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For Tai and Kenzo:

At last, the book you asked for






Happy Birthday to Me

Niko says I should have known something was wrong from
the moment he appeared in my backyard the night before my
twelfth birthday. But I disagree. Because look—1I can guarantee
you that most people who saw what I saw that night would’ve
said to themselves, I must be dreaming, or, It must be something I
ate, and gone right back to bed.

And back then, I was trying really hard to be like most
people.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. What happened was, 1
woke up to a yowl and a yippy bark. I got up and peeked out
the window to see the neighbor’s cat streaking across the yard,
which was not unusual—but trotting oh-so-casually after it was
a fox, which was unusual. The fox stopped in the middle of the
yard, sat down, and pointed its sharp, twitchy nose and bright
black eyes directly at my window.

The moon was shining from somewhere above and behind
me, bathing the fox in cool silver light and casting a magical glow
on the entire yard. As the fox stared at me, [ was seized by this
strange feeling that it knew who I was. Like it knew I was watching,

and it was waiting for me. And then—I swear I'm not lying—it



nodded at me and patted the ground with its paw. Yes, you, it
seemed to be saying. Come out here at once. I need to talk to you.

That was not just unusual. It was unbelievable. Like, literally
not able to be believed. “It’s just my imagination,” I muttered to
myself. I shut my eyes and tried to shake what I'd seen out of my
head. I couldn’t have seen it. That was the problem with having
what my teachers called an “overactive imagination”—I tended
to see things that no one else could see. It hadn’t happened in a
long time, and I was annoyed (and maybe a little afraid) that it
was happening now. Because normal kids didn’t see things that
weren'treal, and like I told you, I really wanted to be a normal kid.

I put my hand out to knock on the window. If it was a magi-
cal fox who was here for me, he’d nod again, or do something
else strange and un-fox-like. If it was a regular old real fox, he’d
run away. | tapped three times—tap, tap, tap—just as a cloud
moved across the moon and helped break the silvery magical
feeling. The fox looked startled and scampered into the shadow
of a big pine tree at the edge of the yard.

Okay, whew, I thought. Regular old fox, then.

I could just barely see him huddled under the lowest branches
of the pine tree, his tail covering him like a fluffy blanket. He
stayed perfectly still for several minutes, and eventually I got tired
of watching him and went back to bed. Like a normal person.

If I had bothered to go to the front of the house to take a look
at that cloud over the moon, I might have seen why the fox had
hidden so suddenly. And I would not have been able to go back
to bed like a normal person, because I would have been com-
pletely terrified. Because it wasn’t really a cloud, as you may have

guessed by now.



Hovering several feet in the air above the house, wearing
a ragged black ball gown, black stiletto heels, and too much
makeup, was a shikome—one of the death hags who serve
Izanami the Destroyer, Queen of Death. The shikome’s hair
hung in patches from her scalp, which was peeling off her
skull. Her eyes were pure white under her false eyelashes and
drawn-on eyebrows, and although her lips had caved into her
toothless mouth, she’d done her best and smeared a bright red
outline of lipstick around the gaping hole. When she breathed,
it was with a rattling hiss that would make your skin crawl. I
didn’t know it then, but she had followed that fox halfway
around the world.

And she was waiting for me, too.

&

Mom didn’t mention my birthday at breakfast the next morn-
ing, which was odd. She forgot a lot of things, but she’d always
done something special for my birthday: pancakes for breakfast,
handmade jewelry, a drawing of the two of us.

“Um, are we doing anything for my birthday?” I asked her,
a little annoyed.

“Oh. I-—I'm sorry, Momo, I forgot all about it.” She looked
more nervous than sorry. She looked like she was lying, in fact.
“Maybe we can do something tomorrow.”

I should have realized right then that something was wrong.
But instead I decided to believe that she was planning a sur-
prise, and dropped the subject. I told her about the fox—without

the waiting and winking part, because the whole issue with my



imagination was kind of a sensitive subject between us. Still,
Mom loves foxes, and I thought she'd get a kick out of knowing
there had been one in the backyard. But instead of smiling with
delight, or asking me reproachfully why I hadn’t woken her, she
went pale.

“What did he look like?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Like a fox,” I said impatiently. “Sharp nose,
bushy tail . . .”

“Where did he go?”

I shrugged. “The last I saw him, he was hiding under the
pine trees.”

“Hmm.” Mom stared into the air, and her eyes grew
unfocused.

“What?”

She refocused on me and bit her lip. “Nothing,” she said.
“Nothing at all.” Shivering, she pulled her bathrobe more
tightly around herself before sighing and leaning back in her
chair, eyes closed.

I forgot about the fox. “Are you okay?”

“I’m just a little tired. I think I might go back to bed.”

She pushed herself up and left the kitchen, moving slowly,
carefully, as if walking was causing her pain. As I finished getting
ready for school, I wondered if I should make a doctor appoint-
ment for her. I was used to making them for myself—she wasn’t
the greatest at stuff like that. But how would I convince her to go?
She hated doctors, and I couldn’t remember the last time she’'d
gone to one. If she was sick, we probably wouldn’t be able to do
anything for my birthday, I thought with some disappointment.

I glanced at the clock. I'd have to think about all of that later.



I had more pressing things to worry about, like getting through
the school day. I sighed and swallowed the low-key feeling of
dread I always felt before going to school.

The thing is, [ was not exactly what you would call well liked.
Don’t get me wrong—no one actively hated me or anything. But
I was pretty much at the very bottom of the trash heap known as
the seventh-grade social scene. How do I know? You know these
things. But if you want proof, I've got plenty.

For example, Kiki Weldon had recently made a list that
ranked all seventy-one seventh graders at Oak Valley Middle
School in order of popularity, and it had gotten printed and
posted on the wall at school.

Guess who was number seventy-one.

Even worse than my rank was the fact that other low-ranked
kids seemed to think that associating with me might somehow
jeopardize their sweet, sweet spots in the upper sixties. So Sunita
Agrawal (#65) stopped answering my calls (forget about texts—
Mom didn’t let me have a cell phone). Eliza Lang (#67) rolled
her eyes for all to see when she got partnered with me in Spanish
class. Marina Fernandez (#68) turned her back on me when I
sat down next to her at lunch. Literally no one wanted to be my
friend anymore.

By the way, someone told on Kiki, and she was suspended
and had to make an announcement on the PA system about how
sorry she was and how wrong and cruel the list had been, etc.,
etc., but did that turn her into a better person? Did it lead to a
kinder, gentler era where everyone in seventh grade was equally
popular and nice to each other?

Hello, are you a citizen of Earth? Of course it didn’t.



And then there was last weekend at the back-to-school
dance. Normally [ would have avoided that dance like the pit of
vipers that it was, but Ms. Pérez, my language arts and home-
room teacher, had asked me to help with the decorations, even
though [ wasn’t part of the student leadership class.

“It’ll be good for you to get involved in school activities,”
she said. “Working together with the others will help you bond
with them.” Riiight. But I knew that Mom worried about me
not having friends. If I went to the dance, maybe she’'d think
I had friends again. Maybe it would make her happy. So even
though every cell in my body was screaming at me to stay home
where it was quiet and safe, I said yes.

Unfortunately, the result was a viral video of me getting
splashed with a cup of punch and making one of those weird
AAACK! faces—all in super-slo-mo, so the tiny yelp that actu-
ally came out of my mouth sounded more like the bellow of a
charging rhinoceros. But that’s not all, folks. The real highlight
came when someone pointed out a sign on my back that said,
Help! I'm on fire! and I basically turned into a horror-movie
monster. With a Godzilla-level roar and a face that would make
Gollum look like a sweet little foster kitten, I rushed the boy
who'd splashed me—and then tripped over my own feet and fell
flat on my face. No one helped me up. But I was suspended, the
school counselor recommended therapy for my “anger issues,”
and Mom spent two days crying in her room.

So, yeah. Going to school felt like going into battle.

No one brought me cupcakes or wrote Happy birthday,
Momo! on the whiteboard for my birthday, but I did ace a quiz

on the Greek gods and a math test on exponents. (I aced all my



tests because the thought of being unprepared for anything
made my stomach hurt.) In language arts we watched a video
about a whale whose song doesn’t match the song of any exist-
ing whale species, and it wanders the ocean all alone. You and me
both, buddy, I thought. I didn’t raise my hand when Ms. Pérez
had us discuss how the video made us feel, though. Keeping my
mouth shut and staying under the radar was lonely, but it was
the one thing I could control about my social life: if I didn’t talk,
no one could make fun of what I said. If I didn’t try to make
friends, no one could reject me.

After school, everything fell apart. I was first in line at the
bus stop, trying to ignore Kiki Weldon and her BFF Ryleigh
Guo. They were standing right behind me, giggling and whis-
pering with their heads together like whatever they were talking
about was super funny but sorry, they couldn’t tell you about it
because it was kind of an inside joke. Meanwhile, Brad Bowman
and Danny Haragan and a couple of other bro-bots were laugh-
ing and watching a video on Danny’s phone. They were shout-
ing things like “Ohhh, take the L!” and “Ow, that’s gotta hurt!”
and “Again! Let’s see it again!”

The girls took a break from whispering so they could sidle
up to the boys, and within seconds it was a giggling, guffawing
comedy extravaganza. | tried not to care, but all I could think
was, What are they laughing at? Why are they so mean? Why do
kids like that get to have all the power? and as always, I hope they
don’t notice me. I hope they don’t laugh at me.

[ was still trying to tune them out when the hairs on the back
of my neck began prickling, and I got the distinct feeling that

someone was watching me.



I looked up just in time to see a fox exactly like the one from
the night before. Except he was standing on his hind legs. And
he was wearing clothes. He had on old-timey pants that stopped
at the knee, a vest, and a newsboy cap, and he was looking at me
as if he knew who I was—just like last night.

No, I thought. No, this isn’t real. I shut my eyes for three
seconds, then opened them again. Please let 1t not be real.

But the fox was still there, standing on his hind legs in his
old-timey costume like he was pretending to be a human boy.
And then he tipped his cap and winked at me before turning and
running into a tree. Like, he literally ran into the tree and—
poof!—vanished.

I gaped at the spot where he’d been standing. That did not
just happen, 1 told myself. It was just my imagination. It had to be
my imagination. Foxes didn’t wear clothes. They didn’t tip their
caps. They didn’t disappear like magic.

At the same time, my head was spinning with questions.
Was it the same fox from last night? What was it doing here?
What did it want with me? Why was it wearing clothes? And
why was [ even asking myself these questions when [ knew
that what I'd just seen was impossible? But if it was impossible,
why did it feel so real?

I heard a muffled giggle and some whispering that made
those hairs on the back of my neck start prickling again.

“What are you looking at?” It was Kiki, who I guess had
finally gotten tired of watching a video of someone falling and
hurting themselves thirty-seven times in a row and was looking
for somebody else to laugh at.

If my standard rule was to not talk too much to other people,



it applied a hundred times more to talking about stuff like
pants-wearing, disappearing foxes. But I couldn’t come up with
a good lie. When Kiki looked at me like that, like a cat looks at
a mouse, | froze from head to toe—except for my heart, which
began pumping panic into my body at full speed. It took every-
thing I had to mumble, “Nothing.”

“No, you were definitely looking at something,” she in-
sisted. “I saw you go like this.” She did an exaggerated double
take and opened her mouth and eyes wide, like a cartoon person
seeing a monster. “Right, Ryleigh? You saw her, right?”

Ryleigh nodded. “Uh-huh,” she said. “Totally.”

“C’mon, Momo, whaddja see?” Kiki said in a fake-sweet
voice.

[ wanted more than anything to run away and hide, but I had
just enough presence of mind to know that would mean certain
death. So I tried again. “I told you I didn’t see anything. You're
making it up.”

“I am not!” Kiki protested. “Swear to god!”

“Don’t lie, Momo,” Ryleigh said. “Nobody likes a liar.”

The other girls hovered, watching like vultures waiting to
swoop down on a dead body (which is to say, me). Even the
boys, who normally didn’t even seem to realize I existed, had
looked up from Danny’s phone.

I was trapped. My improvising skills were terrible even on
a good day—and forget about situations like now, when a little
worm of panic was burrowing its way around my brain, shriek-
ing, Help! Help! Help! I had two terrible options: I could keep
pretending I hadn’t seen anything and get sneered at for lying,
or I could tell the truth and get laughed at for being weird.



“Fine.” I paused and tried to calm my racing heart. Come on,
Momo. Think. “Isaw . ..”

Kiki looked at Ryleigh and smirked. “Yeah . . . ?”

“I'saw . ..” Think, Momo. Think! THINK! A drop of sweat
began trickling down my forehead. But on the inside of my
skull, my mind remained stubbornly blank. Finally, I blurted
out the truth. “I saw a fox.”

Ryleigh snorted. “I don’t believe you. If it was really a fox,
you would have just said so instead of pretending you didn’t see
anything.”

To this day, I don’t know what came over me. Maybe I
was sick of pretending [ hadn’t seen what I'd seen. Maybe it was
magic. All I know is that I heard myself saying, “He was wear-
ing pants.”

“Bruh, a fox wearing pants? Where?” Danny and I were both
Japanese—he’d been adopted by white parents. A long time ago,
we used to be friends. But now he was one of the cool kids, and
he stayed far away from me, like he didn’t want to remind people
that we had a single thing in common. I missed him desperately—
and at the same time, I hated him for abandoning me.

Now he made pretend binoculars with his hands and stared
not just where I'd pointed but all over the parking lot, across
the street, and up at the sky. He clearly thought he was being
hilarious. Kiki shrieked with laughter. Ryleigh rolled her eyes,
and for a moment I thought she might come to my defense—
but she just cooed, “Dannyyy!” and slapped him playfully on
the arm.

“He’s not there anymore. He—he disappeared.” Maybe

everyone would think I was playing along with Danny.
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“What, like, poof?” Danny popped his hands wide open.
“Like magic?”

I nodded. “Kind of. Yeah.”

In the silence that followed, I knew I'd made a terrible
mistake.

Kiki’s mouth curled. “Wow. Magic, huh? That’s very . . .
interesting.”

Someone in the crowd singsonged, “Weeirrdo—"

I felt my face flame with embarrassment and anger. How
come when Danny pretended he was looking for a magical fox,
people thought he was funny, but when I talked about the same
magical fox, people thought I was a weirdo? Okay, so | hadn’t
been joking like Danny, but I could have been. It was so unfair. I
wanted to scream. I wanted to smack them all in their ugly faces
and tell them to shut up and leave me alone, but I didn’t want
another suspension. So I looked away and focused on silently
hating everyone around me so that I wouldn’t cry. Happy birth-
day to me.

The bus arrived and the door whooshed open. I got on,
found a seat, and put my backpack next to me as a barrier. That’s
when the tears started coming. I brushed them away angrily and
looked out the window to hide my face. I found myself search-
ing the neighborhood for a fox dressed like he'd stepped out of
Mary Poppins. But I didn’t see anything. Well, of course [ didn’t.
Those kinds of things belonged in myths and fairy tales, not in
real-life suburban junior high school parking lots.

Still, as we rolled down the streets, I couldn’t help thinking
about all the foxes in the stories Mom used to tell me. Foxes

are tricksters. They get people into trouble all the time. If there
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were such things as magic foxes in real life, that is exactly what
one would have done: revealed itself to me and laughed from
some hidden spot while I made a fool of myself in front of my
frie— My classmates.

We reached my stop first, and as [ stood to go, Danny called
to me from the back of the bus. “Hey, Momo!”

Don’t fall for it. Ignore him. I put my backpack on without
looking at him.

“Let me know if you see any more disappearing foxes, okay?”
The whole back of the bus practically exploded with laughter.

He’s a giant pile of toenail clippings. He’s body odor come to
life. He's—

The door whooshed closed and the bus roared away.

Why did people have to be so mean to me? What had I ever
done to deserve this? I wished I was a wizard so I could curse
them. PIMPLIOSO EXTRANORMICUS! I'd shout, and
they’d all turn into a bunch of oozing zits.

Mom always insisted it didn’t matter what people said about
me, and that I shouldn’t bother trying to fit in with anyone who
didn’t understand me. I agreed with her in principle, but, ugh,
it made life hard sometimes. Because so often I felt like no one
understood me.

I wished I hadn’t seen that fox. Or at least that he hadn’t
been wearing clothes. I wished this didn’t feel like it was con-
nected to the fox in my yard last night—like that fox was tailing
me, trying to get my attention. Most of all, I wished it hadn’t
felt so real.

I thought I'd gotten over seeing things that weren’t there.
Why was this happening again?



