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      Sheena

      Sheena insisted on finding a dog to walk before her blind date. Schroeder was a lazy beagle who usually couldn’t be bothered to bark much, though he decided to howl at a length of coiled garden hose in one of the fancy gardens they passed.

      In fact, Schroeder fell in love with that hose. No matter how Sheena pulled, he refused to move. She stood next to San Francisco’s most famous row of houses with a recalcitrant dog, sweating as she tried to yank him away—in other words, a typical Sunday morning.

      The sidewalk was crowded with tourists. San Francisco’s “Painted Ladies” were ultimately just pretty houses, but they were social media gold, and everyone seemed to be either gushing over the architecture or taking pictures. It made it awkward for Sheena, being stuck in one place, getting dirty looks from pedestrians who didn’t seem to understand that beagles were apparently bred to be as stubborn as mules.

      “Can we get back to Schroeder’s house, please?” asked Chen, her heels clicking as she took brisk steps down the sidewalk. “At this rate, we’re going to be late.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be late for dates with strange men,” Sheena said, tucking a strand of curly brown hair behind her ear. “Isn’t that part of the advice you always give?”

      She’d let Chen talk her into wearing her hair half down, ostensibly to impress the “Jason” person, and was already regretting it. She preferred her usual look of a bun, jeans, and a thrifted brand-name shirt. Chen had convinced her that a sundress-and-jean-jacket combination was better. If the famous San Francisco rain started, Sheena would freeze to death.

      Jason had looked incredibly hot in the pictures Chen showed her, but Sheena was trying not to think too hard about it. Most likely, he wouldn’t be that hot in person, and his personality was probably either tech-bro snobby or surfer-dude flakey—or the worst type, trust-fund baby. That personality type had so many flaws that it was impossible to choose just one.

      Chen gave her a warm smile. “He’s not a strange man. Jason is perfect for you. Trust me.”

      Sheena snorted. “If we’re two minutes into the date and he suggests we ditch the fancy coffee for burgers, then maybe he’s perfect. Otherwise, no way.”

      Chen took out her phone.

      But Sheena put a hand on her wrist. “No texting! Don’t you dare tell this guy to take me out for burgers. I’ll know if you did.”

      Chen gave her another winning smile. “Fine. I’m a good matchmaker. With Jason, no cheating is required.”

      Sheena attempted a smile.

      Chen winced. “I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing to say.”

      Sheena shook her head vigorously. She wasn’t going to lose her mind over hearing her friend mention the word cheating in a totally nonromantic context. “I’m over it,” she said. “And I’ll deal with Jason for thirty minutes, tops, if you can help me shift this ridiculous dog.”

      They both turned to Schroeder, finally giving him their full attention just as he lunged at the sidewalk and devoured a large piece of cake.

      “What the…” muttered Sheena, staring at the happy beagle as he licked his chops. “Who leaves cake on the sidewalk?”

      He then began licking the icing on the weirdly fancy china plate, until Chen had the presence of mind to snatch it away.

      “Good boy,” Chen crooned, rubbing the dog’s ears. “You’ve had your fun, so you’ll come home now, huh? Don’t make Sheena late for her date, please.”

      “The cake!” screamed a blond woman, running down the front steps of one of the Painted Ladies. Sheena was momentarily interested, as she didn’t usually see people coming and going from those houses. She often wondered whether anyone lived there.

      Apparently, that woman did. She was wearing a long white wedding dress, a veil that nearly went down to the ground, and a death glare.

      “That was our only piece!” she said.

      “I’m sorry?” asked Sheena.

      “Our only piece of wedding cake!”

      “Congratulations,” said Chen. “And I’m so sorry. Did you get married here?”

      “No, we went to Belize,” snapped the woman.

      “Oh,” said Sheena, trying to remember where Belize was. “And you brought back cake?”

      “We had an exclusive reception here for the people who couldn’t make it,” the woman said, looking a bit calmer since she had been given a chance to brag about her expensive wedding. “This cake cost over a thousand dollars.”

      “And you didn’t get enough or what? Why was there a piece on the sidewalk?” asked Sheena.

      Chen touched her friend’s arm. “A lot of people save a piece to eat on the first anniversary. Was that what you were doing?”

      “Chen, this is clearly a second marriage. She’s wearing a wedding dress.”

      “Because it’s our first anniversary photoshoot,” said the woman. “The photographer isn’t even here, and already, you’ve ruined our cake!

      Chen looked at her stylish orange analog watch. “Sheens, we’re going to be late. Maybe you could exchange numbers, and we’ll be on our way. Sorry about the cake again,” she said brightly.

      Sheena pulled out one of her business cards and handed it over. “Yes, though really, you shouldn’t have left it on the sidewalk.”

      “Sheena,” hissed Chen.

      But their adversary was now distracted.

      “Is this your real name? Sheena Isa-wookie?” The woman wrinkled her nose. “This must be somebody else’s business card.”

      “It’s my real name,” Sheena said, not bothering to correct the way the woman had butchered her last name. “At least, it has been ever since I was born.”

      The woman was obviously puzzled. As a white-looking lady with the last name of Iwazaki, Sheena often got special scrutiny from strangers.

      “Not a married name?”

      “Never been married,” Sheena said. “And if I were, I wouldn’t change my last name. This isn’t the 1820s.”

      A large sign on the grass read Mr. and Mrs. Neiderhauser’s 1st Anniversary. Sheena would put money on their having a little sign at their fancy San Francisco home that called it a “homestead.” That would be a throwback too. It always amused her when rich families decided they had a “homestead” just because they had a little kale growing in the garden. It was nothing like a real farm.

      The bride—or former bride—was still glaring. “I’ll be speaking to my attorney.”

      “Please do,” said Chen. “Again, so sorry!” She smiled as she dragged Sheena away.

      They were around the corner before Sheena started swearing a blue streak. Her mother had gotten strict about language after she joined a Baptist congregation, so Sheena tended to swear in Japanese or use words like “fudgesicle” when she was angry.

      “Sheena,” said Chen. “It’s not that bad. I’m sure if you apologize, that will help.”

      “As in make her lawyer less likely to sue me? What if she finds out Schroeder’s not mine and goes after his owners?”

      Chen shuddered. “I can help with the cost,” she said thoughtfully.

      Sheena’s lips tightened. “You know I could never accept that. I just don’t want to lose this gig. I need this line on my budget spreadsheet.”

      “Need,” echoed Chen thoughtfully.

      Sheena’s phone buzzed.

      “This guy had better not be early,” she said. “I cannot stand a date who comes early.”

      “He’s really considerate,” said Chen. “And his cheekbones!”

      “Date him yourself, then.”

      Chen gave a wide smile. Her sincerity was sickening.

      “I can’t. I’ve met someone.”

      “How come you never told me?”

      That time, Chen’s smile was sad. “Because you always say the same thing, Sheena.”

      “What’s that?”

      “More men, more problems.”

      “It’s true,” she huffed.

      “Sheena, hasn’t there ever been a single man who touched your heart?”

      Sheena could easily have confessed to her best friend that, in fact, there had been such a man. Once, she had been so firmly convinced of their compatibility that she looked at every wedding portrait studio she passed with more than academic interest.

      But Sheena shook her head. “No. Not a single one. So this David had better be something special.”

      “Not David, sweetheart. Jason.”

      “Whatever.”
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      Sheena

      Something was a perfect word to describe Jason. Sheena left the date after fifteen minutes, toting her coffee in a to-go cup.

      Coffee from a fancy coffee shop was an indulgence, so she wasn’t going to waste it.

      “This doesn’t look good for me,” Chen complained as they sat together in a park nearby.

      Sheena had taken the opportunity to find a nearby family looking for a last-minute dog walker, so she had a chihuahua at her feet. The little dog barked at every passerby and sometimes appeared to see even the dead leaves on the ground as threats.

      “Didn’t mean to insult your skills as a matchmaker,” said Sheena. “Hush, Courtney! Whatever the fudge it is, it’s not that bad!”

      One of her pet peeves had become dogs with human names. A woman, who might or might not have been named Courtney, gave them a strange look as she walked by.

      Chen was standing behind the bench, stretching. During her years in California, she’d gotten into things like yoga and acai berries. Sheena still regarded both with extreme suspicion.

      “I’m not a matchmaker,” said Chen patiently. “I’m a life coach specializing in relationships.”

      “Tell me about my life, then, Coach. And my relationships.”

      Silence followed. Sheena, who wasn’t used to her high school friends holding back, took a curious look at Chen.

      Back in high school, they had formed what they called the Lonely Hearts Dumpling Club in order to have an excuse to request unlimited dumplings from their local Chinese restaurant. It consisted of the only four Asian American girls in their grade. Chen had been adopted by a white family as a baby and raised with the name Celine. Emi, whose parents had immigrated from Japan, settled in their little Idaho town. Aya was the granddaughter of a couple who had been in the internment camp at Love Hollow during WWII then stayed in the community. And Sheena was the least Asian of them all but also spoke the best Japanese. Two sets of twins who were younger, but whom they included as honorary members—meaning that they were invited to perhaps two gatherings a year—meant that their club would have eight members, not four. The number four was unlucky in all East Asian cultures. Also, one set of twins happened to be the daughters of the couple who owned the Chinese restaurant, and free dumplings were definitely the best kind. After high school, the friends had scattered across the globe but never lost touch.

      Chen said, “As someone who has known you your whole life…”

      Sheena reflexively tightened her hold on Courtney’s leash.

      “What is it? Don’t you want to talk about your relationship history?”

      Sheena considered it for half a minute. She’d had a situation in high school, which she played up to her friends, only to have it all end in disappointment at the last moment. She laughed it off, explaining that cultural differences had made her misread all the signs. After that, she’d been in some relationships, though none had lasted longer than her record of six months. And many of them had ended in disaster.

      “Not really,” she said.

      Chen wore a sympathetic expression. “Would you say losing your grandpa affected your ability to form new attachments?”

      “Everyone loses their grandparents,” Sheena snapped. “You think most people make it to our advanced age with all four?”

      “I think losing him was really difficult,” said Chen.

      Courtney, tail wagging, scooted over to her. Chen patted the little dog’s head.

      “Yeah, okay,” said Sheena. “Sure. But don’t you think losing my dad was harder for me?”

      “Was it?”

      Sheena had to think about it.

      Chen studied her. “How much would it cost me to pay for your afternoon?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If I get you a really big bowl of ramen, do you think you could stop working for an hour or two?”

      Her voice wasn’t quite normal, and Sheena felt deflated.

      “Sorry, Chen. I’m a sorry excuse for a host.”

      Chen didn’t respond to that comment. “Well?”

      Sheena’s phone started to buzz, so she looked down.

      “Shucks. I’m sorry. Can you take Courtney back for me? This is work.”

      “Dog walking is work too.”

      She didn’t have to remind Sheena that it was her work—the extra she’d taken on then passed back to her friend. Poor Chen was supposed to be visiting, just like those tourists snapping selfies with the Painted Ladies, but she was going to get stuck picking up Courtney’s poop instead.

      “I know.” Sheena frantically wound the leash around her wrist. “Okay, we’ll both take her. But I have to log in after that.”
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      Sheena

      On Monday morning, Sheena wanted a cigarette.

      She’d quit smoking after college. One day, she took her cigarettes six blocks away and pushed them into a city dumpster. She was in the first days of her early-retirement planning, and she couldn’t afford to keep buying them, especially not the good brands, and she couldn’t stand the way smoking shitty cigarettes made her feel. It had been painful at the time, but after several months, she’d successfully replaced her habit with a new one. She crocheted little animals and sold them online, firing up her store only when she had a huge pile, and sold out quickly every time.

      But that morning, fiddling with a little crochet octopus was not going to cut it. Francesca Fiori was on the warpath.

      Sheena had always thought her supervisor had a distinctly fashionable name. One might think Francesca Fiori was an Italian supermodel. But one would be absolutely wrong in that assumption.

      She had an Italian-American husband, but he was seldom heard of at Nonari Computers, or NonCom, as the people who hated her company liked to call it. Rumor had it that Greg was the only person to whom Francesca ever deferred. Although she did tend to call him as soon as she received a bouquet from him each Valentine’s Day, berating him for his choice of flowers and for the imperfect gifts that inevitably accompanied the bouquets.

      One year, Greg hadn’t sent a gift. That mistake was never repeated.

      Sheena had been excited to work with Francesca at first. Francesca genuinely loved computers, a surprisingly rare attribute in the tech world. Her desire to improve Nonari’s products was sincere, and she worked hard at her job. And of course, she was one of the few women in their division of the company.

      However, that was where their common ground ended.

      Francesca’s morning meetings were impromptu and legendary. As soon as Sheena walked into the office, putting her coat on her chair, her boss materialized beside her with a fancy clipboard and a frown. Her flaming-red hair flowed down to her shoulders, straightened and curled into a long bob so perfect it looked like a wig.

      “Sheena,” Francesca said, her tone clipped. “My office.”

      She had a Chicago accent, her vowels morphing into a hypernasal variant Sheena had rarely heard. Apparently, Chicago churned out uncommonly unfriendly people. Francesca said “pop” instead of “soda” but never offered anyone a drink. It was only in the context of someone needing to go buy more “pop” for her. “Get me a can of pop,” she would order. “And a buddha bowl, no edamame, sauce on the side, and hold the purple cabbage and carrots.”

      Sheena followed Francesca into her office. The boss’s desk was littered with tiny boxes, as usual.

      Francesca tittered, smiling as she looked at them. “Thank God I have my own office,” she boasted. “Greg hates how much jewelry shopping I do. I have to have things shipped here so he doesn’t know.”

      Sheena also thought Francesca had things shipped to the office because she didn’t want anything expensive getting stolen off her doorstep, but she kept that thought to herself. She didn’t recognize most of the brands Francesca bought, but from the way Francesca derided their coworker who shopped at Tiffany’s as “cheap,” she knew they must be very costly.

      “I’m thinking about getting a tablet,” said Francesca, gesturing at her bookshelf, which was covered in devices. Francesca was the only person Sheena had met who wore her purchases as a badge of honor. Nonari gave them a decent discount on various devices, but Francesca went above and beyond, using her own money to buy two extra work laptops, a designated work phone, and a series of high-end monitors.

      “That’s a good idea,” lied Sheena.

      In truth, it wasn’t a bad one. They had nearly constant complaints from customers about Nonari leaving tablets out and optimizing only for large computers and smartphones, all while ignoring the in-between size.

      “You should find the ideal one for me to get,” said Francesca. “We’re never going to stay ahead as a company unless we solve this. Send me some options by this afternoon.”

      Sheena, who knew that meant “As soon as possible, preferably within the next five minutes,” nodded. “I’ll get right on it. Is there anything else?”

      She didn’t mention that, as Francesca was a manager in the cybersecurity department, it was not really her job to think about Nonari’s tablet problem. Francesca saw herself as holding a key role in the company, something that apparently encompassed designer and CEO, and Sheena had given up trying to talk her out of it.

      “Yes,” snapped Francesca. “We have another problem. But Ken will be coming in later to talk about it.”

      Sheena sat up in surprise. Ken, Francesca’s boss, tended to make himself scarce. He didn’t seem to feel comfortable reining Francesca in, so unless he wanted to hear complaints about her management style, he needed to make himself invisible. And he was very good at that.

      “Do we have a formal meeting scheduled, or is Ken just planning on swinging by?” Sheena asked. At times, Nonari’s open-plan office made it difficult to concentrate. Most teams set up times when they could work without interruption. Francesca hated that idea, preferring that her team be completely available to her at every moment.

      “No,” said Francesca. “So make sure you’re around when he’s here.”

      Sheena nodded. “I will,” she said crisply.

      As much as Sheena worked, she still couldn’t quite touch the hours her boss seemed to keep. She felt momentarily guilty for the pastries she had shared with Chen, who had an early-afternoon flight. After working most of Sunday, Sheena had felt like she needed to spend at least a couple of hours with her friend, but that had scuppered her plans for an early arrival time. She’d entered the building at nine thirty a.m., a cardinal sin in her department.

      Francesca looked quizzically at Sheena. “Send me the tablet recommendations, please, and after that, just pay attention. When Ken is here, he’ll come to my office, so you should also come. That way, nobody has to go looking for you.”

      She sat down at her gigantic monitor and began reading something on the screen, frowning.

      “Is there something we could establish to make it easier?” ventured Sheena.

      Francesca turned a bit in her swivel chair. “I’m sorry. It’s not easy?”

      “Like a protocol,” said Sheena. “During my work-study job in college, they had new students in and out all the time. I made some manuals so we wouldn’t have to be too hands-on when training new people.”

      “A manual telling you to be available when your boss’s boss needs to speak with you,” said Francesca. “Look, Sheena, in this industry? At this company? It’s expected that you be on call. And people have been noticing that you’re slow to respond.”

      “People,” said Sheena. “People” was a proxy for Francesca, but she didn’t say anything.

      The line on her retirement spreadsheet devoted to salary was the biggest one. Even a temporary period of joblessness would be disastrous to her early-retirement plans.

      “I’ll make sure I’m more available next weekend,” said Sheena.

      “And in the future. I know you don’t have as much experience as I do in this industry.”

      Sheena only nodded, hoping Francesca wouldn’t have anything more to ask of her.

      But it was a vain hope.

      “We’re interviewing for the open position. I want you to take care of hiring. And no more working moms. They don’t have what we need for this role.”

      Sheena rubbed her fingertips together, still wishing she had a cigarette to hold in one hand. It was illegal to discriminate against job applicants simply because they did or didn’t have kids. However, she’d be doing them a favor. Francesca had looked at Sheena with an expression of utter disdain when Sheena asked for coverage back in August, as she wanted to visit with her mom in Love Hollow for a day or two without checking her work phone constantly. Francesca’s reaction to family responsibilities was annoyance at best, rage at worst, and Sheena wouldn’t wish that on any working mother.

      Actually, she wouldn’t wish that on any working human.

      “Last time, I found that some of the interviews didn’t really work with my other responsibilities,” Sheena said. “Is there something specific I could deprioritize?”

      It was what all the books about “managing up” had told her to say.

      As usual, it was completely ineffective.

      “No. You’ll just have to balance it,” said Francesca.

      Sheena hated the thought of more fresh-faced young people arriving. At least in college, most students had been able to work out the terms of their work-study agreements with their direct supervisors. In Nonari’s cybersecurity department, hiring was always essential, as nobody really wanted to work for Francesca. The people who couldn’t get placed on another team invariably ended up quitting.

      Sheena began, “The thing is⁠—”

      “I’m glad I found you here,” Ken said as he walked up. “Francesca, how are you?”

      Francesca smiled. “Oh, all’s well. I was just chatting with Sheena about some of my shopping.” She gestured to the boxes on her desk with a little giggle. Her laugh had always struck Sheena as maniacal.

      “Great,” said Ken.

      He was Japanese-American and had spent some time in Japan, so Sheena was hoping he would be able to help her connect to that part of Nonari. So far, though, she hadn’t used her Japanese at all. The only Japanese workers in the San Francisco office spoke perfect English, and Sheena always worried about inadvertently insulting them. Her Japanese was the casual, rural speech appropriate for a backyard barbeque. Though she had been raised to speak to her elders with respect, she’d never come close to mastering the formal speech known as keigo, and her grandfather nearly fell over laughing every time she tried to speak it. Knowing that type of speech was de rigueur in Japanese workplaces made Sheena afraid to say anything, and as soon as the executives saw her blue eyes and Anglo features, they never bothered trying any Japanese with her.

      “Please, have a seat,” said Francesca. She had been talking to Ken, but Sheena decided to sit down as well. One could never count on any hospitality from Francesca, so it was best to take those opportunities when they came along.

      “Thank you,” said Ken, taking the seat next to Sheena’s. He clutched a laptop bag on his lap, looking down. “Sheena, based on your excellent work, we have decided to assign you the task of finding the so-called whistleblower. We’ve done nothing wrong, obviously. I prefer to refer to that person as a rat. I’m sure you saw the Techie Now article. We need to find the person responsible.”

      Francesca tutted. “Best of luck, Sheena,” she said sweetly. “I hope you find them quickly. That article is all over the internet.”

      Sheena had seen the article, of course. She had also seen the impact on the company’s stock price. Though the conventional advice in the financial-independence world was to negotiate for more cash rather than stock options, as one’s job and one’s investments should—theoretically—be diversified, Sheena still loved to check out how her Nonari stock was doing. It occupied a very prominent line in her spreadsheet, and it was on the rise.

      That was, until the previous week, when the Techie Now hit job had come along. Apparently, Nonari’s privacy issues were bad, even when compared to other tech companies who had faced similar scandals.

      “Isn’t the damage already done?” Sheena couldn’t resist asked.

      “Yes,” said Ken slowly. “We can’t take back the picture the person responsible painted to that crazy journalist, but we still have to find them.”

      And as he left, Sheena thought she heard him mutter, “Shoganai.”

      It gave her a little twinge of pleasure to think Francesca wouldn’t understand.
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      Ren’s family had gathered around the kotatsu. Lately, it was rare for all of them to be at the table at the exact same time, and they were squeezed in. Though the day had been hot, nights were cold in the mountains. The blanket warmed them as they snacked on peanuts and drank beer. It seemed just like any other gathering, except that the expression on each face was grim.

      Ren tried to hold back tears as he looked at his grandmother, whom he still called Obaachan. She had just gotten up to fetch some senbei that Daisuke had brought back from his last business trip, and she distributed them calmly to the family members gathered around her. Ren’s great-grandmother, whom they all called Heba, nodded and tried to get up, probably to fetch something else from the kitchen. Heba’s daughters, on either side of her, asked her to stay seated, reminding her that they had already eaten.

      It never ceased to amaze Ren how active his great-grandmother was. Even though her memory was going, she loved to chat about whatever she could remember, and she constantly wanted to be doing something to help. She looked around the table at her family members, an expectant smile on her face.

      All the other faces, however, were downcast.

      “We have to sell the land,” said Obaachan. “Shoganai.”

      Her authority should have been final, but her daughter-in-law touched her arm. Ren’s mother stood out in the family, her petite stature marking her an outsider. Even though women of Obaachan’s generation tended to be shorter, both Obaachan and Ren’s mother—or “Auntie Chiko,” as his friends called her—were tall and strong.

      “We should consider everything else,” Ren’s mother said, her voice firm but respectful. “Without that land, this farm will no longer make us any money.”

      Obaachan took a moment to cough. Four generations sat in the room, and all waited for the elderly woman to finish speaking.

      “It will not make money, then,” she said. “We should sell it all and move to the city. We should have done it long ago.”

      The grief in her voice was raw. None of them had ever planned to live in a city. Ren was the only one who had attempted it, and he had returned home after finding it untenable. At first, an urban lifestyle had been exciting, but three years ago, everything had collapsed. He needed the kind of solace that only came from knowing that he was providing for his family and his land.

      Though it wasn’t his land, exactly. That was the problem.

      He cleared his throat. “We can’t sell,” he said. “I’m sorry, Obaachan.”

      She glared at him. Ren, though outspoken, was usually respectful.

      “I just told you we had no choice. I may be old, but I can read the balance sheet as well as anyone. We will never repay this debt unless we sell.”

      “The better land isn’t ours,” said Ren’s mother, understanding what her son was going to say. “We won’t get much of a price if we only sell off what we legally own.”

      “The rest of it is as good as ours,” snapped Ren’s sister Yuka, shifting her baby from one arm to the other. “We’ve taken better care of it than anyone else ever has.”

      “But we can’t sell it,” her mother maintained. “And Shimoda-San knows it’s not ours. He’s from around here. If he makes an offer, he will insist that our ownership paperwork be in perfect order.”

      The whole family seemed to consider that.

      “We’re never going to get possession of that land,” said Ren’s mother. “Our opportunity for doing that came years ago, and we missed it. It’s gone through many rounds of American inheritance now. We can’t even be sure who the new owners are.”

      “The lawyer might be able to help us,” Ren began, but his grandmother kept shaking her head.

      “It hasn’t been twenty years,” she said. “Only eighteen. But even with the twenty years, we would have to show that we made a good-faith effort to contact the American family.”

      She said it as if she were talking about reaching out to an organized crime syndicate. Of all the people in the family, Obaachan had been hurt the most by the rich Americans’ refusal to help the neighbors who had been so good
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