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CHAPTER ONE
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The first call came before the wine.

Mara saw my phone light up beside the bread plate and looked at me without moving her head.

“No.”

I turned it over.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You looked at it.”

“I’m allowed to look at my own phone.”

“You have a face.”

“I have several.”

“That one means someone has a problem.”

I smiled because she was right and because smiling was easier than admitting that I already knew who it was.

Ben.

He had called twice that afternoon while I was in a meeting. He had sent nothing afterward, which meant one of two things: the problem had solved itself, or he had decided the problem was serious enough to require a conversation.

The waiter poured the wine.

Mara lifted her glass.

“Forty-six.”

“Apparently.”

“How does it feel?”

“Expensive.”

She laughed.

I liked making her laugh. Not in the abstract way people say that about someone they love. I liked the physical fact of it—the way her shoulders moved first, then her mouth, as though the laugh had to travel through her before it came out.

She had booked the restaurant three weeks earlier and refused to tell me where we were going. It was smaller than I expected, eight or nine tables, dark wood, no music loud enough to interfere with conversation. She had chosen it because I hated restaurants where everyone had to lean forward and pretend they could hear.

Being remembered in small ways affected me more than I ever admitted to her.

The phone vibrated again.

She closed her eyes.

“I’m not answering it.”

“You’re thinking very loudly.”

“What would you like me to do?”

“Nothing.”

“That seems aggressive.”

“For you, it probably is.”

I laughed.

She didn’t.

The phone stopped.

I reached for my wine.

Mara watched me take a sip.

“What happened with the lease?”

I looked at her.

“What lease?”

“Exactly.”

I knew immediately.

Her younger cousin had been trying to rent an apartment. The landlord wanted a guarantor. The guarantor wanted employment records she didn’t have because half her income came from freelance work. Three days earlier Mara had mentioned it while brushing her teeth.

I had called someone the next morning.

“It’s done.”

“I know.”

“How?”

“Lena called me.”

“I was going to tell you.”

“When?”

I thought about it.

“That is not a difficult question.”

“I forgot.”

Mara picked up her glass.

“She said you got the landlord to take six months of bank statements instead.”

“I didn’t get him to do anything. I asked what he actually needed to establish.”

“Which somehow nobody else thought to do.”

“That’s usually how these things work.”

“And you paid the extra deposit.”

I put my glass down.

“That part wasn’t supposed to come up.”

“She’s my cousin.”

“She was embarrassed.”

“So you paid it secretly.”

“I lent it to her.”

Mara gave me a look.

“What?”

“You know what.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You are never seeing that money again.”

“That’s possible.”

“It’s six hundred thousand yen.”

“I know how much it is.”

“And you’re fine with that?”

“No.”

She waited.

I hated when she did that. She could leave silence alone longer than anyone I knew. Most people rushed to fill it because silence made them nervous. Mara let it sit there until you either said what you meant or made it obvious that you weren’t going to.

“I’m not fine with losing six hundred thousand yen,” I said.

“But?”

“There doesn’t have to be a but.”

“There is always a but with you.”

I looked toward the window.

Outside, people moved past in coats, their faces briefly visible under the restaurant lights before disappearing again.

“She needed somewhere to live,” I said.

“She would have found somewhere.”

“That place was good.”

“It was.”

“She can afford the rent.”

“I know.”

“So what exactly are we arguing about?”

“We’re not arguing.”

“You have that face too.”

“What face?”

“The one where you turn something into a logistical question because you don’t want to have the other conversation.”

I felt irritation move through me before I knew what it was attached to.

“I helped your cousin get an apartment.”

“Yes.”

“And somehow I’m in trouble.”

“You’re not in trouble.”

“Then what are we doing?”

“We’re trying to understand why you didn’t tell me.”

“Because it wasn’t your money.”

Her expression changed.

Only slightly.

I wanted the sentence back before she answered.

“That isn’t what I meant.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I do.”

The phone vibrated again.

This time we both looked at it.

Ben.

Mara laughed once, without amusement.

“You should get it.”

“I said I wouldn’t.”

“You’re going to spend the entire dinner wondering.”

“I’m capable of not answering a phone.”

“I know.”

The phone stopped.

Then started again.

I picked it up.

Mara leaned back in her chair.

“One minute,” I said.

“To me or him?”

I answered.

“Ben.”

“Thank God.”

There was noise behind him. Cars, maybe. A horn.

“What happened?”

“I need a favor.”

I looked at Mara.

She was studying the wine label.

“What kind?”

“I’m at Minato General Hospital.”

I straightened.

“What happened?”

“Nothing to me. My dad.”

The irritation disappeared so quickly I felt ashamed of having had it.

“What happened to your father?”

“He fell. They think it’s his hip. Maybe not, I don’t know. They’re doing scans.”

“Is he conscious?”

“Yeah. Pissed off.”

“That’s good.”

“I guess.”

“Where’s your mother?”

“With him.”

A pause.

“What do you need?”

Ben exhaled into the phone.

“Emma.”

His daughter.

“What about her?”

“She’s at Haneda.”

I checked the time.

“Now?”

“Her flight got in early. I was supposed to pick her up. She’s been calling. I can’t leave here because my mother’s losing her mind and they keep asking questions and—”

“I’ll get her.”

Mara looked up.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“I can call her a car.”

“She’s seventeen.”

“She takes cars all the time.”

“From the airport at night?”

Another pause.

“No.”

“I’ll get her.”

“You’re a lifesaver.”

“It’ll take me thirty minutes.”

“Maybe forty. Traffic’s bad.”

“I know.”

“Jesus. Thank you.”

“Send me the terminal.”

“I owe you.”

“Stop.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.”

I hung up.

Mara was still looking at me.

I put the phone down.

“Ben’s father fell.”

“I heard.”

“He’s in the hospital.”

“I heard that too.”

“Emma’s at the airport.”

“Yes.”

“He can’t leave.”

“I understand the situation.”

I reached for my wallet.

Mara did not move.

For the first time that evening I noticed the small box beside her handbag.

Dark paper. No ribbon.

I had seen it when we sat down and then forgotten about it.

My stomach tightened.

I wanted to know what was inside it and, suddenly, was afraid to.

“I’m sorry.”

She looked at the box too.

“You should go.”

“I can get her and come back.”

“No.”

“It won’t take that long.”

“It will.”

“Mara—”

“Go get Emma.”

The waiter appeared at exactly the wrong moment.

“Are we ready to order?”

Mara looked up at him.

“I am.”

He looked at me.

“I have to leave.”

The waiter hesitated.

Mara smiled.

“Family emergency.”

It wasn’t my family.

Neither of us corrected her.

Outside, the air was colder than it had been when we arrived. I walked fast toward the parking garage, angry at the traffic before I reached it, angry at Ben for not having a backup plan, angry at his father for falling, which was absurd, angry at myself for answering, and most of all angry at Mara because she had not tried to stop me.

That last part embarrassed me.

I called her from the car.

She declined the call.

I drove toward Haneda.

Ben sent the terminal number, then another message.

Seriously. Thank you.

A minute later:

Don’t know what I’d do without you.

I should have been thinking about Mara sitting alone at the restaurant.

I was.

But not only about her.

That was the part I would remember later.

At the time, I simply drove faster.

* * *
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EMMA WAS WAITING OUTSIDE arrivals with a suitcase, a backpack and the expression of someone who had been inconvenienced by the incompetence of adults.

She opened the passenger door.

“Dad sent you?”

“Apparently.”

She put the backpack between her feet.

“Is Grandpa dying?”

“No.”

“You don’t know that.”

“No, but your father said he was conscious and complaining, which is generally encouraging.”

She nodded.

“Hip?”

“Possibly.”

“That sucks.”

“It does.”

I pulled away from the curb.

She looked at me.

“Were you doing something?”

“What?”

“When Dad called.”

“No.”

I don’t know why I said it.

The lie was so unnecessary that for a second I considered correcting it.

Instead I changed lanes.

Emma watched the road ahead.

“You’re always doing something.”

“I was having dinner.”

“So yes.”

“It wasn’t important.”

The sentence came out before I examined it.

My phone buzzed in the cup holder.

Mara.

Not a call.

A message.

I took the cake home.

I looked at it too long.

Emma noticed.

“You can answer.”

“I’m driving.”

“I can type.”

“That seems invasive.”

She shrugged.

“What do you want to say?”

I almost laughed.

Nothing useful came to mind.

That irritated me too.

Give me a cancelled flight, a contract problem, a landlord, a hospital, a bank that had frozen the wrong account. Anything with steps.

There was always a first thing to do.

Mara did not need anything fixed.

That made her considerably harder.

“Leave it,” I said.

Emma leaned her head against the window.

A few minutes later she asked, “Why does Dad call you for everything?”

“He doesn’t.”

She turned her head.

I kept my eyes on the road.

“He kind of does.”

“He has other friends.”

“I know.”

“Then there you go.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“You’ve become very prosecutorial since the last time I saw you.”

“I’m thinking about law school.”

“Don’t.”

She smiled.

Then she looked out the window again.

“Dad says you know how to deal with people.”

“That sounds threatening.”

“He means when things go wrong.”

I said nothing.

“He says you never panic.”

“That is demonstrably false.”

“I’ve never seen you panic.”

“You’ve seen me maybe fifteen times in your life.”

“Exactly. Great record.”

I smiled despite myself.

She was quiet for a while.

Then she said, “I’m glad it was you.”

The words landed differently from Ben’s message.

I did not know why.

Maybe because she wasn’t thanking me.

Maybe because she was seventeen and tired and worried about her grandfather and had decided, for whatever reason, that sitting beside me made the night slightly less frightening.

I felt something open in my chest.

Not pride.

Something warmer.

More dangerous, although I did not have that word for it then.

“I’m glad too,” I said.

And I meant it.

That was the problem.

* * *
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I LEFT EMMA AT THE hospital entrance.

Ben came outside before I could pull away.

He opened my door.

“Come here.”

“I’m sitting down.”

“I don’t care.”

He pulled me halfway out of the car and hugged me. Ben had always hugged like he was trying to prove he had been there.

“Thank you.”

“How’s your father?”

“Broken hip. Surgery tomorrow. He’s furious because they cut off his pants.”

“That sounds like him.”

“He called the orthopedic surgeon a child.”

“How old is the surgeon?”

“Fifty, maybe.”

“Definitely a child.”

Ben laughed.

He looked exhausted.

There were tears in his eyes.

That surprised me.

Ben saw me notice and looked away.

“Mom’s a mess.”

“Do you need me to—”

“No.”

The answer came quickly.

Too quickly.

Then he looked at me and smiled.

“Actually, can you call Kazuaki tomorrow?”

I knew which Kazuaki.

“About the rehab place?”

“Yeah. Dad won’t go, but if somebody gets him in there maybe we can—”

“I’ll call.”

“I hate asking.”

“No, you don’t.”

He laughed again.

“Fair.”

I closed the door.

He knocked twice on the roof before walking back toward the hospital.

I watched him disappear through the automatic doors.

Then I checked my phone.

Nothing from Mara after the message about the cake.

I drove home.

* * *
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THE APARTMENT WAS DARK except for the kitchen.

The cake sat on the counter inside a white cardboard box.

Mara was in bed.

I stood in the kitchen with my coat still on and opened the box.

Chocolate.

I didn’t particularly like chocolate cake.

Mara knew that.

I looked closer.

Coffee.

There was coffee cream between the layers.

Three years earlier, in Lisbon, we had found a café near the hotel that made something almost identical. I had ordered it twice in four days.

I touched the edge of the cardboard box.

There was no note.

I went to the bedroom.

Mara was awake.

I could tell from her breathing.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She did not answer.

“His father broke his hip.”

“I know.”

“Emma was alone at the airport.”

“I know.”

“I couldn’t leave her there.”

“I never asked you to.”

Something in her voice made me turn.

She was facing the wall.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means I never asked you not to go.”

“You were angry.”

“Yes.”

“So what exactly was I meant to do?”

Mara rolled onto her back.

Even in the dark I could see her looking at me.

“Why does there always have to be a correct answer?”

“There usually is one.”

“No.”

“There usually is a better one.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

I took off my shoes.

She sat up.

“You know what I think?”

“Probably.”

“I think you’re relieved.”

I stopped.

“About what?”

“That Ben called.”

I stared at her.

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Maybe.”

“His father is in the hospital.”

“I know.”

“Emma was stranded.”

“I know.”

“Then what are you talking about?”

“You were uncomfortable before the phone rang.”

“I was having dinner.”

“With me.”

“Yes.”

“And I asked you a question you didn’t want to answer.”

“About six hundred thousand yen.”

“About why you needed to be the one who solved Lena’s problem.”

“She needed help.”

“And then Ben needed help.”

I stood.

“His father broke his hip, Mara.”

“I know that.”

“You keep saying that and then talking like he called because he couldn’t connect his printer.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“Then say what you’re saying.”

She looked tired suddenly.

Not angry.

That was worse.

“I think you only relax when somebody needs you.”

I laughed.

I shouldn’t have.

Her face closed.

“No.”

“Fine.”

“That’s not—”

“Go eat your cake.”

“Mara.”

“Happy birthday.”

She lay down again.

I stood beside the bed for a few seconds, wanting to say something that would make the conversation end differently.

Nothing came.

So I went back to the kitchen.

I ate the cake standing at the counter.

It was exactly like the one in Lisbon.

I remembered the café.

The rain that afternoon.

Mara stealing my scarf because she had insisted she wasn’t cold when we left the hotel. The two of us sitting by a window fogged white while she drew faces in the condensation with one finger.

I had forgotten all of that until I tasted the cake.

For a moment I wanted to wake her.

Not to apologize.

Just to tell her I remembered.

Instead I looked at my phone.

Ben’s message was still there.

Don’t know what I’d do without you.

I read it once.

Then again.

The cake tasted like Lisbon.

The message felt better.

I hated that it did.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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Mara was already dressed when I woke up.

She stood at the kitchen counter in black trousers and a white shirt, drinking coffee with one hand while she scrolled through something on her phone with the other. The curtains were open. Yokohama was the color it became on overcast mornings, glass and concrete flattened into the same pale gray.

The dark box was on the dining table.

She had brought it home with the cake.

I stopped in the doorway.

“You’re up.”

“So are you.”

“Technically.”

She looked at me. The corner of her mouth moved, but not enough to become a smile.

I went to the coffee machine.

“How’s Ben’s father?” she asked.

“Still in the hospital. Surgery today.”

“I hope it goes well.”

There was no edge in her voice.

That made me feel worse.

I poured coffee and stood beside the counter instead of sitting. The box remained in my peripheral vision.

“You didn’t open it,” she said.

“I thought I should wait.”

“For what?”

I had no answer that didn’t sound stupid.

Mara capped her coffee bottle and slid it into her bag.

“Last night—” I began.

“Not before work.”

“I’m not trying to start another argument.”

“I know.”

“I just don’t like leaving things like that.”

“You left me in a restaurant on your birthday. I think we can survive leaving one conversation unfinished until tonight.”

I felt the irritation before I could stop it.

“You keep saying that like I went drinking with Ben.”

She looked at me.

There it was again. The silence.

I exhaled.

“That was unfair.”

“Yes.”

“I know why you’re angry.”

“Do you?”

“I think so.”

“That isn’t the same thing.”

I drank coffee that was too hot.

Mara lifted her bag from the chair.

“I have dinner after work.”

“With who?”

The question came out too quickly.

She noticed.

“People from the office.”

“What people?”

“Now you’re being strange.”

“I asked a question.”

“Three, actually.”

I looked at her bag, at the narrow gold buckle I had bought her two Christmases earlier, then at her face.

She was attractive even when she was tired. Especially then, sometimes. Less arranged. Less aware of being looked at.

The thought arrived with another one behind it, less generous and more familiar: that other men noticed too. I disliked that thought because there was nothing irrational about it.

Mara had her own career, her own money, her own friends. She did not need me to pay her rent or introduce her to the right people. Men had wanted her before me. Men would want her if I disappeared.

Knowing that had never made me want her less. It had only made certain parts of loving her harder to ignore.

“Probably late,” she said.

“Do you want me to pick you up?”

“No.”

“I can.”

“I know.”

The answer landed badly.

She saw it.

“I mean I can get home by myself.”

“I know you can.”

“Then why do you look offended?”

“I don’t.”

“You do.”

I hated that she was right often enough to make denial feel childish.

“I’m not offended.”

“What are you?”

I looked at the box.

“I don’t know yet.”

That, at least, was true.

Mara came closer. For a second I thought she was going to kiss me.

Instead she touched two fingers to my wrist.

“Call Kazuaki,” she said. “Help Ben. Do whatever you told him you would do. Just don’t turn it into proof that last night was necessary.”

“I never said it was proof of anything.”

“You don’t have to say everything you believe.”

She let go of my wrist.

At the door she put on her shoes, checked that she had her keys, and looked back at me.

“I don’t need anything from you today.”

The sentence hurt before I had decided whether it should.

Mara closed her eyes briefly.

“That came out wrong.”

“No,” I said. “It didn’t.”

She left.

I stood in the genkan until I heard the elevator doors close down the hall.

Then I went back to the kitchen.

The dark box sat where she had left it.

I picked it up.

It was heavier than I expected.

I could have opened it.

Instead I went to shower.

* * *
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I TOOK THE MINATOMIRAI Line to Bashamichi.

At Motomachi-Chukagai, people had already formed two narrow lines beside the platform markings before the train arrived. Nobody needed to be told where the doors would stop. When they opened, the people inside came out first and everyone else moved in around them without discussion.

I found a place near the door.

Across from me, a university student slept with his chin against his chest, waking at every station just long enough to check the sign before closing his eyes again. A woman beside him held a convenience-store coffee between both hands. Two elementary-school boys in matching caps whispered over a game on one phone until an older passenger looked at them and they lowered the volume without being asked.

My phone vibrated.

Ben.

Dad’s in surgery. Mom is already asking about rehab.

Then:

Sorry.

I stared at the second message.

For what?

Everything.

I typed, Stop apologizing.

He answered almost immediately.

Call Kazuaki?

I looked at the train window. My reflection floated over the dark glass for a second as we went underground.

Already on it, I wrote.

I had not called him yet.

The lie was small enough that I could have ignored it.

I didn’t.

I called Kazuaki as soon as I reached the office.

He answered on the fourth ring.

“You’re alive.”

“I spoke to you recently.”

“Recently by your standards.”

“Was it?”

“You needed something then too.”

I leaned back in my chair.

“Good morning to you.”

Kazuaki laughed.

“What is it?”

I told him about Ben’s father.

“Hip fracture?”

“Yes. Surgery now.”

“Age?”

“Seventy-eight.”

“Other conditions?”

“I don’t know all of them.”

“Then I can’t tell you much.”

“I’m not asking you to diagnose him.”

“You called me this early.”

“It’s not that early.”

“Then you’re losing your edge.”

I smiled.

“I need to know where Ben should start if his father needs inpatient rehabilitation.”

“He starts where he already is.”

“I know that.”

“Apparently not, or you wouldn’t be calling me.”

I looked through the glass wall of my office. People were moving into the conference room at the other end of the floor.

“Kazuaki.”

“The acute-care hospital has a discharge coordinator. They send the referral after surgery when they know what he can tolerate. Rehab reviews it. If he qualifies and there’s a bed, he transfers.”

“Can you look at the referral when it comes?”

“If it comes to us.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then why would I look at it?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do. You want a person instead of a process.”

I said nothing.

Kazuaki continued.

“There isn’t anyone to persuade yet. Your friend’s father either needs inpatient rehab or he doesn’t. The hospital will know more after surgery.”

“So I wait.”

“Yes.”

“I hate that.”

“I know.”

That irritated me because he sounded amused.

“Send me the name of the hospital,” he said. “If they have trouble getting information after surgery, I’ll tell you who Ben should speak to. That’s all I can do right now.”

“That’s enough.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“What?”

“For you.”

I looked at the phone.

“Kazuaki.”

“I have a patient review. Send me the hospital.”

He hung up.

I sat there for a few seconds.

Then I sent Ben the information about the discharge coordinator and told him not to do anything until the surgeon had spoken to them.

He replied with a thumbs-up, followed by:

You saved me again.

I had not saved anyone.

That should have made the message meaningless.

It didn’t.

* * *
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AT WORK, I HAD NO DIFFICULTY telling people no. That morning, a client wanted another extension on an account that was already overdue. Someone on my team had prepared three alternatives before coming into my office, all of them different ways of giving the client what it wanted while pretending we had not.

I read the first page.

“No.”

He blinked.

“You want to see the options?”

“I can see the options.”

“They’re threatening to move part of the account.”

“Let them threaten.”

“They might do it.”

“Then we price the risk of losing it. We don’t finance their cash flow because they sent an angry email.”

He shifted in the chair.

“They’ve been with us a long time.”

“That isn’t a payment term.”

He almost smiled.

“So I tell them no.”

“You tell them what we can do. If they need more than that, they can decide whether to leave.”

“And if they leave?”

“We replace the revenue.”

He nodded, gathered the papers and went out.

I returned to the contract on my screen without thinking about whether the client would still like me afterward. At work, refusal had a number attached to it.

That made it clean.

Near lunch, my banking app sent a notification.

Transfer received: ¥100,000.

Lena.

A LINE message arrived almost immediately.

First part. Five more and we’re even.

I looked at the amount again.

You don’t need to rush, I wrote.

Three dots appeared.

I know.

Then:

That wasn’t an invitation to argue.

I laughed aloud.

The man in the office across from mine looked up through the glass. I raised a hand to indicate nothing was wrong.

Lena sent a sticker of a rabbit bowing so deeply its forehead touched the floor. I typed, Keep this month’s payment. Move-in costs are always worse than you think.

I stared at the sentence.

Then deleted it.

Good, I wrote instead.

It felt insufficient.

That was probably why it was the correct answer.

A minute later she sent:

Thank you again. I mean it.

I locked the phone and put it face down. Six hundred thousand yen had become five hundred thousand.

Nothing had been lost.

No one had taken advantage of me.

I should have felt vindicated.

Instead, for a reason I did not enjoy examining, the repayment made the entire thing feel smaller.

* * *
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MARA GOT HOME AFTER I did.

I heard her key in the door while I was washing a plate.

She stepped into the apartment carrying the smell of cold air and grilled meat from wherever she had eaten. Her cheeks were pink from outside. She took off her shoes and set them neatly beside mine.

“How was dinner?” I asked.

“Fine.”

“With your people?”

She gave me a look.

“My people?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I do. I’m deciding whether to make you suffer for saying it that way.”

“Reasonable.”

She hung up her coat.

“Two women from finance. One man from legal. My director. Nobody proposed.”

I looked at her.

Mara smiled for the first time since the restaurant.

“You’re impossible.”

“I didn’t ask that.”

“You wanted to.”

I dried my hands.

“I’m allowed to be curious.”

“You’re allowed to be jealous too. You just hate calling it that.”

“I’m not jealous.”

“Of course not.”

She walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator.

Desire was inconvenient in arguments.

I watched the line of her back as she leaned inside, the small strip of skin visible where her shirt had pulled loose from her trousers. I wanted to put my hand there. I wanted her to turn around and make the last twenty-four hours irrelevant for ten minutes.

Neither desire was particularly mature.

Both were real.

“What?” she asked without turning.

“Nothing.”

She closed the refrigerator and looked at me.

“That face isn’t nothing.”

“I have several.”

Her expression softened.

“Unfortunately.”

For a moment the apartment felt normal again.

Then she saw the dark box on the table.

“You still haven’t opened it.”

“I was waiting for you.”

“That’s almost romantic.”

“Almost?”

“You had all day.”

“I was working.”

“You found time to call Kazuaki.”

I stared at her.

“How do you know I called him?”

“Because you said you would.”

“That’s disturbingly reasonable.”

“How’s Ben’s father?”

“Surgery went well. Kazuaki says the hospital has to start the rehab referral. There’s nothing for me to do yet.”

Mara waited.

I knew what she was waiting for.

“It’s annoying,” I said.

She laughed.

A real laugh this time.

My chest loosened so quickly it was humiliating.

“There,” she said. “That I believe.”

“I’m glad my defects entertain you.”

“Some of them.”

I picked up the box.

“Can I open this now?”

“It’s your birthday present.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“You see how irritating that is?”

I pulled the lid off.

Inside, under a fold of black cloth, was a fountain pen.

Black urushi. Gold nib. No ornament beyond a narrow band near the cap.

I knew it immediately.

Months earlier, Mara and I had gone into a stationery shop in Motomachi because she needed a notebook. I had picked up that pen while she was paying. The lacquer was warmer than it looked and almost weightless in my hand.

She had asked if I liked it.

I had looked at the price and put it back.

I already had pens.

I had said exactly that.

Mara had rolled her eyes.

Now the pen was in my hand again.

“You remembered.”

“Of course I remembered.”

“I didn’t need it.”

“I know.”

I looked at her.

The back of my throat tightened unexpectedly.

It annoyed me enough that my eyes started to burn. I looked down at the pen before she could see.

Mara saw anyway.

She always did.

She didn’t come closer. She didn’t make it easier by pretending not to notice.

“Do you like it?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

I ran my thumb once over the lacquer.

“I’m sorry about last night.”

She leaned against the counter.

“For leaving?”

“For making it impossible for you to be angry about me leaving without making you sound like you wanted Emma stranded at Haneda.”

Mara was quiet.

“That’s closer.”

“I still think I should have gone.”

“I know.”

“That’s the problem, isn’t it?”

“One of them.”

I looked at her.

“What are the others?”

“Not tonight.”

I almost pushed.

I could feel the question already forming, the part of me that wanted the entire problem laid out so I could work through it before bed.

I stopped.

Mara noticed that too.

Her face changed.

Only slightly.

She came closer and touched the pen with one finger.

“Don’t lose it.”

“I won’t.”

“You lose pens constantly.”

“Not expensive ones.”

“That is not reassuring.”

I smiled.

She kissed me once.

Not long enough to settle anything.

Long enough that when she moved away I wanted her back.

She went to shower.

I stayed in the kitchen with the pen in my hand.

My phone vibrated on the table.

For a second I thought it might be Ben.

It was my mother.

Call me when you can.

A second message appeared before I touched the screen.

It’s about your brother.

I looked toward the bathroom.

The water had started running.

Then I looked at the phone again.

I called my mother.
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CHAPTER THREE
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My mother answered before the first ring had finished.

“Are you alone?”

“No.”

The shower stopped behind the bathroom door.

“Is Mara there?”

“Yes.”

“Then go somewhere else.”

I picked up the fountain pen and carried it with me into the bedroom for no reason I could explain. I closed the door.

“What happened?”

“Yoshiki is here.”

My brother lived less than an hour away. My mother had never announced his presence as though it were a medical condition.

“Why?”

“He and Ayaka had a fight.”

“What kind of fight?”

“The kind where he brought a suitcase.”

I sat on the edge of the bed.

“Did she throw him out?”

“I don’t know. He says no. The suitcase says something else.”

That sounded like my mother. She had never needed certainty to distrust a man's version of an argument, including those of the two men she had raised.

“Is he all right?”

“He is eating.”

“That wasn’t what I asked.”

“It is the answer I have.”

I heard the television in the background, low enough that I could not make out the program. Then a cupboard door.

“Mother.”

“He lost his job.”

I stood again.

“When?”

“A while ago.”

“How long is a while?”

“Long enough that his wife thought he was still going to work.”

I closed my eyes.

“Jesus.”

“Don’t say that to me.”

“I’m not saying it to you.”

“You said it into my ear.”

“What did he do every morning?”

“Left the house.”

“And went where?”

“You can ask him when you come.”

I opened my eyes.

“When I come.”

“Yes.”

“Tonight?”

“No. I want to sleep.”

Despite myself, I smiled.

“Tomorrow.”

“I have work.”

“You always have work.”

“I can come after.”

“Fine.”

There was a pause.

“Does he need money?” I asked.

My mother did not answer quickly enough.

“How much?”

“He didn’t ask you for money.”

“He asked you.”

Another pause.

“How much?”

“I gave him some.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“You see why he didn’t call you?”

I stood there with the pen in my hand.

“No.”

“Yes, you do.”

“How much, Mother?”

“One million two hundred thousand.”

I stopped moving.

“What for?”

“Mortgage. Cards. I don’t know.”

“You gave him one point two million yen and you don’t know what for?”

“Lower your voice.”

“I’m in my own bedroom.”

“Then lower it for Mara.”

I did.

“Why didn’t you call me before you transferred it?”

“Because it is my money.”

I almost laughed.

The sentence was mine from the restaurant.

My mother could not have known that.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Come tomorrow. Talk to your brother. Do not call him tonight.”

“I’m not going to ambush him.”

“Good.”

“I said I’m not.”

“I heard you.”

The bedroom door opened.

Mara stood there with wet hair and a towel around her shoulders. She looked at my face, then at the phone. My mother said, “And bring Mara if she wants to come. I haven’t seen her in too long.”

Mara heard that part.

Her eyebrows rose.

“I’ll ask.”

“You should not have to ask your partner to visit your mother.”

“I’m hanging up now.”

“Sleep.”

“You too.”

“I was trying.”

She ended the call.

Mara leaned against the doorframe.

“How bad?”

“Yoshiki lost his job.”

“Oh.”

“He didn’t tell Ayaka.”

Her expression changed.

“How long?”

“Long enough to leave every morning and pretend he still had one.”

“That’s bad.”

“Yes.”

“And now he’s at your mother’s.”

“With a suitcase.”

Mara rubbed the towel over one side of her hair.

“Do you want me to come?”

I looked at her.

The correct answer should have been simple.

My mother wanted to see her. I wanted her there. I did not want to sit across from Yoshiki alone while he tried to turn humiliation into sarcasm. I wanted Mara beside me because she was good at seeing the part of a room everyone else was pretending not to see.

“No,” I said. “It’ll be family mess.”

“All right.”

She did not insist.

I disliked the small disappointment that followed.

“Mother said you could come.”

“I heard her.”

“She likes you.”

“I know.”

I waited for Mara to rescue me from the answer I had given.

She didn’t.

She walked toward the dresser.

“Did Yoshiki get fired?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Maybe find that out before deciding what happened to his marriage.”

I looked at her back.

“I haven’t decided anything.”

“No?”

“No.”

Mara pulled on a T-shirt.

“What are you thinking?”

“That losing a job shouldn’t end a marriage.”

“Hiding it might.”

“I know.”

She turned.

“That sounded like you were arguing with someone who isn’t here.”

“I’m tired.”

“Then sleep.”

She came close enough to take the pen from my hand.

“You’re carrying this around now?”

“I forgot I had it.”

“You forget cheap pens. This one has apparently bonded to you.”

She put it on the bedside table.

Then she touched my face once, her palm warm from the shower.

“Don’t fix your brother before you hear him.”

“I don’t do that.”

Mara looked at me.

“Right.”

I caught her wrist before she moved away.

She looked down at my hand.

I wanted her.

The thought was immediate and uncomplicated. The rest of us was not.

I pulled her closer.

For a second she resisted just enough that I felt it. Then she leaned into me and kissed me. I had spent most of the day thinking about usefulness, repayment, procedures, whether people needed me, whether I needed them to need me.

Desire did not ask any of those questions.

When she moved her mouth to my neck, I stopped thinking entirely. Later, with her leg across mine and the room dark, I remembered that I had told her not to come with me.

I considered changing my mind.

I didn’t.

* * *
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MY MOTHER LIVED IN Hodogaya in the same house where Yoshiki and I had learned to dislike each other and then, eventually, to become friends. The front wall had been repainted twice. The genkan tiles were the same brown ones that had been there when I was a child, including the chipped corner my father had promised to replace for at least fifteen years.

My mother opened the door before I rang.

“You look thin.”

“I’m not.”

“You do.”

“You said that last time.”

“You were thin then too.”

I stepped out of my shoes.

She looked behind me.

“No Mara.”

“She had plans.”

That was not exactly true.

My mother knew it.

She handed me slippers anyway.

The house smelled of soy, ginger and something frying. The television was on in the living room. A variety show audience laughed at something none of us had heard.

Yoshiki was sitting at the dining table with a mug of tea in both hands.

He had shaved.

That made him look worse.

“Look who came to inspect the damage,” he said.

“I can leave.”

“You just got here.”

“That was the threat.”

My mother walked past us carrying a plate of karaage.

“No fighting before you eat.”

“We’re not twelve,” Yoshiki said.

“Then stop behaving like you’re twelve.”

She set the plate down.

I sat across from him.

For a few seconds neither of us spoke.

He had always been easier to read than I was. As a child, his anger arrived in his shoulders before it reached his face. At twenty, he could not lie without scratching the side of his thumb. At forty-something, he still did it.

His thumb was red.

“How’s Ayaka?” I asked.

He looked at me.

“You came all this way for her?”

“I asked a question.”

“She’s fine.”

“You know that?”

“She’s at home. I’m here. She got what she wanted.”

My mother put rice in front of me.

“Eat.”

“I ate already.”

“You can eat twice.”

I picked up my chopsticks.

Yoshiki watched me.

“What did Mom tell you?”

“That you lost your job and developed a sudden interest in commuting to nowhere.”

He laughed once.

“Pretty much.”

“Were you fired?”

“No.”

“Then what happened?”

“I quit.”

My chopsticks stopped above the rice.

My mother left the room.

Coward.

“Why?” I asked.

“My new director was an asshole.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“It was to me.”

“You had another job lined up?”

“No.”

“Yoshiki.”

“There it is.”

“What?”

“That voice.”

“What voice?”

“The one you use when someone has disappointed a board of directors.”

“You quit your job without another one, didn’t tell your wife, left the house every morning for weeks and borrowed one point two million yen from Mother. What voice would you prefer?”

His jaw tightened.

I knew I had gone too far.

I kept going.

“Where did you go?”

“Cafés. The library. Sometimes a business hotel lobby because nobody cares
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