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Cast of Characters



REI SHIMURA. A young antiques expert who is hoping to put an unsavory past in Tokyo behind her in exchange for a fabulous future in Washington, D.C.


HUGH GLENDINNING. Rei’s live-in boyfriend who practices law and pillow-book maneuvers in the hope of getting Rei to the altar.


KENDALL HOWARD JOHNSON. Rei’s Washington cousin, a former fund-raiser married to the preppy realtor Win Johnson and busy raising their twin toddlers, Jacquie and Win Junior.


HARP SNOWDEN. A California senator with a taste for Asian food and an eye on the White House. His press attaché, Martina, keeps him in line.


MARSHALL ZANGER. A restaurant entrepreneur in Washington who has deep pockets and deeper expectations of everyone.


JIRO TAKEDA. A former Iron Chef participant turned executive chef for Marshall’s two restaurants, Mandala and Bento.



ANDREA NORTON. Bento’s hostess, a Washington girl-about-town famous for her looks and attitude. Her mother’s whereabouts are unknown, but her father, ROBERT NORTON, and his second wife, LORRAINE, and son, DAVON, live in rural central Virginia.


ALBERTO. A prep cook who keeps his eyes open and ears peeled.


PHONG. A bartender who makes wicked drinks.


JUSTIN. A waiter with ambitions.


LOUIS BURNS. A homicide detective on the Washington, D.C., police force.


NORIE SHIMURA. Rei’s beloved aunt from Yokohama, who has a legendary yosenabe recipe and a yen for murder.



PLUS a motley crew of cooks, waiters, police, watermen, and war veterans.








Prologue



Their wedding was supposed to mark the beginning of spring, but it felt like winter. It was a small gathering, and everyone present looked cold—the men in their stiff uniforms and suits, and their women wearing spring dresses in candy colors.

Instead of a lacy, white American gown, the bride had chosen a wedding kimono. It was not a handed-down one, like so many people expected, but a brand-new one: red-and-orange silk brocade that shimmered with embroidered pairs of ducks, the sign of conjugal bliss. It had come from the Ginza, a district filled with enthralling boutiques that she could never have afforded until he’d come along—but shops where they weathered disapproving glares and hissed insults.

It didn’t matter anymore. Here she was on the edge of the water, the water that stretched all the way from her country to his; the water that he’d flown over to discover her, and to love her. And in the new country she would be valued more than just for her toughness in cold water.

When it was time to put the rings on each other’s fingers, she rushed so quickly that she accidentally dropped his. The guests laughed gently as he caught it, just before it hit the sand. She slid the ring on his finger, and he did the same for her. When they were done, he squeezed both her hands warmly. She paused, not sure if this was proper procedure, and he smiled a little, as if to let her know he’d gotten carried away.

I do, she said. In two tiny words, she promised to love and honor in sickness and in health. He promised to do the same for her. It all seemed so incredible: the chilly, wild shoreline; the man beside her; the fact that she was finally getting married.

He was kissing her now, as he’d done a thousand times before, but in front of all these people. For a moment she froze in fear, because at the start of the ceremony, when she’d scanned the crowd to see who had come, she’d noticed the two men she didn’t like—the men who had suddenly appeared one evening a few months ago with a heavy black suitcase. Their voices had been harsh, and she’d quickly fled to the bedroom and shut the door, not wanting to know. She’d been so relieved when they’d gone a few hours later, but the feeling they’d left behind was bad. Why had they come to the wedding? She couldn’t imagine that he would have invited them.

The world wasn’t perfect, she thought as she closed her eyes and returned to the kiss. But now, she was no longer the girlfriend, on the outside. She was the wife. And if she used her newfound powers, she could find a way to make those men go away.
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I’d scored a single line and a shadow.

Or were they double lines? I squinted at the plastic wand lying on the edge of the bathroom sink. One line meant negative, two positive. There was no definition for one line and the vague suggestion of a shadow.

“What’s the verdict? I’m about to dash,” Hugh called from the other side of the door.

“Inconclusive,” I said, opening the door and holding out the EPT stick like an obscene hors d’oeuvre. “You do the math.”

“One. That’s easy.”

“Don’t you see that shadowy line next to it?”

“A line would be pink. That’s just a wrinkle in the material.” He was already pulling on his Burberry. It was early spring in Washington and had rained for almost a solid week.

“I wish there was an explanation for shadows—”

“Shadows that only you can see. Darling, if you’re really anxious, you could call the consumer help line.”

“If I do that, I’m sure they’ll tell me to consult my doctor.”

“Maybe this means you’re a little bit pregnant.” Hugh paused in putting on his coat and slipped his hand inside my flannel pajamas to stroke my bare stomach.


“A surprise pregnancy would be a delight, without even a wedding date on the horizon,” I said, removing his hand. Hugh and I had been engaged for exactly three months. We had considered a quickie elopement, on the beach in Hawaii, but once our families had gotten wind of the idea, they’d guilt-tripped us out of it. Now we thought we should set the wedding in Washington. But progress was slow. I didn’t know the area well and was totally stymied about locations and caterers. I had nothing to show for myself except the guy.

“My cousin was married with new baby in arms and it was the best wedding anyone had been to in years,” Hugh said, spinning his rolled-up umbrella through the air before catching it neatly. He was such an optimist: about babies, about the outcome of the class-action suit he was trying to organize, about life in general. He didn’t even mind the Washington rain, because it reminded him of Edinburgh. I preferred the hard, blinding rain that made a rock-and-roll sonata on the tile roofs in Japan in the fall, or the warm, humid rains that marked spring’s rainy season. But I’d take the Washington rain, because it came with Hugh, and the promise of our future.

After we negotiated the night’s dinner plan—risotto with browned onions and sea scallops if I could find them, and a simple green salad—Hugh left, and I made myself a quick o-nigiri. I’d kept last night’s rice warm in the rice cooker, and I had a small piece of leftover salmon in the fridge. I tucked the salmon into the rice and folded the triangular wedge into a sheet of seaweed that I quickly roasted on the stove.

I ate the rice ball with my left hand and used my right to scroll through the Daily Yomiuri online. I’d been away from Japan about six months now, and I could feel the language beginning to slip. It was my duty as a hafu—a half-Japanese, half-American—to keep up. I bypassed woeful economic news and went straight to the language-teaching column aimed at foreigners. The word of the day was zurekin, which meant “off-peak commuting,” an idea strongly encouraged by the government but not quite adopted by the working world. It was easier, calmer, better for people and the environment

At least, that’s how it sounded on paper. My whole life had gone from frenetic to zurekin—and I wasn’t sure I liked it. I’d spent my twenties working in Japan, where I’d lived simply and worked hard, and come to believe that everything Japanese was wonderful, even the crowded trains. The problem was, I couldn’t live in Japan anymore. I’d been thrown out, for an indefinite length of time, by the government for a misdeed I’d committed in the name of something more important. Now, because of the black mark in my passport, I had to make the best of it in Washington, complaining like all the other Washingtonians about crowded Metro trains that I considered only half-full, and so on. The only thing I truly agreed with was that Washington real estate was as insanely priced as Tokyo’s—though the spaces were bigger.

Hugh’s apartment, for instance, a two-bedroom on the second floor of an old town house, had lots to admire—high ceilings, old parquet floors, a bay window in the living room. It was lovely, but so…foreign. The telephone rang, and even that sounded different. I picked it up.

“Hi, honey, what are you doing for lunch?” The throaty voice on the other end of the line belonged to my cousin Kendall Howard Johnson, who lived in Bethesda.

“Kendall?” It annoyed me when people didn’t introduce themselves on the phone.

“Yes, Rei.” She drew my name out in the exaggerated way she’d pronounced it since we were little. Raaay, it sounded like.

Kendall had grown up in Bethesda, so I’d run into her plenty of times on my childhood visits to my mother’s home forty minutes to the north, in Baltimore. Grandmother always called Kendall and me the ladybug team because of Kendall’s red and my black hair; a set of cousins the same age who seemed destined to go together, but didn’t really. I’d never forget the humiliation of the summer when Kendall was fifteen and she’d taken me in the backyard bushes and produced a joint. I hadn’t known how to strike a match, let alone inhale, and I was from the Bay Area, where everyone was supposed to know how to roll. But at the coed boarding school Kendall went to in Virginia, she’d already learned lots of things that I hadn’t. Horseback riding, joint rolling, how to sneak backstage at concerts without being stopped. Kendall, who’d worked as a corporate fund-raiser for a few years after college graduation, was always more advanced than I, and she’d maintained her advantage. The trust fund our grandmother had set up was now open for her use. Kendall dipped into it for her wedding, her first house payment, and even political donations that she’d begun to make as she began her careful ascent in grown-up Washington. My mother hinted that if I spent more time with my grandmother, she’d feel more benevolent toward me, but the fact was, I didn’t feel comfortable with Grand, as everyone called her, and the last thing I wanted to do was suck up to her for the money that all the Maryland cousins received, and that I, the lone Californian who hardly ever visited, didn’t. Then again, my exclusion from the trust might have occurred because my mother had jumped into a marriage that had felt like a death blow to the Howards. If my father had been black, the marriage would have broken Maryland law at that time. An Asian husband wasn’t quite as shocking as a black one, but my parents’ wedding hadn’t been a family affair.

Still, I couldn’t resent Kendall for being one of the Howards, for as busy as my cousin was with the babies, running her household, and fund-raising for her favorite political hopefuls, she hadn’t forgotten me. Kendall was the only relative who’d sought me out since I’d arrived in Washington a few months earlier, and I was grateful for that.

“How are the twins?” I avoided asking about her husband, Win, whom I couldn’t stand. Win was a real estate agent and saw everyone as a potential target. The fact that Hugh and I hadn’t been interested in buying a McMansion in the suburbs was still a point of contention.

“The babies are sick with strep. It’s highly unusual in children under three, but my two have it, of course!”


“You must be tearing out your hair running from one to the other,” I sympathized.

“At night, yes. By day our au pair is playing Nursie, thank goodness. I’ve escaped to the gym and had an hour to spin and then an hour for weights. I’m starved. Could you make a twelve-thirty lunch?”

“I don’t know. The weather’s kind of bad. I was thinking of doing some things around the apartment—”

“Rain’s good for you, honey!” Kendall snorted. “And it’s not just a gals’ lunch at the coffee shop I’m talking about. It’s at a good restaurant with Harp Snowden.”

“You socialize with Harp Snowden?” I was amazed. Harp Snowden was a Democratic senator representing California, a liberal stalwart who voted against each and every war proposed. He was one of the few politicians who’d entered the new century unabashedly pro-environment, pro-immigrant, pro-peace. Kendall’s meeting with him was interesting; she was a conservative Democrat, practically Republican.

“It’s a new relationship. When he suggested lunch at Mandala—one of my favorite places—I knew he was on the make. I thought you might like to come along, too.”

“What do you mean, he’s on the make?” I asked. Kendall had been married for five years. I’d thought she was still crazy about Win.

“Not that way, silly. He wants me to raise money for him, you know, get involved with his campaign in this area, especially reaching into northern Virginia. It’s kind of a challenge, not being a Republican there, although he does have the history of actually having fought in Vietnam and lost a foot, which earned him the Silver Star and a Purple Heart. He’s kind of like John McCain meets Howard Dean meets the late Paul Wellstone.”

Kendall was like that. She talked in shorthand, clichés, expressions that I was just beginning to learn everyone used, 24/7, in America. “But you’re from Maryland,” I said. “And if Senator Snowden and you are both Democrats, what are you doing talking about going after Republicans?”


“It’s possible to get people to shift their vote, if the candidate is right,” Kendall said. “Of course I’m a Marylander, but I went to boarding school and college in Virginia, which practically makes me a citizen. I know everyone, from the horsey set in Charlottesville to the techies in Reston. Harp desperately needs a friend like me.”

Everyone meant people with money, I thought cynically. “So how much money do you have to give the senator to become his friend?”

“An individual can’t give more than two grand because of all the soft-money reforms, but people like me can encourage our friends to give money. Lots of people, lots of money. You weren’t here during the McCain campaign, but I threw a dinner for him that people are still talking about.”

“McCain wasn’t a Democrat,” I pointed out. “What are you, a switch-hitter?”

“Usually I describe myself as a conservative Democrat with independent leanings,” Kendall said. “Anyway, I promise you lunch won’t be too political. I want you to relax. You can talk with him about Japan. He did some kind of Zen yoga thing there when he was in his twenties. Maybe you have some friends in common.” She paused. “Oh, Rei. About your clothes?”

“Yes. What should I wear?” A private lunch with a senator was a first for me.

“Think Democrat, but dress Republican. Got it?”

 

I went through my closet furiously that morning, tossing clothes left and right as I searched for the outfit that Kendall had in mind. At one time, I had many conservative skirts and blazers from Talbots, but Hugh had encouraged me to toss them after I’d left my old life as a teacher. Now I wore sexier, casual things—leather jeans, blue jeans, T-shirts, miniskirts, boots. I also had a magnificent collection of cast-off clothing of my mother’s that spanned the sixties to the nineties. The clothes were well made and beautiful, but none of them was Reagan Red or Bush Blue—after all, my mother was a lefty, too—but in the end, I settled on a cream Ultrasuede pantsuit worn with a black camisole. Looking at myself in the mirror after I’d belted its jacket, I appeared unhappily thick in the middle. Since returning to the States, I’d rekindled my love affair with bread and cheese. The scale said 121, which was horrific for someone who had hovered carelessly between 110 and 115 her entire life.

Still, the pants had an elastic waist, so I was able to wear them. I covered it all up with an aquamarine-colored raincoat that Kendall had made me buy a month earlier during a frenetic shopping expedition we’d made through White Flint Mall with her babies in tow. A raincoat was a necessity in Washington; it seemed as if it had rained all spring. Today was no exception. I hoisted my umbrella and left Hugh’s Edwardian apartment building on Mintwood Place. The neighborhood we lived in, Adams-Morgan, was a real hike from the Metro; Hugh had chosen it when he was a bachelor, for the restaurants and bars. He hadn’t thought twice about the twenty-minute walk to the Metro because he used a car to go to work downtown.

It was an odd habit, I thought, this insistence on driving a car in cities with public transportation.

Again, I was reminded of the city’s deficiencies. When Hugh had courted me, taking me to jazz clubs in Georgetown and coffee shops in Dupont Circle, I’d been charmed; but now that I’d more or less explored every inch of the nation’s capital, I felt otherwise. Sure, there were delightful late-nineteenth-century brick and stucco houses in Adams-Morgan, and you could dance at a real salsa bar, or get a reasonably priced Brazilian bikini wax from a real Brazilian, but that wasn’t enough to make a world-class city experience. Outside Adams-Morgan, the situation was even bleaker. Downtown Washington was a bore, a far cry from my birthplace of San Francisco, and Tokyo, my adopted hometown since college. In Washington, there was nowhere to browse, no scene. Large office buildings were interspersed with ugly chain stores and just a smattering of turn-of-the-century buildings that had gone to pot—literally, from the looks of some of the people lounging outside them.


As I emerged from the Metro Center station and headed toward Ninth, where Mandala was located, I passed a woman sitting on the steps of an old row house, a child between her knees and a Styrofoam cup at her side. I didn’t always give money to people who asked me for it, and the woman hadn’t even looked at me, let alone spoken. Yet I was overcome with guilt for what I’d just been thinking about Washington. I dropped a dollar in the cup, but only the child looked at me. She had a typically round child’s face, but eyes that looked much older. She seemed to see through me, back to the wild salmon I’d had for breakfast, and the expensive meal that lay ahead. A dollar wasn’t much of a trade, but she nodded at me, and I nodded back.

I shivered, trying to put the moment behind me as I opened the heavy old temple door that led to Mandala. I hadn’t been here before, but Hugh had, for some business lunches, and he’d told me it was fantastic. Judging from the atmosphere alone, it was my kind of place. Flickering electric candles in iron sconces illuminated a gorgeous mosaic tile floor with a floral mandala in its center. The dining tables were made from old Chinese altar tables or doors, I thought after a moment of study. Everything was rubbed to a soft reddish sheen, and the waitstaff wore dark-red shantung Mao jackets over black pants. It was quite a scene, about a million miles removed from the rainy, drab world outside its oversized brass doors.

The hostess, who had a long, blond pigtail and a hard-to-place European accent, told me that I’d have to wait for a table until my entire party was assembled. I glanced around the half-empty restaurant in irritation and spotted Kendall smack in the center of the room—as close to the mandala as she could get without being on top of it. Kendall, a leopard-patterned cell phone glued to her ear, looked perfect in a teal-blue knit suit and candy-red lipstick. She fluttered matching red-tipped fingers at me.

“I was just speaking with Harp. He said he’s running a few minutes late,” Kendall said after she clicked off. “Ooh, don’t you look faboo. Did you get that at Neiman’s?”

“I. Magnin,” I said, which was where my mother had bought it about twenty-five years ago. The San Francisco department store didn’t even exist anymore, but Kendall was an East Coast girl who wouldn’t know that.

“Very cool. Hey, I was just about to order a martini—how do you like yours? Vodka, gin, dirty?”

“Not this early. I’ll be happy with a glass of water,” I said, studying the menu card in front of me with pleasure. I loved restaurants, especially ones that knew their way around a stick of lemongrass, as this one probably did.

“Don’t tell me you’re preggers already!” Kendall exclaimed.

“Of course I’m not.” I flushed, feeling as if she’d been secretly watching the morning’s activities.

“Oh, that’s a drag. What kind of undies does Hugh wear?”

“What do you mean?” I put down my menu, not understanding Kendall’s lightning change of topic. But the fact was, ever since Kendall had laid eyes on Hugh, she’d had a consuming interest in matters relating to him. Yes, the Scottish accent was sexy, as was his six-foot frame and his golden-retriever mop of hair. But he was mine.

“I mean, does he wear boxers or briefs?” Kendall looked at me expectantly.

“If Hugh wants to tell you about his underwear, I’ll let him tell you directly.”

“Now, honey, don’t get your panties in a twist. It’s just that if he’s wearing tightey-whiteys, that could be overheating him and affecting his sperm count. Make sure he’s wearing boxers, okay?”

“Kendall, why would I want to get pregnant before the wedding?” I was beginning to wish I hadn’t come to lunch. If she kept up this kind of banter around the senator, I’d be mortified.

“To make sure it really happens! Come on, Rei, it’s one of the oldest tricks in the book. And the best. I hear Grand did it to snare Granddad.”

Silently, I vowed to myself to buy condoms on the way home.

“Believe me, it’s better to get on these things right away. You don’t want to have to go through IVF like I did.”


“I hear that’s pretty rough,” I said in a low voice, because people at the next table were shooting us irritated looks. Probably the topic of sperm count wasn’t what they wanted to digest along with tuna tartare.

“It is,” Kendall said vehemently. “It hurts, it costs a fortune, and the end product is pretty damn unpredictable. The fertility specialist to whom I paid half a year’s salary, thank you very much, had me impregnated with five fetuses at one point. I count my lucky stars that I wound up just with the twins.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I paused. “What happened? Did you lose the others?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Kendall looked at me evenly, and suddenly I sensed that she was telling me she’d had an abortion. Or would it count as three? “Anyway, Rei, don’t worry. I’ve seen the size of Hugh’s hands and feet. From the looks of them, I’m sure he has no problem with anything down south.”

She was so outrageous that there was nothing I could do but laugh, which was, I realized, what she’d wanted all along. The IVF conversation had probably taken a more depressing turn than she’d liked. So we laughed for a minute like a couple of high school girls. I broke off only when I noticed an elegant silver-haired man with a face I recognized from the newspaper. Harp Snowden was being helped off with his raincoat by one of the red-silk gang, at the same time that another male customer was trying to pat him on the back, and another was shaking his hand. Harp Snowden’s briefcase slipped but was caught by someone. From the body language, it seemed as if the man who’d caught his briefcase was angling to accompany him to our table, but I saw Harp shake his head before raising his eyebrows at Kendall and shooting her a broad smile.

Kendall had risen to her feet, as had I. In Washington, it seemed that younger people always stood for older, more important people. He moved toward us with a very slight limp, and I recalled his missing foot. He walked without a cane, though, and from what I could make out from under the cuffs of his dark gray trousers, he was wearing two perfectly normal, polished wing tip shoes.


“Harp!” Kendall said, bringing her cheek to his mouth for a social kiss that he delivered smoothly upon his arrival. “I brought my cousin Rei Shimura to meet you.”

“Senator Snowden, this is a real honor.” I started to bow before remembering I wasn’t in Japan. I came up and took the firm handshake he offered. “I’m a great admirer of your consistent stance on gun control. We heard about it all around the world, even when I was living in Japan—”

“Why thank you,” he said, shrugging off the compliment with a warm laugh. “I hope you’re from Virginia now.”

“No, she lives in the District proper, where you’ll have no trouble securing votes. My husband, Win, has been trying to find her and her fiancé something more family sized in the suburbs.” Kendall looked at me indulgently. “Rei’s used to historic San Francisco real estate. It’s where she grew up.”

“Oh, you’re a past constituent!” Harp Snowden smiled at me. “No wonder you’re familiar with my voting record.”

I blushed with pleasure. I couldn’t believe he was being so nice to me.

“Rei went on to Japan, but she’s just moved back. I thought she could advise us on what to order.”

“Actually, I’ve never been here,” I said, feeling awkward about the position I’d been put in.

“Oh, everything on the menu’s wonderful,” Harp boomed as a handsome Asian man in his thirties with a short, gelled haircut and a spotless chef’s jacket moved toward our table, a square black plate filled with hors d’oeuvres in his hand. “Jiro, my good friend. How are you?”

The chef was Japanese, I realized with a tinge of excitement as I heard his name. His English, as he started speaking, was soft but strong. “Very well, Senator. But what about you? How was your party last week? I called to check the next day, but you were away—”

“Back in L.A. The whole menu was terrific, and my wife wants the short-ribs recipe. I told her that it was probably classified.”


Jiro’s brow creased, and I sensed that despite his good English, he hadn’t understood the metaphor. I said a quick couple of words in Japanese that explained what the senator had meant about the recipe being a valuable secret.

“Ah. You speak Japanese!” Jiro appeared to really notice me, for the first time.

“Yes, you certainly do, and it sounds fluent. What do you do with it?” Snowden asked.

I was beginning to replace the outsider image I’d had of Harp Snowden with that of a smooth-as-silk operator. “Well, I just moved here, like Kendall said, and I’m trying to sell Japanese antiques. It’s a venture I started with a good friend who ships the furniture from Tokyo.”

“Oh, so you were in Tokyo! Just like me.” Jiro beamed at me and I felt warmly included. In Japan, so often I’d been reminded I was an outsider, but here in Washington, Jiro and I were both Japanese expats.

“Jiro was one of the iron chefs,” Kendall said. “The cutest one they ever had. He was one for weeks and weeks.”

“Until the day I made the terrible mistake of my lobster custard. I garnished with cilantro, and the sad fact was, one of the judges had an allergy.”

“It’s impossible to keep winning,” I said. “Anyway, the show’s finished now, so you have something else important to do.”

“Yes, and the program brought me a wonderful job offer here in America. And now, before they become cold, I insist you try my amuse-bouche.”

The little hors d’oeuvres he’d brought certainly were amusing: an assortment of sea scallops wrapped and grilled in lime leaves, cilantro risotto cakes topped with crisply fried seaweed, and miso-smothered rack of lamb ribs.

While I loved miso, I was trying not to eat meat, so I took a scallop first. I tasted the sea, the lime, and a slight hint of something else. “Hmm,” I said. “Star anise?”

“Yes, yes! We roast and grind the spices here. It’s not a Japanese ingredient, of course, but Chinese. This restaurant is what people call Pan-Asian. We mix European flavors with the Far East,” Jiro explained.

“It’s very delicious,” I said. “I haven’t had anything as tasty and sophisticated in a long time.”

“Jiro’s opening a new restaurant on H Street, near Fifth,” Kendall said. “Win’s selling the building next to it, so he’s been watching the progress and says it’s going to be great, like Mandala only more vintage-looking.”

“Actually, it will be quite different from Mandala,” Jiro said. “The new restaurant we are calling Bento, after the simple wooden box used to hold food. At lunch the service will be bento service, nice and quick, and for dinner, it will be kaiseki ryoori, when people have more leisure to eat slowly and appreciate.”

“I ate kaiseki just once in Japan,” Harp said. “They told me it was the highest form of Japanese cuisine. Each of the courses, as I recall, had something to do with the yuzu root. Why they chose yuzu is beyond me, though!”

“What do you think?” Jiro deferred to me, and I realized that he was being very Japanese—hesitant to tell the senator that yuzu was a revered food, and if he didn’t appreciate it, it was probably because he was foreign.

“Kaiseki cooking is very intellectual,” I said. “The goal is to send out a parade of exquisite small dishes that are linked, symbolically, and what they look like is sometimes more important than what they taste like. I’ve eaten kaiseki only a few times, but each time, the meal took up half a day—”

“Not here,” Jiro said with a rueful smile. “We need to turn over tables faster than that. We are timing it for presentation over two hours.”

“Well, I almost wish that was the timeline for lunch, not dinner,” Kendall said with a laugh. “I like a nice long time to chat over lunch.”

“You can always stay as long as you like, Kendall,” Jiro said. “And actually, the problem is, we may not be able to do proper Japanese lunchtime service. We were supposed to receive bento boxes last month, but the manufacturer is having trouble finishing our order. He says he does not have the resources to produce the amount we need in time.”

“A Japanese manufacturer?” I asked.

Jiro wrinkled his nose slightly. “No. The boxes in Japan are made of pine or balsa and are too simple for what we are trying to accomplish. We found a woodworker in California with a supply of redwood. I wouldn’t concern myself with these problems normally, but you see, the design of our food must coordinate with the kind of utensils we offer—”

“I could look into lacquered or stained wooden bento boxes for you,” I said. “I know a good source for them in Kappabashi.”

“Thank you, Miss, ah…” Jiro raised his eyebrows and I realized that I hadn’t introduced myself to him. I told him my name quickly, and he smiled. Then, as if he’d sensed the needs of Kendall and the senator, he told us about the day’s specials.

After listening to the recitation, Kendall went for salmon, the senator free-range beef, while I chose soft-shell crabs with a lemongrass-chili salsa and a salad of jicama and orange. I began a quick mental calculation of how much more I could afford to eat, since I had gone out with $40 in my backpack and had, in the course of ordering the two menu items, almost spent it all already.

Kendall and Senator Snowden had moved to second base, a general discussion of how the various Democratic candidates were doing. Kendall needled him a bit about whether he was going to jump into the race of Democratic hopefuls, and instead of answering her, he pumped her for information about the kind of fund-raising events that had worked best in northern, versus the rest of, Virginia. I became slightly bored by the talk about town-hall meetings and musical entertainment, but the food was wonderful, and I ate steadily.

Senator Snowden surprised me by turning the conversation to Japan. He’d been flown there for periodic spells of R and R during the Vietnam War, along with thousands of other men. “Two weeks’ worth of Kirin and young women was supposed to put us in the mood to go back and reload our weapons,” he said ruefully. “I made the fatal mistake of leaving the Yokosuka Honch[image: image] to visit a Buddhist temple. And once I sat down to meditate, I saw the truth. I couldn’t go back to the old ways.”

“Do you mean you went AWOL?” I asked.

“No. But I turned into the kind of man who was too frightened to pull the trigger anymore.” He smiled, and I could imagine just how attractive—and un-wimpy—he must have been in his twenties. “Understandably, the Marines in my unit weren’t too thrilled to work with me. Eventually, I lost my foot. I was sent to the hospital and then home.”

“You received a Silver Star for heroism and a Purple Heart for being wounded in action, I believe.” Kendall made her eyes look big and awed.

He shook his head. “I was awarded it, yes, but I never actually received it. I had left the military by the time they wanted to award it to me, but I decided I’d rather not take it. Wounded in action is nothing to be proud of, especially in my particular situation.”

His particular situation—that sounded intriguing. I wondered whether Kendall, who had a “Support Our Troops” sticker on her Volvo bumper, would feel inclined to remove it if she participated in his campaign. But just as I was thinking about how she’d handle things, Jiro came back with another person, a tall, fortyish guy with dark curly hair just starting to turn gray. He was wearing a cashmere turtleneck under a suit that was either an Armani or an excellent runner-up.

“You know we love you, Senator, but you’ve got to keep your hands off my girl. I need her for more than the occasional fund-raising dinner.” He put his hands on Kendall’s shoulders, and she giggled as if she didn’t mind at all.

“Marshall, you know I’ve got to spread my energy around.” Kendall winked at him, and went on in a cheerful voice, “Rei, this is Marshall Zanger, the owner of this restaurant. Don’t believe a word he says about anything unless it’s related to food. “

“I second that.” Senator Snowden laughed heartily.

“I’m glad to meet you, Rei,” Marshall said, taking my hand in his. It was cooler and somewhat damper than the senator’s. “I heard from Jiro that you were interested in our next restaurant.”

“Yes. It sounds very ambitious,” I said.

“And what I like about your restaurant is the use of organic, local ingredients,” Harp Snowden said. “The future of American farming is tied to the kitchens of places like Bento and Mandala. As long as there are people willing to seek out and encourage small farmers, they’ll survive.”

“So true, Senator. Because of people like you who can taste the difference, and chefs like Jiro Takeda, Bento will be the only place in Washington where a vegan can have a really upscale dinner,” Marshall said. Then he glanced at the remnants on my plate. “What about you, Rei? Are you a vegetarian?”

“Semi.” I smiled. “I used to be a vegan, but the truth is, I can’t resist seafood. I eat anything that comes from the water except for sea urchin and raw oysters.”

“Sea urchin I haven’t tried yet, but I think oysters are delicious,” Marshall said. “If I were a good Jewish boy, I wouldn’t eat them, but I can’t resist.”

We all laughed, and then Jiro said, “I think this feeling about oysters is actually gender related. Male customers order them frequently, female customers hardly at all.”

“Maybe it has to do with taste and texture,” Kendall said, turning her lazy gaze on Harp, and suddenly I had an idea of what she was thinking. I blushed to realize that this might be a thinly veiled innuendo, but Harp was smiling right back at her.

“Interestingly enough, in Japan it’s historically been women who dive for oysters. It’s difficult work. The extra layer of fat is supposed to give women more endurance,” I said, trying to bring the conversation back to more tasteful territory.

“And speaking of Japan,” Marshall said, “it sounded, from what Jiro said, that you know how to make contact with some sources there.”

“I’d be happy to ask around for you,” I said.

“Super. But before you start calling, could I steal you away to my office to talk some more?”


“Sure. But we haven’t finished eating.” I was done, but the senator and Kendall were not. I couldn’t just walk out on them, especially when the bill hadn’t been paid.

“Go on, Rei! Harp and I need to get back to our powwow,” Kendall said, drawing her pretty lips together. So her gentle inquisition of the candidate was going to continue.

“I want to cover my portion,” I said.

“Absolutely not!” Harp said. “It’s my office expenditure, if that makes you feel any better.”

“But I want to! I really enjoyed myself!”

“Then just relax,” the senator said. “I won’t allow a good friend’s guest to pay to eat lunch with me. When that kind of thing happens, ethics nightmares begin.”

Kendall nodded at me and smiled. I was in, just like she was.

“Thank you,” I said quickly, and left, hoping that my free lunch wouldn’t wind up costing me more, later on, than I was ready to pay.
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“We’re very excited about Bento,” Marshall Zanger said in his office after he’d nestled me in a turmeric-colored cotton love seat across from him. Compared to the austere elegance of the restaurant, this little room was a den of pandemonium—multiple telephones, cookbooks jammed next to telephone directories, file cabinets, a computer with a waterfall of paper on the desk around it. On the wall were framed photographs of Marshall or Jiro standing next to celebrities; in the short inspection I made, I saw the last two presidents, Martha Stewart, and a young white man with a shaved head who looked curiously familiar. Was it Moby?

“Jiro said the cuisine was going to be kaiseki. I’m trying to imagine how you’ll do something as complicated as that for American diners,” I said, dragging my gaze away from the wall of photographs.

“There’s a small-plates trend in better restaurants,” Marshall said. “In this neighborhood alone, Zaytinya and Jaleo have made their names because of tapas-style menus. Kaiseki is just a Japanese version.”

“So, tell me, why do you need bento boxes—which enable you to serve several courses at once—if you want to do kaiseki service?” I was confused by the different visions of the restaurant that he and Jiro were presenting.

“Jiro’s hot to do kaiseki, but the truth is, people have no time at lunch. They want to set their tuchis down and get a plate of food in five minutes, so bento boxes make sense. They allow for better turnover of the tables, too.” Marshall studied me, as if all my questions had surprised him. “So tell me more about your source. Maybe I should speak with them directly, explain the rush.”

I wanted to ask what a tuchi or tuchis was, but I was aware I’d been asking too many questions. “The sources I deal with don’t speak English at all, so I would have to call for you. I usually deal with antiques, but because I cook, I know all the stores in Kappabashi, the kitchen district of Tokyo.”

“Hold on, tell me more about the antiques.”

“Well, I have a warehouse full of goods that I brought over from Japan—”

Marshall interrupted me. “I’d love to get some antiques in the restaurant.”

My pulse quickened. Business was something that I badly needed. “I can take you to the warehouse. What are you looking for, exactly?”

Marshall drummed his fingers on his desk. “Accessories to decorate the place, art, the kind of thing that makes a restaurant more of a home. I don’t want to be too Japanese-restauranty.”

“You mean no blue cotton cushions, no pine, nothing too modern,” I guessed aloud, and he nodded happily. “Maybe you should go historic. Late Meiji Period?”

Marshall laughed shortly. “When was that? Don’t tell me five hundred years ago. That’ll cost me more than I have.”

I laughed, too. I was starting to like Marshall. “Don’t worry. Meiji and later is what most dealers can afford. The end of Meiji coexisted with the British Victorian period. In Japan, just as in Europe and America, there was a fabulous amount of ornamentation and a design sense that combined East and West in an opulent, yet cozy, way.”


“Hmm,” Marshall said. “There’s a great restaurant in San Francisco that’s got the feeling I’m after. It has these fabulous oversize antique fans that flap back and forth on the ceiling—”

“Betelnut?” I hazarded.

“That’s right. You do know the restaurant scene.”

The truth was, Betelnut was a few blocks from my family home, which was why I’d eaten there plenty of times. I had a hometown girl’s advantage, but there was no need to get into it. Instead, I said, “During the European colonial era, those fans were more in use in countries like Singapore or Malaysia. There might have been ceiling fans of that style in more tropical parts of Japan, like Okinawa, but in the old days, Okinawa wasn’t even part of Japan. I’d have to research whether that style of fan was in use—”

“Oh, there’s no need for that.” Marshall sighed heavily. “It’s too late to make major changes. I had such hopes for this place, what it could be, and now we’re opening in thirty days without so much as tableware. Not to mention staff. I’m still trying to get line cooks. In fact, I have interviews scheduled there in about an hour. Hey, why don’t you ride over there with me? While Jiro and I are interviewing staff, you could look around and get some ideas of what I need.”

“All right,” I said, pausing at the door. “Oh, I almost forgot to ask you something. It was a word I didn’t understand when you were talking about the lunch service.”

“Fire away.”

“What’s a tuchis?”

Marshall laughed for a full minute before saying, “Tuchis is Yiddish for ‘ass.’”

Feeling like one, I got into his Mercedes.

 

Bento was housed in an old brick building on H Street, more on the edge of Chinatown although it was technically within the boundaries of Penn Quarter, the faded section of downtown that was coming back because of a number of hip new restaurants. I hadn’t been in Washington’s Chinatown since my college years, when I’d occasionally driven with a carful of other hungry Asian studies majors for dim sum. It seemed as if a lot of the Chinatown restaurants had evaporated since my day. There was no shortage of Starbucks cafes, though. Starbucks was strange. In Kendall’s suburban neighborhood of Potomac, Starbucks was full of blond power moms like herself; but in my neighborhood, it was solely inhabited by Spanish-speaking men. I would have liked to scope out the situation in the Chinatown Starbucks, but Marshall seemed impatient.

“Chinatown doesn’t seem very—Chinese—anymore,” I said to Marshall. It seemed that all over H Street and Fifth, drugstores and Irish bars had replaced the small restaurants I remembered.

“The rents went up,” Marshall said. “It’s going upscale. If we could only drive out the gangs, it’d be perfect.”

Now there was something I could comment on. “In San Francisco, there were some gang wars when I was really young. There was a shoot-out in a Chinese restaurant that decimated the restaurant business in Chinatown for a few years.”

Marshall looked at me. “I’m not anticipating a shoot-out in Bento, but there’s hostility from our neighbors. I don’t know if having a real Japanese chef is the problem—because of the grudge the Chinese still bear against Japan since the war—or if it’s just plain competition.”

“What’s happened so far?”

“Another restaurant owner tried to keep me from putting in a parking area out behind our kitchen. No matter that it freed up more space for street parking—he didn’t want me having anything he didn’t have.”

I didn’t comment on that, because it seemed pretty minor league to me, but concentrated on the building’s facade. The restaurant site was typical of the early-twentieth-century Washington vernacular, a redbrick, four-story building. It was built on a corner, and it had especially charming moldings, Gothic peaks over the windows and doors. There was a boarded-up building of the same vintage next to it, made of the same brick but with a peeling white-paint overlay. A shingle flapping outside confirmed that Kendall’s husband, Win, was indeed handling its real estate transaction. You could see through the windows in this building to the peeling wallpaper and scuffed wooden floors. Marshall and Jiro’s building had its windows covered in brown paper, so nobody from the outside could peek in.

For good reason, I discovered when I went inside. The place was in an utter shambles: drop-cloth-covered furniture intermingling with ladders, huge boxes of electrical fixtures, and other things I couldn’t identify. Half a dozen men were at work in the room, hammering and drilling.

“The walls will be sea grass on the top half, and plum below the chair rail,” Marshall shouted over the din. “Would that work with Meiji?”

“Perfectly. What will the floor be?”

“Underneath the tarps, we have old Georgia pine. We’re going to sand it and stain it the color of teak.” He pulled back the plastic covering a rosewood chair, straight backed, with a cushion covered in a cinnabar-and-gold patterned fabric.

“That looks like an old obi,” I said.

“Yeah, but it’s synthetic. Totally stain resistant, which is what we need. Which reminds me of something else. Jiro’s fixated on this idea of redwood, but I’m not sure wood is durable enough for restaurant service. What’s your take?”

I liked Jiro and his dream of the lacquered redwood bento boxes, but I knew how much effort it took to preserve the glossy finish on my own real lacquered possessions. After being used for food, lacquered wood had to be gently washed and dried. Its finish showed smeary fingerprints, too.

“I think we could compromise and still have beauty and durability,” I said. “Bento boxes exist that are made of such high-quality plastic that they look and feel just like lacquered wood. I’ll order some samples from Japan so you can decide—”

“I’ve already decided. That’s just what I want. But don’t tell Jiro it’s plastic, okay? It’ll be just between us.”


I was about to tell him that it would be impossible to fool a Japanese person about such a thing when a young woman with a tawny complexion and a mop of springy, blond curls interrupted us. “Marshall, one of the cooks is already here, the guy from Nora’s—”

“Excellent.” Marshall winked at me. “If I can steal this guy, I know I’ll be in good hands.”

“But I thought Jiro would cook the food here.” I was confused.

“He will be executive chef. The interviews going on are for line chefs who’ll work under him. And who knows, from the line a star may be born—the guy who’ll lead my next restaurant. Andrea will show you the existing interior-design elements, the paint chips, that kind of thing—”

“What do you mean? I’m supposed to be checking in the cooks for interviews, and getting all those returns done on the light fixtures!” Andrea narrowed her almond-shaped eyes.

“First you’ll show Rei around.” Marshall’s voice was firm. “She’s going to be taking over the interior-design stuff, which will make your life easier.”

“Oh?” Andrea looked at me doubtfully.

“I could come back another day if it’s better.” I was thinking to myself that a Japanese employee would never have spoken to a boss like that. Even Marshall seemed disturbed because his voice rose and he waved his hand to include the whole room of workers.

“Come on, we’ve got to move! Thirty-five days from now, our doors will open. Andrea, it’ll take you five minutes to show Rei around. After that, you can go on with your regular schedule. Rei, I’ll need the proposal from you by tomorrow morning—it doesn’t have to be final, but tell me what you think I need to buy and approximately how much it’ll cost.”

And with that, he disappeared through the swinging doors to the kitchen, presumably to interview the cook from Nora’s.

“It’s a good thing he pays people as much as he does, because he’d be impossible otherwise,” Andrea muttered.

“I’m sorry to be making more work for you,” I said. It was in my interest to get along with her, but I doubted it could happen. She was one of the gorgeous but mean girls who seemed to work exclusively in places like restaurants, fashion houses, and television stations. Andrea had slanting, catlike eyes, high cheekbones, and lips so full they must have endured a few collagen injections. She was model-quality beautiful—even in a chic, shrunken hooded sweater and low-slung yoga pants that revealed a navel pierced with a shining black stone. I sucked in my own abdomen and examined her again. Something had to be wrong with her or I wouldn’t sleep at night. Now I decided that her short, blond, kinky hair could not possibly be natural.

“It’s okay,” Andrea answered grumpily. “Actually, you’ll be saving me work if I don’t have to hunt for those bento boxes anymore.”

“What is your official title within the restaurant?” I wondered if she was some kind of sous-chef—or merely the waitress from hell.

“I used to be a hostess at Mandala, and I’m going to do the same job here. I organize people, not chairs. Did he tell you that we had an interior designer who did a lot of buying and choosing at the start of the project? No? Well, that girl quit after she got in a fight with Marshall about her fees.”

Andrea took me down a set of creaky, dusty stairs to the restaurant’s basement, where more of the furniture lay waiting, mostly chairs and tables, all the same style as I’d seen before. There was also a folder with a blueprint of the dining room and the hallway leading to the rest rooms, and a furniture-placement diagram.

“I don’t suppose you could show me any other accent pieces you have?”

“Well, we’ve got forks, knives, that kind of thing. There’s the maître d’s station table up there already, and the bar—did you see it?”

I hadn’t noticed it, so I picked up the folder and went upstairs again to look. Two more potential chefs and a dishwasher had arrived, so while Andrea took them back to the kitchen for their interviews with Marshall and Jiro, I wandered the room by myself, trying to piece it together. The things they’d chosen were all quite beautiful—hand-painted silk Roman shades for the windows, the plum wall color, and the light greeny-yellow sea grass covering for the top half of the walls. These weren’t typical colors of modern Japan, but they could fit in well with late-nineteenth-and early-twentieth-century design. The rest rooms were boring, I thought, after I walked into both men’s and ladies’. In my mind I was already papering the walls with the legendary arts-and-crafts textile designer Candace Wheeler’s carp-patterned wallpaper. As I did so, another idea followed: stalls made of reclaimed wood from old storehouse doors, several of which Mr. Ishida had sent to our downtown warehouse.

The toilets were roughed in, I could see, as were the plumbing lines for the sinks. The fixtures hadn’t been installed yet, which made me think of some slightly flawed, but handsome, tansu chests that could be transformed into vanities. Blue-and-white porcelain Imari bowls dropped in their centers would serve as sinks. I also had several antique blue-and-white china urinals that could come into play as planters, or toiletry holders. The rest rooms could be amazing.

I emerged from the lavatories to consult with Andrea, who was grumbling into a cell phone to somebody.

“What now?” she asked after she’d finally hung up.

What a sourpuss, I thought to myself, and asked how much of the bathroom furnishings had been purchased.

“Just what you see. The interior designer didn’t get around to sinks, and Marshall was supposed to order them but I’m sure he forgot.”

Great, I thought to myself.

I spent three hours in Bento, wandering around and dreaming. The job wouldn’t be insurmountable. Spending thirty-five days polishing up the restaurant was something I thought I could do. This would be a good way to get me out of the apartment and the sense that everything in my life was standing still.


At five, I peered into the kitchen, where Marshall was chatting, rapid-fire, in Spanish with one of the cooks, and told him I was leaving.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, nineish,” Marshall said.

“Uh, afternoon would be better. I’ll probably have to work through the night—that being the Japanese day. And then I think I’ll need a few hours of rest.”

“Of course. Take your time getting it right. I’ll see you late afternoon at Mandala.”

 

When Hugh arrived home at seven, he found me at the computer with dozens of design and antiques magazines fanned around on the floor. I’d already found three good choices for bento boxes, and now had been drawing and cutting and gluing together pictures of what I would try to accomplish at Bento. I had the speakerphone on, and my mother’s voice was booming into the room.

“One hundred dollars an hour, sweetie, is a junior decorator’s rate right now in San Francisco. And there’s just as much moolah in Washington as out here. Now, the next thing you must determine is what percentage to mark up the merchandise, although if you can sell him some of your own tansu chests, you’ll profit very nicely.”

“Thanks, Mom. Hugh’s here, so I’d better go start dinner.” I suddenly remembered the risotto I’d promised to make.

“Give Hugh my love and tell him to examine everything carefully! I’ll send over what I’ve been using, but you probably need more protection.”

My mother rang off and Hugh kissed the back of my neck.

“Exactly what is your mother sending? I thought we were trying to get pregnant.”

“Only you are,” I said. Now I recalled that I’d forgotten to buy condoms, along with scallops, at the supermarket. I pulled away from the kiss and told him about the new job designing the restaurant.


“Is there anything you’d like me to do?” he asked, taking in the flood of papers around me.

“Could you take care of dinner? And after that, maybe you could advise me on the contract. I’m still trying to decide what my services are worth.”

“Loads.” Hugh smiled. “Exactly what else are you putting on offer tonight?”

“Not what you seem to be thinking about.” Who had time for sex when such a crisis was looming?

I managed to divert Hugh into stirring the risotto and listening to everything that had happened at Mandala and the soon-to-be Bento. He agreed with what I’d been thinking of: offering antiques from my warehouse wholesale, and passing on any discounts I received for items bought elsewhere. I would bill my services at $90 an hour, to make it really seem like a bargain.

“Ask if we’ll be able to eat free at Mandala and Bento, once it opens. You’ll be working so many hours you won’t have much time to cook,” Hugh said when we sat down to the risotto flavored only with onions and cheese. The rice was undeniably hard. I felt guilty that I hadn’t taught him the proper stirring and stock-adding techniques.

“I’m not sure I would really be relaxed having dinner there,” I said, moving on to the salad, which was perfect—though completely lacking in dressing. “They’re a bit uptight. I adore their chef—this Japanese guy, Jiro—but I’m supposed to trick him into thinking I’m buying real lacquered wooden bento boxes when I’m actually buying plastic—”

“Do you really want to do the job?” Hugh studied my face. “It isn’t worth it to work with bad people, no matter how much you might earn.”

“They’re not bad people,” I said. “Jiro and I already get along well. Marshall is not the kind to give anyone much time, but that’s to be expected, with the opening in a month. On the other hand, Andrea, the one who is going to be the restaurant hostess, is pretty cold. I wouldn’t want to spend more than a minute with her, and I can’t imagine how she’s going to make diners feel welcome.”

“That opinion doesn’t surprise me.” Hugh grinned. “You’re not much for the girls.”

“What do you mean?” I took a sip of zinfandel.

“You’ve never had a really close female friend. Ever since I’ve known you, it’s just been blokes. I thought maybe it was hard for you to connect with women in Japan, given how nontraditional you are, but I see it here, too.”

“Well, I don’t much care for Kendall. I admit that.”

“Even though your cousin did you a very good turn taking you to lunch at the restaurant.” Hugh shook his head. “And she left a message on the phone about my getting to see some boxers. I didn’t catch all the details, but I gather there must be a match. How keen are you on going?”

“Argh!” I sputtered wine in an arc that hit my plate.

“What’s wrong, darling?” Hugh passed me his napkin.

“That call was about your underwear, specifically, whether you wear boxer shorts. Kendall’s on a rampage. When she was a child, she wasn’t half this bad. But she’s grown into a nosy, raving maniac!”

Hugh laughed. “Maybe you should join that club Kendall mentioned to meet a few others who might be more your sort.”

I choked hard on the wine going down my throat. Finally, I sputtered, “I am not going to join the Junior League of Washington. I’m already part of the Washington Japan Friendship Society.”

“Those are all old people!”

“Yes, there are many retirees, but at that open house last month, we both met some young students.”

“But you aren’t a student anymore, Rei. You need girlfriends your age. They’ll be a lifeline after the baby comes.”

I set down my glass. “It sounds as if you’re presupposing that if I have a baby, I’m going to stop working and stay at home all the time.”

“You stay home all the time now,” Hugh pointed out. “And I’m glad about this restaurant job for you if it’ll get you out and about and meeting people. Male or female, I really don’t care. Just that you have someone to be with. I’ve got a work trip coming up, and I’m nervous because you’ve not stayed alone in an American city. You’ve forgotten how dangerous they are. It’s not like Tokyo, where you can traipse home after midnight without a worry—”

“Where are you going?” I asked, my heart sinking. We were supposed to meet with a very-hard-to-get wedding caterer in four weeks’ time.

“Japan. I’m sorry, love. I wish I could pack you in my suitcase, but the suitcase-screening procedures have gotten so tight.”

But I couldn’t travel, even if I had a ticket. Suddenly, the wine in my mouth was too tart. I pushed the glass away.

As if he understood what I was thinking, Hugh said, “I’m sure that the ban will cease sometime. Paul McCartney was banned from Japan after that marijuana charge, but they rescinded it recently.”

“Yes, but I’m not going to be knighted.” I made a face at him. “Hey, sweetie, I’ll forgive all those sexist comments if you help me figure out how to do a spreadsheet for my presentation.”

He did, and as we worked together that night, finally shutting off the computer at four in the morning, I felt more exultant than exhausted. I had put together a strong proposal, and Marshall was desperate. The job at Bento would be mine.
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I’d thought that the month until the opening of Bento would pass quickly, but it didn’t feel that way at all. For me, it was all about waiting—for the bento boxes to be airmailed from Tokyo, the wallpaper to come UPS second-day ground from New York. A master carpenter in the Virginia tidewater area had all my old Japanese wooden doors, but he was taking forever to nail together the stalls—even though he’d been paid a rush fee.

Every day, I would show up at Bento, ready to seize newly arrived items. They came in sporadically, and I had to assuage Marshall, who was vastly impatient. The only solace was in the kitchen, where I would lean against the long, stainless-steel counter, watching Jiro work on dishes that he allowed me to taste.

Crab cakes mixed with dark soy sauce, chilies, cilantro, and spring onions were a hit—soba noodles in a sweet potato broth were not. I made friends with the fleet of line cooks who’d be working under him, mostly Latin Americans, with the occasional white boy who’d graduated from culinary school. Spanish conversations simmered around me like chili-saffron bouillabaisse in a giant stockpot, and I stretched back to my youth in California to understand what they were saying. They respected Jiro but feared Marshall. They thought Andrea needed to get laid.


They called me the bride, because they knew I was going to marry in a few months. I didn’t tell them how silly I thought that was, because I was secretly relieved they were calling me something less crude than usual. Jiro had told me that not a single woman had applied to be a line cook, but he had hired Jessica Olson, who had been a pastry chef at Citronelle, to make his desserts. Jessica was about my age, but blond and very voluptuous; there was always such a commotion in the kitchen when she made her deliveries that I could understand why she preferred to work at home. Not that Jessica was cowed by the comments made around her; she delivered a steady stream of obscenities back in a broad Minnesota accent that made me have to hide my smile.

Opening night was just a week away when Hugh had to fly to Tokyo. He was continuing the lengthy process of crafting a lawsuit on behalf of Asian nationals abused by the Japanese during World War II. The work was important, so I wanted him to go—but still, I was disappointed. I’d wanted him to be at my side on opening night.

“Can’t I pop in a day early, just to get a peek?” he said as he packed his suitcase.

“I wish you could,” I said ruefully. “Marshall has made the whole place off-limits until the opening night party. There’s brown paper over the windows, locked doors, everything.”

“Sounds like a terrorist cell,” Hugh said. “Well, I’ll just have to see it when I get back. Are you taking anyone with you to the opening?”

“Kendall and Win.”

“Oh! I’m glad you’re at last reciprocating their hospitality.”

I didn’t explain that it wouldn’t cost me much at all. Bento was having a soft opening, a run-through of sorts, where specially chosen guests were invited. People could order anything off the menu that they wanted, gratis; there would be charges for bottles of wine, but that was the only thing. The following day, Saturday, the restaurant would open to the public.

Hugh hugged me and said, “What shall I bring you from Japan?”


“You don’t have to shop for me. Just do your work and get home.”

“But I like shopping. Come on, what do you want, more Shu Uemura makeup or books from Yurindo or a proper fish steamer—”

“How about some old kimono? Go to the flea market on Sunday morning, and scoop up twenty or thirty kimono without holes. I could resell them to a museum gift shop. I’ll need something to do, now that the restaurant is almost finished.”

“No, I mean something for you.”

“I can’t think of anything I need.” Just you, I thought to myself, but didn’t say for fear of being maudlin.

 

On a sunny Friday afternoon, Bento finally opened. I watched Marshall and Jiro tear down the brown paper from the glass windows that fronted the street. Suddenly, the room that had been so
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