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Inside the gate it was like another world. Every centimeter of
the yard was laid out with container plants, rock formations,
and perennials. Just how Nori had imagined a samurai’s gar-
den to be.

“It's perfect,” she breathed.

Jiji chuckled. “Domo arigato. | am pleased you like it”

As Jiji secured the shed, Baba led Nori up the pebble walk-
way to a house with smooth stucco walls beneath the swoop-
ing gables of a blue ceramic-tile roof. “Welcome to our home,”
she said in gentle, halting English.

Standing in the step-down entryway, Nori could smell an
old-house mustiness beneath the peppery straw of the woven
tatami mats.

Nori had a room to herself. Against one wall was a recessed
platform that almost looked like a shrine except that there was
a flower arrangement and another painted scroll there instead
of an idol or something. Her window had a thin film over the
glass made to look like rice paper. Baba opened one side.

“Here, Nori-chan. You can see lJiji's garden”

Nori peered out the window. A little stone pagoda and a
collection of bonsai trees surrounded the lily-filled koi pond,
complete with a graceful arching footbridge. Under a bent
Japanese maple sat a bench where Nori could imagine spend-
ing a lot of time just thinking.

“I leave you to privacy,” Baba said. “You rest. We eat soon”

Nori sat by the window and rested her chin on the sill. Even
though she hadn’t wanted to come, Nori felt strangely com-
fortable here already. Like she’d come home.



Application for the Students Across the Seven Seas
Study Abroad Program

Name: Norell T

Age: b

High School: (Olent Hiph Sehoot
Hometown: FPowell, Ohio

Preferred Study Abroad Destination: ”I?)K%»o, jOLPM

1. Why are you interested in traveling abroad next year?

Answer: T wand 40 make o difference in the world and
T believe that tie leadership stils T would gain by
participating i the Alobal Owtreach progrrom would
prepire me to take the reigms and lead oy prener-
ation. 4o o better tomorrow.

(Tt T don "t realiyy care where T g, xust a5 longy
as T can gret amayy. My parents are mokinge me
erazyd )

2. How will studying abroad further develop your talents and inter-
ests?

Answer: T lope 40 attain o gicbal perspective on the
SO, political AN eConomic, iSSues FaLing” Coutries
outside My o in order o achieve A betber wnder-
standingy of the resuting environumental impact £o our
world..



(Truth: Me pretting out of the honse for the swmmer
might Sust grve iy mom ond dad the spoce theyy
need. to reconnect. Rus T coud do iy o Ehingy with-
out everyy move beingy sexudinized and Wt@'zm and
aroywed. adont ethlessl%/}

3. Describe your extracurricular activities.

Answer: At school, T oserve as the Student Bodyy
Secreécw%/ ond am the \eader of the local chapter of
Bobod Green. T also support the Sierra Club, the
Audubon. Sccietyy and the  Notional  Gecgraphic
Secietyy

(Tt My best friend Vaul thins T should be adding
more sociad aetivikies (read: dates) fo the line-up and
T m begrinning o think. she s righht.)

4. Is there anything else you feel we should know about you?

Answer: As o Jopanese-American, T am egrer o
connect with myr heritagre and to \eqri more oout s
ONCLSEOrS bt@f mmer Singy Vvuﬁfsel\f in the m%{w culbure
of Japon.

(Trukh: . .. Kus/c as long as iy Imom Leeps her nose ot
of it and \eks me make My o, connections))



Seventeen hours. That's how long it takes to fly from
Columbus, Ohio, to Narita, Japan, when you make three
stops along the way. Seventeen long hours stuck on a plane
with a bunch of losers. Not exactly the experience Nori had
envisioned when she signed up for a summer abroad.

This was the first time SASS—Students Across the Seven
Seas—had sent students to the Global Outreach program,
and from what Nori had seen, it might well be the last.
Outreach students were supposed to spend this term in
Japan learning the leadership skills necessary to combat
global challenges. If her traveling companions were the



leaders of the next generation, the world was in trouble.

There were six in their group: Nori, one other girl, and four
completely dorky boys. Not dorky-looking, necessarily, the
tall blond from New York and the football captain from
Atlanta were actually kinda cute. But looks don’t count much
when you're throwing food or trying to slap the backs of one
another’s heads.

She shook the remnants of trail mix from her long,
straight black hair and shot a glare at the boy in the window
seat. He just grinned and flipped a peanut past her face at
the guy seated in the aisle. The flight attendant had to ask
them all to settle down. Nori was so embarrassed she want-
ed to rip the Global Outreach logo from her blazer and crawl
under the seat.

Touchdown in Tokyo didn’t come nearly soon enough. The
moment she got off the plane, Nori shrugged out of her
blazer, stuffed it into her backpack, and lost herself in the
crowd at the passport checkpoint. Her freedom was short-
lived, however; their escort herded the group back together,
and she was stuck with them once more.

At the baggage claim area, Nori perched on one of the
padded chairs and watched the other students gather
around the carousel. The guys were all showing off for the
other girl, Amberly Bryson, and she was eating it up—gig-
gling and fingering her blond curls. Nori shuddered and
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looked down at the single entry in her travel journal. “The
Tokyo-Narita airport is very clean.” She didn’t have the stom-
ach to write anything more.

“Nori! Come get in the picture!” Amberly waved like she
was bringing in a plane. She'd arranged the dork squad in
front of a sign written in kanji characters that probably said
something like FOOLISH AMERICANS MAY STAND HERE FOR PHOTO-
GRAPHS.

Nori shook her head. No way.

“Come on, Nori,” Amberly persisted. “It will be a memory!”

“That's what I'm afraid of”

The carousel lurched into motion before Amberly could
say anything further. The guys drifted from their appointed
positions, eyes fixed on the suitcases dropping from the
chute.

Amberly's smile faltered, but that didn’t stop her from
joining them. “Grab mine if you see it,” she said. “Blue floral
with a big pink bow on the handle”

Nori rolled her eyes. Why am | not surprised?

After clearing customs, the group rolled their suitcases
through the sliding doors into the crowded arrival lobby,
where a tall Japanese man carrying a hand-lettered Global
Outreach sign rushed forward to greet them. He bowed
deeply.

“Yokoso!” he said. “Welcome. My name is Koske Wada,



but you can call me Wada-sensei” His dark eyes crinkled at
the edges as he gave them a broad smile.

Nori eyed him with approval. The information packet
she'd received with her registration materials had explained
the use of honorific titles like san or chan or kun. You tacked
them onto people’s names to show respect. Sensei was a
title that meant master or teacher. As teachers went, Wada-
sensei looked pretty cool. He had a casual air about him from
his Daniel Radcliffe hair to his rumpled khakis and Teva san-
dals. Not that it had anything to do with cool, but his English
was perfect. Not even a trace of an accent. She was
impressed.

He consulted his clipboard and called out their names
one by one, pausing for an affirmative “here.” Satisfied, he
nodded. “Right. Now let's get a move on. The other groups
are already loading on the bus. Yours was the last flight in”

They quickly exchanged their dollars for yen and stopped
by a kiosk to get snacks for the long ride to Tokyo.

“Oh, look at this!” Amberly held up a packet of stiff alien-
looking things. “Dried squid!”

Nori grimaced and put down the rice crackers she'd been
holding. That did it. Killed the appetite. If there was one thing
in the world she absolutely couldn’t stomach, it was fish.
She grabbed a bottle of water and headed to the counter.

A postcard display caught her eye. She'd promised her
mom and dad that she would write as soon as she got to
Tokyo. Separate cards, of course. A wave of sadness threat-
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ened, and she pushed it away. No. No thinking about them.
This trip was about getting away from their troubles, not
bringing them with her. She grabbed a couple of random
postcards and hurried to the checkout counter.

By the time Nori's small group got to the bus, everyone
else had already boarded. Nori slid into the first free row she
could find and dropped her backpack onto the empty seat
beside her. She started up her iPod and stared out the win-
dow, trying not to notice Amberly standing expectantly in
the aisle.

Amberly reached for the backpack. “Would you like me to
put this in the overhead?”

Nori sighed. “No, that's okay.” She pulled it onto her lap,
and Amberly slid into the empty seat.

As the bus rolled slowly through the evening traffic, Nori
tried without much success to write to her parents. After
about an hour of intense concentration, all she had come up
with was “Dear Dad, I'm here.” The letters looked like a first-
grader had scribbled them because each time the bus
bumped or swayed, her hand bumped or swayed with it. She
rubbed her eyes and tried to focus on the card, but in the
shadows, the words became a blur. Yawning, she looked
around the bus. Most everyone else appeared to be asleep—
and no wonder. It was like five in the morning back home.

She tucked the cards into her backpack and leaned her
head against the back of the seat, letting her heavy eyelids
drift shut.



Amberly suddenly bounced up and down in her seat,
shaking Nori's shoulder. “Look!” she squealed. “Isn’t that
cool?”

“Wha—?" Nori opened one eye just a crack.

“The Rainbow Bridge!” She leaned over Nori to look out
the window. Up ahead was the suspension bridge that
spanned part of Tokyo Bay. Nori had read about it in the
information packet. It had been designed so that the white
towers would harmonize with the Tokyo Harbor. Nori had
liked that word, harmonize, imagining Japan as a utopia of
cherry blossoms, swoopy rooftops, and serenity.

She craned her neck to see the bridge ahead. Green,
white, and red solar-powered lights illuminated the two tow-
ers of the bridge, just like the information packet had
described. Nori might have been impressed if she hadn't
been so tired.

“Oh, and look at the Ferris wheel!” Amberly twisted in her
seat and pointed out the windows on the other side of the bus
to where a huge Ferris wheel striped in neon lights slowly cir-
cled. “I hope we can ride that while we're here. It's like the
biggest in the world. You're supposed to be able to see for
miles at the top. Or should I say, for kilometers?” She giggled.

“Mmm-hmmm.” Nori tried to close her eyes once more,
but Amberly continued to shake her arm.

“Oh. My. Gosh. Have you seen anything so cool in your
life?” They were on the Rainbow Bridge now, crawling along
in traffic, and to the right lay Tokyo, which, Nori had to admit,
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was pretty impressive. Black silhouettes of buildings stood
stark against a twilight purple sky, the lights in their windows
like a galaxy of stars, all reflected in the water of the bay.

“It must be like coming home for you, huh?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know, being Japanese. This must be such an awe-
some experience for you.”

Nori clenched her jaw. Give me a break. “I'm not
Japanese. I'm American”

“Oh. | meant...”Amberly’s voice raised an octave. “Well,
you have such Japanese features, and—"

“Slanted eyes don’'t make a person Japanese, Amberly.’

“But...isn't Tanaka a Japanese name?”

Nori shot her a look. “Yeah. Just like Bryson is a British
name. Does that make you English?”

Amberly twisted a strand of golden honey hair around her
French-manicured finger. “Actually, I'm Welsh and Scottish
and Danish, and if you go back far enough—"

Nori held up a hand. “The answer to your question is no.
It isn't like coming home for me because I've never been to
Japan before” What she didn't say was that she was here
now only to get away from her parents’ fighting. She would
just as happily have gone to Timbuktu.

She folded her arms, hunched down in her seat, and
squinched her eyes shut, even though now she was much
too irritated to sleep.

Amberly must have caught her mood because she



backed off. “There’s Tokyo Tower,” she murmured, but she
left Nori's arm alone.

Nori looked out the window of the bus as they pulled in front
of the dorm building, surprised to see that it wasn't located
near a campus at all, but in the middle of a long block of
businesses and shops. She gathered her things and followed
the others through the sliding-glass doors into the lobb,y
which, with its low couches and tables, looked more like an
oversize dentist's office waiting room than a place for stu-
dents to gather. Not that Nori really cared. She was so tired
all she could think about was a shower and a bed.

That is, until Wada-sensei handed out the room assign-
ments.

Amberly squealed and hugged Nori. “Roommates! We're
going to have so much fun! I just know it” She grabbed the
key. “Come on!”

Grinding her teeth, Nori bent to pick up her backpack.
The front doors slid open, and she glanced up. Her breath
caught. Striding into the lobby was a tall, blond, broad-
shouldered hottie who looked just like Orlando Bloom, only
cuter. She smiled. This summer just might be more interest-
ing than she'd thought.

Nori rose with the sun, which was not such a good thing
since in Japan in June the sun makes its appearance at about
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four A.M. Actually, she'd been awake for a long time, and her
head ached from trying to force herself to go back to sleep.

Amberly, of course, had no such problem and was snor-
ing daintily in her frou-frou pink pajamas and matching satin
eye mask.

Nori suppressed a shudder and set about folding up her
blankets and futon. She stacked them neatly in the closet
and slid the screen shut. Now what? Breakfast was not for
another three hours.

She turned slowly, taking in the shadowy confines of their
small dorm room. Wasn’t much to see, really. Just the futons
and two low tables that would serve as desks for the next
seven weeks. A series of sliding screens along one wall con-
cealed closets and shelves, and a sliding-glass door on
another led out to a narrow balcony. The other walls were
completely blank. Drab. Blah.

Suddenly feeling very claustrophobic, Nori stepped over
Amberly and let herself outside onto the balcony. The streets
below were quiet and dreary in the early morning light. A red
paper lantern hung in the doorway of the business across
the street, but that was the only breath of color among the
boxy gray buildings as far as she could see.

A movement below caught her attention, and she looked
down to see a lone black cat limp across the street. Nori
leaned over the railing and watched until the cat disap-
peared into a dark alleyway. For some reason she couldn’t



