“I think you can eat it whenever you want. Did your mom make you katsudon for opening ceremonies?”

			“My folks were really strict. They thought studying was more important than anything else, so no, my mom never did make me kastudon. Mornings were usually miso soup and natto and fish. Mom said that was the best diet for both mind and body, so it was pretty much the same menu every morning. Not a very fun family, honestly.” Mr. Morimiya frowned.

			Back when I lived with Mr. Izumigahara, we always had a fixed menu of Japanese classics. No matter my family, dinners were always more or less the same, but each household had its own morning routines. When I was Yuko Tanaka, I made do with toast, and when I was Yuko Mito, it was rice and last night’s leftovers. Maybe Mr. Morimiya was rebelling against his childhood breakfasts by varying our menu every day.

			“My mom was such a square, I don’t think she would dream of serving katsudon first thing in the morning. It wasn’t until I left home and went to college that I tried cornflakes for breakfast.”

			“Well, I think she was a good mom. Oh shoot, I have to go.” It was almost 7:30. I drew on the last of my strength and bolted the rest of the katsudon.

			 

			We lived on the sixth floor of an eight-story apartment complex, the largest in the area, with more than a hundred units. Bizarrely, though, I almost never ran into anyone else in the hallways or the elevator. Each tenant was so private, it was like we were hermetically sealed off. 

			Some of my families had been in neighborhood associations where we were supposed to pass on news and notices to our neighbors. With those families, we said hi and chatted with people we passed on the street—I knew the people who lived nearby. Mr. Morimiya’s apartment complex was lonely in comparison, but it was also freer, too, and I liked that. On the rare occasions I met someone, we nodded to each other, but no one ever came around to butt in on each and every household. I wouldn’t have enjoyed explaining to them that Mr. Morimiya and I were father and daughter; whenever I tried to explain my upbringing, people always got confused. The nice thing about apartment buildings was that we could all live here without demanding each other’s history. 

			Condo, house, apartment. As with breakfast, I’d had my taste of all sorts of living situations; I lived up to the phrase, “Wherever I hang my hat is home.” Each of my homes had had its good and bad points, but the longer I lived somewhere, the more it suited me, until eventually I realized that anywhere could be my home.

			I took the elevator down and passed through the spacious entryway into the quiet shadows cast by the sakura trees at the gate—they’d only started to bloom yesterday. My parents had always changed in spring. Maybe they thought it would be easier to change with the school year. I’m sure that meant they were looking out for me, thinking how hard it would be for me to change schools and names halfway through the year. But this also meant that in spring, I was always on edge. 

			This year, though, spring was calm and peaceful. When Mr. Morimiya saw me off at the front door, he’d promised he would use the leftover pork cutlets to make curry tonight. I would keep living in this apartment complex, eating a plethora of breakfasts. I didn’t know if Mr. Morimiya’s home was the best I’d ever had, but I was relieved to think I’d be spending another year with him.

			I wondered if he was getting ready to go to work. I glanced up at our unit on the sixth floor, and then I ran for the bus stop.

			 

			This year, they put me in class 3-2. Like last year, it was Ms. Mukai who walked into our homeroom.

			“Aw, come on. Mukai again?”

			“I figured we were done with old hags for homeroom.”

			

			Ms. Mukai turned her sharp eyes on the few boys grumbling and whispering, shutting them right up. “It’s your last year,” she said, glancing over the classroom. “I want each and every one of you to keep that in mind.”

			There were six classes of seniors. Kids said the lucky class was the one that got the young beautiful English teacher, Ms. Suzuki, and the class with the short straw was the one with Mr. Sakai, who was the guidance counselor and PE teacher. Ms. Mukai was strict but cool-headed, and she knew how to get kids to calm down. Having a homeroom teacher who had our futures in mind wasn’t such a bad thing, even if she was a bit of a stick in the mud. So while some kids in our class were disappointed, they were relieved, too. A homeroom teacher didn’t make much difference to me, though—not when I’d had two moms and three dads.

			“Some of you will be going to college,” Ms. Mukai continued, “and some of you will go into the workforce, but either way, once you graduate high school, you’ll all be taking your first big step into the outside world. This time next year, some of you will have moved out of your parents’ homes. Some of you will have gotten part-time jobs. You’ll have so many chances to decide your own path, and many of you will experience being treated as adults for the first time—”

			“Sounds awesome. I want to live on my own!”

			“Seriously, I can’t wait to get out. It’ll be heaven, not having my mom on my case all the time.”

			Some of the boys were grabbing the idea of living on their own and running with it, but Ms. Mukai turned on them and barked, “You honestly think you can manage living alone when you can’t even keep yourselves from interrupting someone?” Cowed, the boys shrugged helplessly at one other.

			A lot of people in our class couldn’t wait to get away from their parents, but I’d never once wanted to live alone.

			I hadn’t been with my birth parents for very long—I started living with Rika long before I could learn to find my birth parents annoying. And after her was Mr. Izumigahara and then Mr. Morimiya. I’d never been irritated by either of them—maybe because neither of them was my birth father. The fact was that all of my parents had tried their best—more than they needed to, really—to connect with me and be the best parents they could be. I moved through their world with an acute sense of distance that I probably wouldn’t have had with my birth parents. I’d never longed for independence—did that make me fortunate or unfortunate? 

			While I thought it over, handouts were coming down the rows. There was a lot of paperwork that went into our last year of school, it seemed.

			Ms. Mukai summarized each one as she passed them out: “This is the schedule for open campus days. If there’s a college you want to go to, you should apply for their open campus sooner rather than later. The next is a health notice. The nurse’s office asks that all students be sure to eat breakfast, so their minds are up and running for school. And this is a survey regarding your future plans. Once you’ve finished filling it out, you’ll need your parents to sign off on it.” 

			Pastel-colored pamphlets and notices about college open campuses. Part of me was excited, looking at all of them. None of my parents had ever been strict, but this year would bring me closer to the wide world, and I bubbled with anticipation.

			“The last is the schedule for all the exams this year. You’ll have a practice exam next week, so start getting ready.”

			Students sighed loudly over the exam schedule. The new year had just begun and already a test. Looking down at the schedule, I realized how much I’d have to study, and the thought weighed me down. A year of both excitement and despair. I wondered if I’d have to spend all my time hitting the books.

			When I lived with Rika, every day was harried and frantic. As Mr. Izumigahara’s daughter, I had so much free time it made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t have chosen one over the other, but senior year would be new to me—schoolwork had never been a burden before.

			 

			

			“It’s such a pain, having to think about our future,” Moe moaned.

			The first day of the new school year finished after two periods, and we were rushing out of the classroom.

			“You think so?”

			“I know so! My parents won’t stop complaining about the fact that I want to go to beauty school. When I show them that future plans survey, they’re going to start in on me again, I know it.” 

			Moe absently curled a section of her wavey hair around her finger. She swore it was all natural, no perm or curlers.

			Fumina frowned too. “My parents make it sound like I can go anywhere I want, but really, they’re trying to make me go somewhere close enough that I have to live at home. So annoying.”

			“That sounds rough,” I said, staring up at the sky as we stepped outside. It was nearly noon, and the brilliant blue stretched on forever. The April sun was still gentle, and the pleasantly warm breeze made me smile.

			“I’m so jealous of you, Yuko,” Moe and Fumina said at the same time.

			“Why?”

			“Because no one’s going to stop you from doing what you want to do.”

			“I guess. But I also want to go somewhere that’s not too hard.”

			Sonoda, the place I had my eye on, was just over thirty minutes from the apartment, and it was perfect for both my talents and the future I wanted for myself.

			“It is, but say you wanted to be a singer or something. No one could tell you no, right?” Fumina asked.

			“Maybe.” If I did tell Mr. Morimiya I wanted to be a singer, I didn’t think he’d object, but he would be surprised. 

			“And if he did say no, all you’d have to do is say he’s not your real dad. You have the ultimate trump card,” Moe said with a jealous smile.

			

			I tried to placate her: “I’ve never said that to any of my parents.”

			“Really?”

			“Not once?”

			Neither of them believed me, but the thought had never crossed my mind. Because ever since I was little, I’ve known how damaging the words, “not your real parents” can be. All my parents have tried to do their best by me, and I wanted to be a good daughter for them. We were family—that’s what family did.

			“I’d say it all the time if it were me,” Mae said. “I’d never shut up about it, complain all the time.” As we approached the school gate, Fumina and I teased her for being terrifying. Ms. Mukai stood at the gate, warning students to behave on their commute home; when we reached her, we all straightened up.

			“You be careful on your way home,” she said, and we all politely bowed and wished her well as we passed by.

			Once we couldn’t see her anymore, Moe spoke up. “I don’t know what it is about her. She’s so intimidating. Makes me feel like I’m being lectured whenever she talks to me.” Moe feigned a shiver.

			“She’s so no-nonsense, no room for mistakes, cold, scary,” Fumina said, screwing up her face.

			I nodded, “Seriously.”

			“Oh, hey,” Fumina said, “let’s go to that new cafe by the station and try their chocolate ganache cake.”

			“Sounds great,” Moe said, eyes shining. “My sister said their cake is delicious.”

			I love chocolate cake; I’d had it to celebrate my very first day of elementary school.

			“Yeah, first day of school is definitely cake, not katsudon,” I said earnestly, and Fumina frowned at me.

			“Katsudon?”

			“It’s nothing. Come on, let’s go.” The memory of the katsudon threatened to upset my stomach. But I said, “I’m starving,” and picked up the pace.

			

			 

			 

		

	
		
			3

	
			I’m not sure how one defines a real parent. If the definition is the person who gave birth to you, or a person you’re related to, then my days with my real parents were short-lived. And I was so little back then that my memories of them are murky.

			I remember next to nothing about my mom. She died in an accident before I was even three, and I don’t remember that either. When I look at pictures of her, I have the sense that I know her from somewhere, but not a single clear memory.

			My mother gave birth to me, and I spent the first three years of my life with her, so I’m always surprised that my memories have grown so insubstantial. Maybe it doesn’t matter how important she was—I wasn’t yet self-aware, so maybe forgetting her was inevitable. On the other hand, say I could remember my mother—I think that would mean that a part of me would always be lonely.

			 

			* * *

			 

			“You’re still carrying that around, Yu?”

			“Yeah! ‘Cause starting tomorrow I’m a first grader.”

			After dinner, I started wandering around the dining room with my backpack on my back. Its stiff material felt clunky and heavy, despite the fact that it was empty.

			“It looks good on you!” Papa said, laughing. “But you know, I am getting a little tired of seeing you with it.” I’d been wandering around with my backpack on every day for the past two weeks.

			“Grandma and Grandpa said it was perfect, too!”

			

			“I bet they did. But I think it’s about time you took it off and helped me clean up.”

			“Aww.”

			“Don’t ‘aww’ me, you’re about to be a first grader. That means you help out.”

			“Oh. I guess first graders have to do a lot of work.”

			Grandma and Grandpa had bought me a deep blue backpack. I wanted the pink one with flowers embroidered on the edges, but Grandma said that by the time I was in sixth grade, I wouldn’t want that one anymore, so I ended up with a boring one instead. Purple or brown or yellow. I would have liked something more colorful, but no matter the color, putting on a backpack made me feel more like a real first grader—I was thrilled.

			“You’re coming to the ceremony tomorrow, right, Papa?”

			“Yu, I asked you to start calling me Dad instead of Papa, right? Now that you’re a big girl,” he said as he carried our dishes from the table to the sink.

			“Oh, right. Dad.”

			Calling him Dad felt funny in my ears, and I started giggling. No matter how I looked at it, he was my Papa, and I thought it was really funny that he wanted me to change what I called him all of a sudden.

			“But you’re coming, right, Dad?”

			“Of course. I asked for the time off from work ages ago.”

			“Yay!”

			I followed Papa into the kitchen and pulled a towel out of one of the drawers.

			He’d come to my kindergarten track and field day, too, but Grandma had been the one to come for parent-teacher day and graduation. I was happy to have her there, of course, but it felt more special when Papa came. The elementary school entrance ceremony. A new beginning. I brimmed with excitement as I wiped the dishes dry.

			Next to me, Papa scrubbed and rinsed the bubbles off the dishes and said, “Be careful not to break any.” He always used a lot of dish soap, so the sink was overflowing with foam. I had a feeling the way he did dishes wasted water, but I still loved watching him scrub away.

			After dinner, it was Papa’s job to wash the dishes and my job to dry them. But we only ate at home when Papa got off work early, and I was lucky if that was once a week—the rest of the time was usually boring old fish and stewed vegetables at Grandma’s. 

			“You seem like you really like school.”

			“Yeah, I do,” I answered enthusiastically. My friends from kindergarten, Aki and Yuna, were going to the same elementary school as me. I was hoping we’d be in the same class. And the first grade playground was better than the elementary one. I wanted to climb their great big jungle gym. And I thought learning would be fun too. Our kindergarten teacher had told us that in elementary school, we’d get to study all sorts of new things. I was eager to use my new notebooks and pencils and pencil case. 

			I was nervous and a little scared, but there was a lot more that I was looking forward to. I thought everything was all waiting for me—all the things I’d try for the first time. Because that’s what elementary school was supposed to be.

			 

			The next day at the ceremony, I was nervous, and when they called my name and I shouted “Present!” My voice quavered a little. But I was still loud, just like the teacher asked, and once the ceremony was over, she told me, “That was a very good, Miss Mito.”

			“Miss Mito.” So cool! My kindergarten teachers all called me Yu. Becoming Miss Mito made me feel like I’d become a grown-up all at once. When I thanked my teacher, she praised me again for being so polite. Grandma was always after me to stand up straight and speak loud and clear so people could hear me. Now that my teacher was saying such nice things to me, I was glad I’d listened.

			Before the ceremony, I’d wondered if my new elementary school teacher would be young and pretty and wear cool clothes, but like our head kindergarten teacher, Ms. Aoyanagi was a middle-aged woman. I was a little disappointed, but she seemed nice, so maybe it was okay.

			I was in class 1-1. There were only two classes of first graders, but Aki and Yuna had wound up in the other class. Aoi and Takeru were in my class, though, so that was nice. And there was Saki, too—she lived in my neighborhood. I goggled at all the kids and classrooms.

			Unlike kindergarten, the classrooms here were big, and they had all sorts of things like desks and lockers, and on the blackboard were cute drawings and a message: “Welcome first graders!” The teacher said, “The big kids in the sixth grade drew all this to welcome you.” So being a sixth grader meant you had nice handwriting and could draw pretty pictures! I’d just started the first grade, but I already couldn’t wait to be a sixth grader.

			As Ms. Aoyanagi started to pass out our textbooks, the moms and dads all filed into the classroom. They had to listen to the explanations about our day-to-day lives in elementary school, too. Dad-not-Papa stood nearest the door. He wore a suit that was even nicer than the one he wore for work, and when first I saw him in it, I started to think Dad did suit him better than Papa. I waved and mouthed “Dad!” to him, and he mouthed, “Good job” and waved back. 

			A whole lot of people were here. I didn’t think I’d ever seen so many adults in one place before. I turned around and took in the whole back of the classroom. Next to Dad was a woman in a beautiful kimono, and next to her, a woman in a flower-print dress. Aoi’s mom wore a pink suit. Nana’s mom and dad had both come. Next to them was a beautiful woman. Whose mom was that, I wondered. All the adults were pretty, and their clothes were nice, and they seemed nice, too.

			Wait . . . I looked at all the moms lined up next to each other, tilting my head. The women in the back—they were all moms. At my kindergarten graduation, I wasn’t the only kid who had someone other than her mom there. Lots of family members had come—grandmas and dads and grandpas. But today, almost all the people lined up in the back were truly “Mom.”

			I knew I didn’t have a mom, of course. But there were kids who didn’t have grandmas, and kids whose dads never came to pick them up from kindergarten. I’d never thought it was strange that our families looked different. But maybe not having a mom was more special somehow. I’d been so full of excitement and joy, but looking at all those mothers standing there smiling, I was in danger of wilting.

			 

			After the entrance ceremony, Dad and I walked home. I waited until we were through the gate to ask him, “There were a lot of moms, right?” For some reason, I hadn’t been able to ask while we were on school grounds.

			“There were. Because it was your entrance ceremony. They were all dressed nice, weren’t they?”

			On the road outside the school gates, lots of moms and kids were chatting as they headed home. My backpack was now crammed with textbooks, and Dad looked cooler than the moms when he carried it—all the moms made the backpacks look heavy, but Dad made mine look light. The kids walking with their moms looked like they were having more fun than me, though.

			I kept myself right at Dad’s side as we walked. “Do all moms always come to entrance ceremonies?”

			“Probably. Graduation and your first day of school are probably the biggest events in elementary school.”

			“So why didn’t my mama come?”

			“Your mama?” Dad asked, dodging the cherry blossoms that fluttered past his face, which I thought was funny, because it wouldn’t hurt if they hit him.

			“Yeah, my mama. I mean, my mom.”

			“Well. You see, it’s because she’s so far away.” 

			He always gave the same answer in exactly the same way. Up until now, I’d always figured that since he said it, it must be true, but now that I was a first grader, I knew. There was something strange about his excuse.

			I looked up at him. “Where is ‘far away?’”

			“Far away is far away.”

			“So you can’t drive there? Can you take a train?”

			“That would be difficult.”

			“You can’t go by plane, either?”

			“Hmm, no, I don’t think so,” Dad answered absently, bowing to Aoi and her mama as they passed.

			A place where you couldn’t go by any kind of car or train or plane. Did places like that really exist? Yuna had told me that over spring break, she’d spent hours on a plane to go to Hawaii. Was “far away” farther than Hawaii? Takeru had said that he took three whole trains to go see his grandpa—was “far away” a place you couldn’t go no matter how many trains you used? But no matter how long or how hard the trip, I thought my mom should have been able to come to my entrance ceremony. She’d want to see me standing there with my backpack. So it was weird she hadn’t. Where had she disappeared to? Why wouldn’t Dad tell me the truth?

			“So then how do I see her? Why is she so far away? If she won’t come for my entrance ceremony, then when will she come? What’s she doing that she’s so far away?” I asked all in one breath—I wanted to know why my mom was different from everyone else’s. There was so much I wanted to know about her. But Dad simply smiled and patted my head and said, “You’re just full of questions, Yu. I can’t wait to see what you do next.” He let me know we were done talking about this by saying, “I’ll tell you when you’re bigger.”

			“But I’m already big!” 

			I stretched tall to show him. I’d been taller than average in my kindergarten class, and I was a first grader now. I wasn’t a little kid anymore.

			“You need to be even bigger.” 

			“How big? How tall?”

			“I’m not only talking about how tall you are.”

			“Okay, then how heavy?”

			

			“I’m not talking about your weight, either. I’ll tell you when your insides are bigger.” 

			“My insides?”

			“Your insides. When you’ve grown to understand more of the world.”

			When would that be? Maybe when I was as old as the sixth graders who drew on the blackboard today. Which meant a long time from now.

			“That doesn’t seem fair,” I sulked, but then Dad clapped his hands together like he’d remembered something.

			“What?”

			“That’s right, we’ve got to get the cake on our way home,” he said breezily, as though he’d completely forgotten we were talking about my mom.

			“Cake?”

			“That’s right. I ordered a ganache cake to celebrate your first day of school.”

			A chocolate ganache cake, my favorite. Normally Grandma and Grandpa were too strict—they almost never let me eat sweets. I’d been getting ready for a big sulk, but just like that, my excitement was back.

			“Really?”

			“Really. I ordered it from that Chez-whatever in front of the station. I’ve heard it’s pretty good. And I had them write ‘Congratulations, Yu’ on top,” he said, grinning. A message on top made me feel like it was my birthday. I had to eat it right away. With cake waiting for me, I wasn’t in such a hurry to learn about my mom.

			“Wow! I can’t wait!” My head was already filled with chocolate.

			“And it’s a big one, too. Maybe I’ll call your grandparents, and they can come over and we can all eat it together.”

			“Yeah! Okay! Come on, hurry up!”

			I grabbed his hand and yanked.

			When I asked Dad why the sky was blue or why there was a mole under my left eye, he didn’t have answers for those questions either. Where is far away? Where is my mom? These were more questions he couldn’t answer. There are things even fathers don’t know.

			“Cake, cake, chocolate cake.”

			I made it into a song as we went. When I saw all those moms lined up for our entrance ceremony, my enthusiasm had shrunk so small, but thanks to the chocolate cake, now it swelled again. Whenever I had sweets, my troubles and sadness all flew away. That’s why ganache chocolate cake was the most powerful food.

			 

			At the beginning of second grade, I found out about my mom. It wasn’t because I had a sudden growth spurt or got smarter. That April, I finally learned the truth, though I wouldn’t find out why my dad had kept it from me until later.

			 

			At our first health check-up of the year, they measured our heights and weights: I was 121 centimeters tall, and I weighed 22 kilograms. Dad looked down at the sheet I handed him, and with pride, he said, “You’ve gotten so big.”

			“But in the girls, I’m only seventh tallest in my class,” I told him, disappointed.

			Seventh meant I was right in the middle. In first grade, I’d been fifth tallest. I must not have grown as much because Grandma was making me sit on my knees, the old-fashioned way. Kimika from the third grade had told me when you sit like that, your legs get shorter. 

			“I don’t think there’s much difference between fifth and seventh,” Dad said. “And you have gotten taller, so I think it’s time to tell you.”

			“Tell me what?”

			“The story of your mom.” I had a feeling he was telling me this because he saw how sad I was about being shorter.

			“My mom?”

			“Yeah, your mom. You know how I said she went far away?”

			“Yeah. I remember.”

			Why was he talking about this all of a sudden? It was weird, but I was finally going to find out about my mom! I plopped down in front of him.

			“That far away place, that place is called heaven.”

			“Heaven?”

			“That’s right. Your mom, she died. Just before you turned three,” he said. His expression didn’t change, so at first, I didn’t quite understand that he was telling me the truth.

			“She died?”

			“A truck ran her over. It was a little truck, one of those ones for gardens and stuff, but she hit her head. By the time they got her to the hospital, it was already too late.”

			Dad explained that she’d been on her way home from shopping, and she was crossing the street at the light when the truck hit her. Hitting your head like that sounded like it hurt. The driver must be a really bad person. All sorts of feelings were bubbling up inside me. As they did, I began to grasp that she was dead, and though I couldn’t even remember her face, I started crying—I hadn’t meant to cry. Dying seemed like such a scary, sad thing. I felt bad for my mom, that she’d had to go through death. 

			And since my mom wasn’t actually far away, since she was in in heaven, I knew that meant no matter how long I waited, I’d never get to see her at a school entrance ceremony or graduation—I’d never see her at all.
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