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Haruto started to speak just as the sky broke open.

Red light spilled across the Mizushima River. For an instant every ripple carried a flame of its own. The shadows of the trees stretched long over the embankment and vanished when the last sparks fell, and in the gaps between bursts the stars came back, small and far away.

Airi stood near the stone landing with the toes of her sandals against a shallow crack that split one of the steps. Behind her the festival went on: people laughing, wooden sandals clattering along the path, a vendor calling out something for sale in one long, stretched note. The wind brought the smell of sugar and spent gunpowder.

She did not turn around. All of her attention was on the boy in front of her.

Haruto wore a dark summer kimono, the collar slipped a little off center, the way it always was when he had been too busy to look at himself. The next burst of light touched his cheek and showed her a smile that was not quite the grin she knew. There was nervousness in it. Or she only wanted there to be.

His lips moved again.

The second boom shook the air.

"What?" She leaned toward him.

He laughed softly. She saw his shoulders move, but the sound went under the thunder overhead. He stepped closer. The space between them was now exactly as wide as an outstretched hand, enough to take hold of the end of his sleeve.

She wanted to.

In the dream the wanting was simple. Ten years of friendship did not need weighing. Nothing could be misread, no small kindness could turn out to mean less than she hoped. There was only Haruto's hand hanging at his side and a gap that could be crossed.

His mouth made the words more slowly now. His eyes stayed on her face.

"Wait. Say it again, "

White light swept the river.

A metal rattle went off beside her ear.

Airi woke with one arm stretched out over the blanket, breathing hard.

For a few seconds she could not work out why the ceiling was so close. The white curtain bellied in the wind. On the bedside table the little alarm clock on its short legs was still shuddering, hammering the morning air with a noise that had nothing romantic about it.

She hit the button. It stuck halfway, and she had to hold the body of the clock down with her other hand before it finally went quiet.

Her mother had offered a replacement twice. The glass on this one was scratched, and even wound every night it lost a minute by morning. But her grandfather had taught her to turn the small key at the back, and two years after he died Airi still did it carefully, every night, never past the point where the spring began to feel heavy under her fingers.

The quiet that came after left her heartbeat sounding much too loud.

Six thirty-five.

Not night. No river. No Haruto in a dark kimono.

She pulled her hand back and covered her face with both palms. Her cheeks were warm.

"Why did it have to be you?" she muttered.

A bird on the power line outside the window answered with one short note.

She got up before she could think about her own question. June air lay on the floorboards, still cool. From downstairs came the smell of toast, then the clink of a plate set on the table. Her mother had opened the kitchen window, which usually meant breakfast was nearly ready.

The journal was beside the clock, dark blue, its gray ribbon caught between yesterday's pages. Yesterday held a list of chores and a note about a cat asleep in someone else's bicycle basket. She turned to a blank page, uncapped the black gel pen, and wrote the date.

The earlier pages held a dream of being lost in a train station, conversations that were funny while she slept and made no sense once written down, and fragments of sentences she meant to use in a story someday. Some stopped halfway across the line. Nobody was going to ask why she had struck out one word five times, and nothing in a private notebook required her to find a good ending.

This morning she couldn't even choose the first word.

Dream. Mizushima River. Red fireworks. Haruto said something.

The pen stopped.

She could write the color of the water, what Haruto was wearing, even the crack in the stone under her feet. But when she tried to recall the shape his lips had made, all that came back was light.

She added a line.

Couldn't hear it.

She almost wrote that he had smiled differently. Instead she drew a short line under the last sentence, closed the journal, and slipped the ribbon in.

"Airi, your toast is getting cold!"

"Coming!"

Coming turned out to be long enough to push an arm into the wrong sleeve, hunt for socks that were already on the chair, and knock her silver hairpin off the desk and under it. By the time she got downstairs her mother was spreading jam on a second slice.

"Did you go back to sleep after the alarm?"

"No."

"Then you were arguing with the wardrobe."

Airi took the toast. "Maybe I lost."

Her mother laughed and pushed the plate of eggs toward her. Airi ate while straightening her collar. On top of the kitchen cabinet the calendar swung gently in the breeze from the window.

"I heard that clock fighting you again," her mother said, back at the stove. "Three rounds."

"Two."

"The button's getting worse."

"It works."

"It loses a minute."

"So I wake up a minute early. Basically."

"Basically." Her mother tipped the pan and slid out an omelet no one had asked for. "I'm not offering again. I'm only saying I heard it."

Airi ate the omelet. It was good, and she did not say so, which her mother seemed to accept as the same thing.

She was already on her feet when her mother pointed at the toast, only half eaten.

"Finish that. The intersection isn't going anywhere."

Airi nearly said that whoever was waiting at the intersection could.

Her mother picked a loose thread off her uniform shoulder and turned her a little toward the door. "Say hello to Haruto for me."

"I haven't said I'm meeting him."

"Did the two of you change your route today?"

No. Of course not. Airi looked down so her mother wouldn't see her smile.

She bit off the rest of the toast, took her bag, and checked once more that the journal was inside.

She heard Haruto's bicycle chain before she saw him.

The rattle came from behind the uphill bend, followed by white sneakers planted on the asphalt. Like nearly every morning he was waiting under the old cherry tree, backing his blue bicycle away from the edge of the gutter with one hand on the handlebar. There were no blossoms left. Young leaves threw a moving shade across the shoulders of his uniform.

He raised a hand when he saw her.

"Good morning, wardrobe victim."

Airi stopped. "Did you talk to my mother?"

"No. But it's usually the wardrobe or the socks."

"This morning it was the hairpin."

"That explains it."

He pointed at the side of her head. A tuft of hair stood up right above her ear, escaped from the silver pin she had put in too fast.

She pressed it down. It sprang up again.

"Leave it," Haruto said. "It looks like it has a purpose in life."

"You don't have to comment on everything."

"I've been holding back on your tie."

She looked down at once.

He laughed. Her tie was fine.

She wanted to be annoyed, but the laugh was too familiar. She had been hearing it since they were small enough to hide together behind the fence at the elementary school. Ten years, and Haruto still thought making her check something that was not wrong was a fair way to start a morning.

"Here."

A small carton of strawberry milk landed in her hand. It was cold and wet with condensation.

"I didn't ask you to buy me anything."

"I know."

"Then why, "

"I bought bread. Got this at the same time."

He was already walking his bicycle before she could take out her wallet. She caught up with him, wiping the carton with her handkerchief so the water wouldn't soak into her sleeve.

"I'll pay you back tomorrow."

"Fine. With the answer to number five on the math homework."

"That's not payment. That's cheating."

"All right. An explanation of number five."

"That I can do."

Haruto glanced at the canvas-strapped watch on his wrist.

"Is there still time?" Airi asked.

"Plenty."

"By your watch or by everyone else's?"

"Both."

His watch ran three minutes fast. She had told him so many times, years ago, before giving up. Now she had the habit of looking at that wrist to know whether they should speed up. As long as Haruto hadn't told her to walk faster, she could finish her milk in peace.

They kept to the left side of the road. In front of a florist's that hadn't opened yet, the owner was watering potted plants. A thin stream ran over the edge of Haruto's shoe sole, and he steered the bicycle away without breaking off his lecture on the math teacher, who could apparently tell from the way a student walked into the room that homework was unfinished.

Airi pushed the straw through the foil. The sweet-sour of strawberry filled her mouth, as cold as the milk Haruto used to buy her after cram school when they were little.

The bread was in the basket of his bicycle, in a paper bag gone soft at the corners. Somewhere in the second block he tore the end off a roll and ate it one-handed, still talking, and a few crumbs lodged in his collar. Airi looked at the road instead. It was not her job to tell him.

Beside her the sleeve of his white shirt swung with each step. No dark kimono, no red light on his cheek. A small smudge on the toe of one shoe. Hair not quite dry yet.

Even so, she thought suddenly of an arm's length of space at the edge of a river.

"Did you hear that?"

She jumped. "What?"

"I was explaining the scientific evidence that homework can smell fear."

"The evidence is weak."

"You weren't even listening."

He tilted his head to see her face. Airi pretended to be busy folding the corner of the milk carton.

"Not enough sleep?" he asked.

"My dream was a little loud."

"Loud how?"

"There were fireworks."

Haruto looked up at the morning sky. "Bit early for the season."

"I didn't pick the schedule."

"Next time file a complaint."

She laughed before she could stop herself. Haruto smiled, then slowed as the front wheel found the uneven stretch of road. The chain rattled louder.

"You still haven't fixed that?"

"I did. It just wants to be heard."

"You and your bicycle suit each other."

He put a hand on his chest and made a wounded face. "Ten years of friendship, and this is how you assess me."

"Eleven might be worse."

She said it without any weight. He answered the same way. "Then I still have time to improve my reputation."

But she kept the sound of that sentence a little longer than she should have.

Eleven years. Next year. Something they talked about without needing to check that the other person would still be standing beside them.

At the crossing the chain jumped off its teeth. Haruto let out a long breath and crouched. Airi finished the milk, flattened the empty carton, and slid it into the side pocket of her bag.

"Hold this for a second."

She took the handlebars. There was a bandage on his right index finger, the end of it beginning to lift. With his other fingers he hauled the chain back toward the sprocket.

The loose end of the bandage caught. Haruto sucked a breath through his teeth but kept working.

"Does it hurt?"

"A bit. It's fine."

He lifted the rear wheel and turned the pedal slowly. Airi tightened her grip on the handlebars as the weight of the bicycle shifted. After one full turn the chain finally ran without catching.

He was about to wipe his hands on his trousers when she cleared her throat.

"The cut got oil in it."

"I can change the bandage."

"Your finger can't be changed."

He looked up. "That sounds worrying."

She pulled a packet of tissues from her bag pocket and held it out without answering. Haruto took one, cleaned the tip of his finger, and left a gray smear on his skin.

"Thanks."

The wind came down the slope. Both her hands were full of bicycle, so Airi held her hair back with the inside of her wrist. When a car passed, Haruto took the handlebars back and shifted to the outside of the pavement, between her and the road.

It wasn't a new movement. Because it wasn't new, she had no idea where to put the small jolt that followed it.

The school gate came into view at the end of the street. Haruto started in on the math homework again. This time Airi listened properly, grateful that in the morning light his voice carried so clearly.

"Don't move."

Airi had barely put her bag on her desk in Class 2-A when Mei turned around in the seat in front of her and raised the camera.

"What's wrong with everyone's hair this morning?"

"Your hair is fine. The light is good."

"Mei."

Too late. The shutter gave a short click.

Tachibana Mei lowered the camera, checked the screen, and wrinkled her nose. "Never mind. The clothesline pole in the house across the way looks like it's growing out of your head."

"Good. Delete it."

"Already did."

Airi sat at her desk by the window. Haruto went past behind her chair to the desk on her left, set down his bag, and was immediately cornered by Fujimoto Ren, who had a math book open in his hands.

"Number five," Ren said.

Haruto pointed at Airi. "The expert's over there."

"You two have to try first."

"We did," Ren said. "The result made me question the future."

Mei snorted, snapping the lens cap on. The surface of her desk was covered with small prints: an empty bus stop, the hands of a vegetable seller, children's shadows on a playground wall. One had a red circle drawn around its corner.

"For the club?" Airi asked.

"The prefectural youth exhibition. Selection round." Mei gathered the photos with care. "I have to pick five. Yesterday I was sure. This morning they all look wrong."

"The bus stop one is good."

"The empty bench or the shadow?"

"Both. It looks like someone just left."

Mei studied the photo again, longer this time. She slid it away from the rest of the pile and rubbed out a small cross she had penciled on the back corner.

"You almost threw it out?" Airi said.

"Almost. I stared at it so long I could only see what was wrong with it."

Mei was not usually someone who had trouble deciding. She had once ordered lunch for three people at the same time without looking at the menu. Airi straightened a print that had been left upside down and put it on top of the stack.

"Help me go through the others later, okay?" Mei said.

Before Airi could answer, the classroom door slid open. The homeroom teacher came in with the attendance book in one hand and a rolled poster slipping out from under one arm. The chatter died down, though under his desk Ren was still trying to show Haruto his working.

"I have an announcement before we start."

The poster was unrolled in front of the blackboard. A picture of fireworks filled the top half.

Airi's fingers stopped on the zipper of her pencil case.

"The Mizushima Summer Festival will be held in six weeks, on July twenty-fifth. This year our school has been invited again to run a stall on the embankment."

A few students cheered. Someone in the back row immediately proposed a food stall. Someone else wanted a haunted house.

"A haunted house on a riverbank?" Ren raised an eyebrow. "All we have to do is wait for the electricity bill. Everyone will be terrified."

The class broke into laughter. The teacher rapped a marker against the desk.

"You can discuss proposals. Budget and safety still have to be considered. Tomorrow we'll choose the class idea and form teams. For today, think about what you can actually manage to do."

The room grew noisy again. Ren pushed his math book into the middle of the desks as if it were a design sketch.

"What about a drink stall? Simple."

"Where would you keep the ice?" Haruto asked.

"Somewhere cold."

"Thank you for the technical detail."

Airi hid her smile behind her hand. Haruto had already picked up a pencil and started working something out in the margin of Ren's book, then stopped when he realized the teacher was still talking. He put the pencil down but went on studying the map of the festival site on the poster, a small crease between his eyebrows.

She followed his eyes to the bottom of the poster.

A little bridge. Steps leading down to the water. The drawing was simple, but her stomach went light in a way that bothered her.

Six weeks.

Maybe that was the explanation. There was a festival on the river every year. Every year there were fireworks. Of course she could dream about it.

But why Haruto?

"Kanzaki, Fujimoto, come and put this up."

Haruto stood up with Ren. He took the roll of tape from the teacher's desk and lifted the right side of the poster; the back of his shirt pulled tight as he reached for the higher corner of the board.

"A little lower on the left," Airi said without thinking.

Haruto turned. "Like this?"

She nodded.

The poster slid crooked again when Ren let go too early. Haruto laughed and pinned it with his elbow. Airi smiled too.

Click.

She whipped her head around.

Mei had already lowered the camera to her lap.

"Good light again?" Airi whispered.

"This time it's the expression."

"Delete it."

Mei turned the screen toward her. "If you really want, I'll delete it."

In the photo Airi was looking straight ahead with her chin slightly raised. There was nothing embarrassing about it. She even looked ordinary, unless you noticed the small smile still unfinished at the corner of her mouth.

That was the problem. She noticed.

"Don't send it to anyone."

Mei nodded and for once didn't tease. "I won't."

She switched off the camera and put it in her bag.

At the front of the room the poster finally hung straight. Haruto came back to his desk winding the leftover tape around one finger. Airi opened her textbook in a hurry, upside down, and righted it before he sat.

"Are you joining the committee?" Haruto asked.

"I don't know yet."

"I don't know what the work is either." He glanced at the poster. "But it looks interesting."

"You always say that before you find out how much work it is."

"That's why I'm asking now, before Ren makes me responsible for everything."

"I heard slander," Ren said.

"Good. Your hearing's healthy."

The teacher began passing out information sheets. When one reached her desk, Airi read the date of the festival again. She folded the paper neatly and tucked it into the blue journal, right on the page with that morning's dream.

Mei saw her do it but only propped her chin on her hand.

"Six weeks is quite a while," she murmured.

Airi couldn't tell whether that was a relief.

The bell rang for first period. She took her pen and copied the date down from the blackboard, trying not to count how many more times she would walk to school with Haruto before the night of the festival.

At lunch Mei dragged her desk around to face Airi's and laid the prints across both. Ren had turned his chair sideways with a melon bun in one hand and was reading the backs of the photographs as if they were exam questions. Haruto had gone to the vending machines. He had said so twice, which meant he would probably stop at the staff room to ask about the budget form too.

"Five," Mei said. "Out of eleven. Go."

Airi picked up the bus stop again. Next to it Mei set down the vegetable seller's hands: thick knuckles, dark soil under the nails, a bunch of spinach tied with a rubber band.

"That one," Ren said. "You can tell they're about to overcharge somebody."

"They're not."

"The hands say otherwise."

"It's only hands. You can't see anything else."

"That's what I'm saying."

Mei ignored him and slid the third print forward, the children's shadows on the playground wall. Airi studied it. The shadows were long and sharp and there were four of them, one with an arm raised. It was a good photograph. It was also, she thought, the weakest of the three.

"I'd leave that one out," she said.

"It's the only one with movement."

"It's the only one that wants me to notice it's good."

Mei's mouth opened. Then she picked up the print, looked at it with her head tilted, and moved it without comment to a separate corner of the desk. Ren, chewing, gave Airi a small nod, as if she had landed a point in a match he hadn't known was being played.

"What I'd like," he said, "is for one of you to tell me which photo has the least homework attached."

"None of them have homework."

"That's why I like all of them."

Mei laughed, and the line between her eyebrows eased a little. She started on the next print. Airi turned over a photograph of a bicycle leaning against a vending machine and found herself looking, over Mei's shoulder, at the poster at the front of the room. She had been looking at it, on and off, since second period.

"You've been staring at that thing all morning," Mei said, not looking up.

"I was reading the date."

"It's in very large numbers."

"I know."

"She's working out how many exam days overlap," Ren offered.

"That must be it," Airi said, and went back to the bicycle.

She had not been going to mention the dream. There was no good way to start. I dreamed that Haruto was trying to tell me something sounded like the first line of a very bad story, and Mei would hear the second half of it before Airi finished the first.

The door opened. Haruto came in with nothing in his hands.

"The machine took my coins," he said, to the room in general. "It took them and looked at me."

"Did you ask nicely?" Ren said.

"I did not."

He dropped into his chair. Airi pushed the last of her own tea across the gap between their desks without looking at him, and he took it without saying anything, which was how it usually went.

By the time the bell rang Mei had her five. The bus stop went first, at the top of the pile. She squared the edges against the desk and held the stack against her chest for a second before she put it away.

After school, Airi took the embankment path toward the city library.

Haruto had gone off with Ren to the bicycle shop to look for replacement parts. He had offered to walk with her once they were done, but her borrowed book was due back that day and the library was closing an hour early.

"Tomorrow morning," Haruto said at the gate.

"Don't forget to fix the chain."

"It'll be offended if it hears you."

Now, without the sound of a bicycle beside her, she could hear the water rubbing against the stones below the embankment. Sunlight bounced off the river and made her squint. The grass had just been cut and smelled sharp. Across the water, a curtain in someone's window was blowing out over the sill.

The wooden bridge at the bend joined the embankment road to the path that led to the library. She had crossed it countless times. She knew the third plank from the far end creaked if you stepped near its edge.

Today she stopped before she reached that plank.

Below, two people were hanging a banner between poles near the stone landing. The white cloth bellied out in the wind and hid some of the lettering. One of them hauled a rope upward. The banner opened. Blue letters, and a picture of red fireworks.

Mizushima Summer Festival, July 25.

Airi gripped the railing.

From where she stood she could see the stone steps facing the river. A shallow crack split the second one. On the right a tree branch reached out low. On the left the barrier rail ended in a post with a rounded top.

She had stood there in the dark.

In the dream.

She went down from the end of the bridge onto the path beside the landing. The angle was exactly right now: the river opened up behind the landing, the low branch framed a strip of sky, and the empty ground in front of the steps was wide enough for two people to stand facing each other.

She swallowed.

There was nothing strange about the place. As children she and Haruto had counted fish from those very steps. She had sat there to tie her shoes. She must have seen that crack dozens of times without really looking at it.

The dream could have borrowed all of it.

"Mind the rope, miss."

She jumped back. The loose end of the banner rope was dangling near her shoes.

"Sorry."

"Could you hold it for a second? The wind won't cooperate."

She took the rope from a man in a cloth cap. The fibers were rough against her palm. When the wind came again the banner went taut and pulled her hands forward.

"Like this?"

"Yes. Not too tight yet."

She set her feet more firmly. The man fixed a knot at the pole while his coworker hauled on the opposite side.

A spare coil of rope rolled off the bench when the cloth jerked. Airi stopped it with the toe of her shoe before it dropped onto the steps. She could not bend without letting go.

"One second, sir. The rope's down here."

The man turned, climbed off the bench, and picked it up from beside her foot. They waited for a gust to pass before pulling again. This time the banner spread straight.

For a while she could think about nothing except keeping the rope from slipping.

"That's it. Thank you."

She handed back the end. A faint red line was left across her palm.

"Come to the festival, will you?" the man said. "They say there'll be more fireworks than last year."

Airi looked at the banner, now stretched to its full width.

"Yes," she said quietly. Then, because it sounded too certain, she added, "If I have time."

The library was only a few minutes' walk away. She checked the time on her phone and tightened her grip on her bag. Twenty minutes before closing.

She walked faster.

Inside the library the air was cool and smelled of damp paper. The staff member at the desk took the collection of short stories she returned, checked the date, and nodded. There was still time before closing.

"Not borrowing anything else?" the librarian asked when Airi was still standing in front of the counter.

She shook her head, then nodded. "I'll look around first."

She picked a book off the return shelf. The cover had curled a little in the humid air. When she opened it, there was a ring from a cup on the edge of one page. Someone had stayed with that story long enough to bring a drink too close. She rubbed the stain with her thumb and carried the book to a table near the window.

Usually she could read until the closing announcement. Today she had not finished the first page. The palm of her left hand still stung a little as she took out the journal.

The festival information sheet slid onto the table.

Underneath it, that morning's entry waited: Haruto said something. Couldn't hear it.

She looked at the line until the wheels of a book trolley rolled nearer, then away. She uncapped the pen, set its tip on the paper, and stopped.

What had she been looking for since she woke up?

Not the color of the kimono. Not where he stood. Those were easy to write because they didn't make her admit anything.

Through the window she could still see the top of the banner moving in the wind. Six weeks from now the road she had just walked would be packed with people. Maybe Haruto would laugh like always. Maybe they would talk about food, schoolwork, how awful the line at the drink stall was.

Maybe nothing different would be said at all.

She looked down. Her fingers tightened on the pen before they finally moved.

I want to hear it.

She did not cross it out.
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