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			Such a fine, clear autumn morning. Now, what to make, what to make . . . I’d woken early and eager and headed straight to the kitchen, but now that I was here, I couldn’t think of a thing to cook.

			She has a big day in front of her, life-changing even, so katsudon? No, that would be strange. It’s not like she’s going into battle. Okay, she’ll probably need all her strength, so maybe gyoza for energy. No. Can’t be reeking of garlic on such an important day. What if I make omurice and write a message for her on top in ketchup? But if I do that, she might tell me I’m being weird again. Or doria with fresh rice, nice and gratinated, and a Hamburg steak. I imagined a lineup of all the dishes I’d gained expertise in over the last eight years. No matter what I made, Yuko would tell me it was too heavy for breakfast, though she would still eat every last bite. And I knew she wouldn’t let me hear the end of it. It’s got to be something easy to eat, something subtle but tasty.

			Hadn’t she once told me, “People have made me all sorts of eggs, but I think the way you make your omelets is the best, Mr. Moriyama. Not too dry or too runny.”

			

			Yes. An egg sandwich with a nice fluffy omelet inside. Once I’d decided, I grabbed butter, milk, and several eggs from the refrigerator.

			
		

	
		
			PART 1

	 
		

	
		
			1

	
			I’m done for. No tragedy in sight. I’ve always been a bit of a bother, had a few problems, but I can never seem to give them exactly what they’re looking for. And the situation keeps getting worse and worse.

			 

			“Being cheerful all the time isn’t a bad thing, but if you don’t tell people when something’s wrong, if you don’t share your problems, how can anyone help you?” Ms. Mukai asked as she sat across the table from me. 

			Today we were holding the last student-teacher meetings of the school year, so we’d set up a table in front of the lectern where Ms. Mukai, our homeroom teacher, could sit across from us and chat. Normally the classroom felt too small, too packed, but with just the two of us, it was suddenly so big.

			I didn’t have any problems, there was nothing wrong, so I didn’t know what to say to Ms. Mukai, but she continued. “You don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to, but I also want to get a sense of your home life. Okay, Miss Morimiya?”

			“Morimiya? Oh, that is me. Morimiya.”

			Ms. Mukai watched me quizzically as I repeated the name, my last name, almost sing-song. She probably thought I was uncomfortable even talking about something as simple as a surname.

			“Um, you see, my friends, my family, they all call me Yuko, so Morimiya doesn’t quite click for me.”

			It was the truth. She nodded a little and said, “That does make sense. Yuko is a good name.”

			Yuko is a plain, common name, but also a good one. I’d lived with it for seventeen years and I knew that, if nothing else. Yuko sounded nice and was easy to get attached to, but its greatest strength was how smoothly it fit with any last name.

			I was born Yuko Mito. After that, I became Yuko Tanaka, and then Yuko Izumigahara, and now I introduced myself as Yuko Morimiya. The people who first named me weren’t around anymore, so I didn’t know why they’d chosen Yuko. But it was a name that fit with any surname, long or short, ornate or simple.

			“Kind child,” she went on, giving the meaning for my first name. “And even though you’ve been through so much, I do think there’s something kind about you, Miss Morimiya, just like your name says.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			My surname had changed like the roll of a die, yes, but my life hadn’t been particularly hard, and I didn’t think I was all that kind, either. Ms. Mukai had said so, though, and she almost never doled out praise. So I thanked her.

			“At the same time, I sense there’s something about you, Miss Morimiya, that doesn’t quite add up. Like you’re wearing a mask, keeping everyone at arm’s length.”

			“What?”

			“So if there’s something on your mind, I’d like you to tell me. That’s what teachers are for.”

			“I . . . guess that’s true.”

			Ever since I was little, my teachers had always stressed that I could tell them anything. And not just my homeroom teachers; even school nurses and counselors had frequently struck up conversations with me. They were so ready to take on any problems I might divulge, and I felt guilty that I had none for them. A problem was what I needed, some sort of tragedy for times like these. I wondered if I should make up a story that would at least get me through this particular conversation, but I was afraid that Ms. Mukai, with her sharp wit, would see right through me. 

			The only times I was really troubled, however, were instances like these. I lived my day-to-day, and that was all, but somehow, that didn’t measure up to my teachers’ expectations. My shoulders slumped. I couldn’t remember ever feeling crushed or overwhelmed, but the fact that I was fine made them worry. My utterly average life was my downfall—my real tragedy.

			“Well, I suppose no student ever wants to be completely frank with their teacher,” Ms. Mukai sighed, giving up in the face of my silence.

			The thing that made her different from my other teachers was that she saw me not as a sob story but as a puzzle to be solved. Her reaction was not “Poor Yuko” but rather “What are you thinking right now, Yuko?” Being pitied is embarrassing, but when she interrupted my laid-back life with “Seriously, what is going on in that head of yours?” I had no idea how to answer.

			“Now, was it Sonoda Women’s College?” she asked, glancing over the sheet with my plans for after graduation.

			“Oh, yes. That’s right.”

			I’d forgotten—this wasn’t supposed to be a therapy session, it was supposed to be a graduation consultation. I nodded excitedly, glad to move on from the opening volley about my personal life.

			“Why a junior college? With your grades, I think you could definitely get into a four-year university.”

			“Because Sonoda’s Family and Consumer Sciences Division is the only place nearby where I can get my dietician certification. I’d like to find a career in the food services industry. Apparently, Sonoda also offers a certification program for food service specialists. It’s close to home, and it fits with what I want to do.”

			“I can tell you’ve already put a lot of thought into your career path. I think that’s wonderful. And you’ll definitely be able to pass their entrance exam requirements.”

			“Thank you.”

			Ms. Mukai was a veteran teacher, just over fifty years old. There wasn’t a hint of makeup on her face, and she wore her severe hair tied back in a tail. She looked like she lived solely to teach. Funnily enough, I’d had plenty of teachers who happily told me about themselves, but Ms. Mukai was never chatty, and no one knew anything about her private life.

			“Well, that will be all,” she said, ending the consultation.

			She’d praised me for thinking seriously about my future, but what did she mean by that? Was she trying to tell me that the rest of me was half-baked? I wanted to ask her, but she’d already called the next student’s name. Well, whatever. She’d also said my entrance exam grades were good enough for Sonoda. I bobbed my head to her and left the classroom.

			 

			“Mr. Morimiya, the next time you get married, could you try to pick a mean one?”

			Leeks, shiitake mushrooms, mustard greens, tofu. I’d thrown everything I could into the pot with the stewing flounder, and now I lifted a bite of the results to my mouth.

			“Why?”

			Mr. Morimiya was forever hungry, and he hadn’t changed out of his work clothes before sitting down to dig in. He ignored me when I warned him he’d get food on his good suit and suggested he change clothes first, but he was intent on bolting down his meal.

			“It’s tough, always being surrounded by such nice people. I was thinking it might be useful if my next mother was a little mean.”

			If I told my teachers my new mother didn’t like me, I was sure they’d be delighted.

			“Isn’t being surrounded by nice people a good thing?”

			“Well, yeah, but don’t you think it’s strange, me having all these parents and yet not having experienced a single hardship. What’s that phrase? The school of hard knocks? I think I need to take some classes there.”

			“I admire the sentiment, Yuko. But you’re seventeen years old, you must have had at least a few setbacks by now,” Mr. Morimiya said, his chopsticks moving nonstop.

			“I guess I probably have.”

			I had three fathers and two mothers. The makeup of my family had changed seven times over my lifetime. Sometimes the constant reorganization exhausted me. I’d been nervous around my new fathers and mothers, been confused by the rules in each new household, been pained when I had to part with people I’d only just grown used to. I found each of those experiences bearable, but I sensed that my teachers expected me to be more sad or bitter about it all. 

			“My problems are so plain, though. So unimportant,” I continued. “I feel like I need a tragedy that’s more dramatic  . . . ”

			“You say the strangest things, Yuko. But even if your new mother was a witch, that doesn’t automatically mean tragedy for you. Now, more importantly, this leek, it’s so juicy, so delicious.”

			“Thanks.”

			Whenever Mr. Morimiya left dinner up to me, he always had nice things to say about my cooking.

			“You might be an oddball, Yuko, but you’re still a good cook. You always know what ingredients should go together.”

			“I just threw stuff in a pot. Cooking everything together can make even boring ingredients taste better.”

			Whenever you grill or stew meat, so long as you throw in the vegetables and the tofu alongside it, it’ll turn itself into a balanced dish. That’s what Rika taught me, back when I lived with her. I liked cooking, but it was tough to cook after a full day of school, so on weekdays, I usually put everything together in a stew or a stir fry. Sometimes I worried about the fact I only ever served one dish with no sides—never mind how many ingredients were in it—but Mr. Morimiya always ate with gusto.

			“Now, don’t sit there spouting nonsense, hurry up and eat before it gets cold. And besides, think about it. If I married a meanie, don’t you think I’d the one suffering, not you?” Mr. Morimiya laughed.

			“I suppose. But she’d be my stepmother, so even if she was nice to you, she’d definitely do awful things to me.”

			“You think so?”

			“I do. Because I’d be in the way. She’s a stepmother, right? That’s what they do!”

			I bet that a stepmother would purposefully give me less food, and that she’d hide all my favorite things. And worse, she’d call me an idiot, complain and wish I wasn’t there. Imagine how pitiful I’d be then. That seemed like the kind of misfortune that would make my teachers happy.

			“You’re going on about a new stepmother, but Rika’s your stepmother, too, you know.”

			“What?” I tilted my head, puzzled.

			“Any mother who’s not your mother by blood is a stepmother.”

			“Oh, I didn’t realize.”

			So I’d already lived with a stepmother. I’d always imagined stepmothers were evil—maybe it was all the fairy tales I read as a kid—but apparently, they weren’t all bad. Rika was a little careless, so she was always losing things, but she never kept things from me on purpose. She couldn’t be bothered with cooking more than one giant pot of food to share, but she never forbid me from eating. Turns out not all stepmothers are wicked, which meant getting a new one wouldn’t solve my current problem.

			“I guess I’ll give up on the stepmother plan, then,” I said.

			“You’d better. Illness, accidents, death. Real misfortunes are horrible when you see them, and you shouldn’t get hung up on your own unhappiness. It’ll just make you more miserable and bitter in the long run,” Mr. Morimiya said as he poured his leftover broth on his rice. “Besides, I don’t plan on getting married.”

			“Really?”

			Mr. Morimiya shouldn’t worry about me, he needed to get married! He was only thirty-seven, and he’d be so lonely, living the rest of his life as a bachelor.

			“Well, I’m your father, of course I don’t plan on getting married. You’re my first priority—I have a duty to look after you, so I wouldn’t even think of marriage until you’re married yourself.”

			“Don’t say that. What’ll you do if I never get married?”

			“Fine by me. I’m pretty fond of being your dad, you know. In fact, I kind of love it,” he said, pleased with himself, in spite of not having a shred of the class or dignity a father figure ought to.

			Rika had told me something similar. That she was lucky she’d become a mom. I suspected that being a parent was nothing but trouble, but apparently for Rika and Mr. Morimiya, it wasn’t.

			I didn’t want to put myself through pain and misery just so I’d have a story to give the people who greeted me with sympathy or pity. Their expectations didn’t need to define my actions. I decided to let go of my plans to become miserable. “Well, whatever,” I said, and rose to go to the refrigerator. “I’m tired of thinking up plans. Let’s have the flan I bought yesterday for dessert.”

			“I’m sorry. I ate it.”

			“What?”

			“The flan. I ate it,” he said, hanging his head apologetically.

			“That’s okay. I bought two cups.” Mr. Morimiya might not have been very fatherly, but he did let me live with him. Whenever I bought snacks, I made sure to get enough to share with him.

			“The thing is, I ate the first one, and it was so good, I went and ate the second one. I was craving something sweet this morning.”

			“You ate them both? First thing in the morning?”

			“That’s right. I’ll eat anything for breakfast. You’ve seen me have gyoza and doria, right?”

			I couldn’t care less about Mr. Morimiya’s cast-iron stomach. What mattered was that I’d been so excited for flan, and now I was disappointed.

			“I bought them thinking we could have them after dinner.”

			“Sorry, I’m sorry. Hey, I know. Somebody brought the office Shingen Mochi from Yamanashi. I think I put one in my briefcase, you can have it. Wait just a minute.”

			Mr. Morimiya went to his briefcase on the sofa and hunted through it, at last exclaiming “Here it is!” and pulling out a little package. The wrapping paper was all wrinkled and torn.

			“When did you get that?” 

			“About ten days ago, I think. It’ll be fine. Mochi doesn’t go bad.”

			“But I wanted flan for dessert.”

			“I know. The mochi’ll still be tasty. Go on, try it.”

			His grin was so expectant that I had to open the package and pop a piece of mochi in my mouth. When I did, the toasted soybean powder that blanketed the mochi flew straight down my throat.

			I choked and Mr. Morimiya laughed. “You don’t need to eat it in such a hurry!” 

			“I’m not hurrying. Now my windpipe and stomach are both mad at me. Flan would have gone down so much smoother.”

			“Your windpipe and stomach sure are testy.”

			“Well, they were looking forward to the flan!” I retorted, trying to catch my breath. The Shingen Mochi was pretty good, but it was nothing like a flan.

			“Sorry. If I was a real father, I would’ve been able to resist my cravings and save the flan for my daughter. Forgive me?” Mr. Moriya said, pouring me a cup of tea as I coughed and sputtered and my eyes watered. This from the man who said he loved being a dad. Besides, family or not, his impulse control was the problem—who goes around eating someone else’s food? I still couldn’t believe he’d eaten both cups of flan. Turns out it’s the ordinary days that are steeped in misfortune. My lost flan must be worth about ten minutes of sympathy. I glared at Mr. Morimiya as I drained the last of my tea in one gulp.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			2

	
			I turned off my alarm clock and opened the curtains. Soft light filled the room, the kind of gentle warmth you expected of spring. The end of the old school year and the beginning of the new. I think people are right when they say that all new beginnings happen in April. That gentle spring sunlight wraps up half your doubts and fears. Not that there was any reason to worry about the opening ceremony for the start of my senior year, but the warm light still soothed me.

			My head was fuzzy from spring break, and as I headed to the dining room, I caught the scents of rich broth and hot oil. What is that? I wondered as I breathed it in. 

			Oh, I remember. He cooked this for me last year too, on the day classes started. Unfortunately, my stomach wasn’t currently awake and I didn’t feel very hungry. Reluctantly, I turned toward our dining table, where Mr. Morimiya was setting out a giant donburi. He greeted me with a huge grin. 

			“Morning! You start your last year of high school today!”

			“Yeah. I do  . . . ”

			I peeked into the donburi bowl and couldn’t stop a sigh. Katsudon, of course. I always ate a good breakfast, but I couldn’t imagine stomaching deep-fried pork first thing in the morning.

			“You’ve got your college entrance exams this year, your last track and field day, your last culture festival, lots of chances to test yourself.”

			“I . . . guess so.”

			Mr. Morimiya had made katsudon at the start of last school year, too. He’d enthusiastically explained, “I hear a lot of moms make katsudon whenever their kids start something new. ‘Katsudon for cool cats!’”

			Sometimes Mr. Morimiya’s ideas about proper parenting were slightly off the mark. 

			“Hurry up and eat before it gets cold. I got up early to make it.”

			“Thank you for that. It looks great.”

			I wonder if Mr. Morimiya were my real dad, if I’d be able to tell him “No way I can eat katsudon first thing in the morning,” or, “Don’t you think it’s weird, being all superstitious about the first day of school?” But he was yawning over the coffee he was making himself, so I told myself, Hurry up. He went through all that trouble. Parent or not, it’s hard to turn down something someone made especially for you.

			I nibbled carefully at a slice of the fried pork, trying not to upset my stomach. “You’re not having any, Mr. Morimiya?” I asked when he sat down across from me. On the table in front of him was not another donburi, but instead a small paper bag. 

			“I can do curry or gyoza first thing in the morning, but fried food? I bought a melon bun yesterday, so I’m having that. This bakery’s been getting good reviews.”

			The savory scent of butter wafted off the bun Mr. Morimiya pulled from the bag. Not like I wanted fried food first thing in the morning, either—I’d much rather have one of those melon buns. Maybe he didn’t know that when you sit with someone at the same table, that means you should be eating the same thing.

			“Wow! This bun is as good as they say.”

			“That’s good.”

			I took another bite of katsudon and watched enviously as Mr. Morimiya stuffed the melon bun in his mouth. My stomach was waking up now, so apparently it was going to accept this offering. 

			“I figured you’d want something less fatty since it’s breakfast, so I went with a tenderloin. Pounded out the pork so it wouldn’t be so tough. Did it work?” Mr. Morimiya asked, his tone boastful.

			“Yeah. It’s really good.”

			

			The more my stomach woke up, the tastier the katsudon became, especially the subtlety of the broth-soaked rice. On the one hand, I hoped he never made me katsudon for breakfast again, but on the other, I could taste how hard he’d worked on it. Besides, Mr. Morimiya always finished whatever I made for him, no matter how much I screwed up the recipe; I had to return the favor. I had twenty minutes until I needed to leave for school. If I didn’t hurry up and eat, I’d be late. I braced myself and started shoveling the pork into my mouth.

			“Wow, look at you go, Yuko. Must be excited for your last year of high school.” He smiled, pleased to see me eating so quickly.

			“I guess.”

			“Do they change up your homerooms? I can’t remember.”

			“They do, but I don’t think the people will be all that different.”

			At the start of last year, they’d broken us up into classes based on our future career goals, and there were only two homerooms in my track, so I didn’t imagine much would change.

			“I hope they’re a good bunch.”

			“Yeah. Hey, do you have the time to be eating here with me?”

			Mr. Morimiya usually left for work before I went to school, but he was still leisurely sipping at his coffee.

			“Well, I wanted to make your katsudon and see you off, so I took an hour off work.”

			“Just for my first day of school?”

			“Of course! It’s your last year.” Mr. Morimiya seemed to think what he was doing was common sense.

			“I don’t think the first day of school is all that important.”

			It would be one thing if it were my first year in high school, but I didn’t think many parents got all fired up for normal school years. The students definitely wouldn’t be excited either.

			“You think so?” he asked.

			“Yeah. I bet I’m the only one in my class having katsudon for our first day—no, I bet I’m the only one in the whole country.”

			

			“What? Then when are you supposed to eat katsudon?”

			Mr. Morimiya was so genuinely baffled that I burst out laughing.

			“I think you can eat it whenever you want. Did your mom make you katsudon for opening ceremonies?”

			“My folks were really strict. They thought studying was more important than anything else, so no, my mom never did make me kastudon. Mornings were usually miso soup and natto and fish. Mom said that was the best diet for both mind and body, so it was pretty much the same menu every morning. Not a very fun family, honestly.” Mr. Morimiya frowned.

			Back when I lived with Mr. Izumigahara, we always had a fixed menu of Japanese classics. No matter my family, dinners were always more or less the same, but each household had its own morning routines. When I was Yuko Tanaka, I made do with toast, and when I was Yuko Mito, it was rice and last night’s leftovers. Maybe Mr. Morimiya was rebelling against his childhood breakfasts by varying our menu every day.

			“My mom was such a square, I don’t think she would dream of serving katsudon first thing in the morning. It wasn’t until I left home and went to college that I tried cornflakes for breakfast.”

			“Well, I think she was a good mom. Oh shoot, I have to go.” It was almost 7:30. I drew on the last of my strength and bolted the rest of the katsudon.

			 

			We lived on the sixth floor of an eight-story apartment complex, the largest in the area, with more than a hundred units. Bizarrely, though, I almost never ran into anyone else in the hallways or the elevator. Each tenant was so private, it was like we were hermetically sealed off. 

			Some of my families had been in neighborhood associations where we were supposed to pass on news and notices to our neighbors. With those families, we said hi and chatted with people we passed on the street—I knew the people who lived nearby. Mr. Morimiya’s apartment complex was lonely in comparison, but it was also freer, too, and I liked that. On the rare occasions I met someone, we nodded to each other, but no one ever came around to butt in on each and every household. I wouldn’t have enjoyed explaining to them that Mr. Morimiya and I were father and daughter; whenever I tried to explain my upbringing, people always got confused. The nice thing about apartment buildings was that we could all live here without demanding each other’s history. 

			Condo, house, apartment. As with breakfast, I’d had my taste of all sorts of living situations; I lived up to the phrase, “Wherever I hang my hat is home.” Each of my homes had had its good and bad points, but the longer I lived somewhere, the more it suited me, until eventually I realized that anywhere could be my home.

			I took the elevator down and passed through the spacious entryway into the quiet shadows cast by the sakura trees at the gate—they’d only started to bloom yesterday. My parents had always changed in spring. Maybe they thought it would be easier to change with the school year. I’m sure that meant they were looking out for me, thinking how hard it would be for me to change schools and names halfway through the year. But this also meant that in spring, I was always on edge. 

			This year, though, spring was calm and peaceful. When Mr. Morimiya saw me off at the front door, he’d promised he would use the leftover pork cutlets to make curry tonight. I would keep living in this apartment complex, eating a plethora of breakfasts. I didn’t know if Mr. Morimiya’s home was the best I’d ever had, but I was relieved to think I’d be spending another year with him.

			I wondered if he was getting ready to go to work. I glanced up at our unit on the sixth floor, and then I ran for the bus stop.

			 

			This year, they put me in class 3-2. Like last year, it was Ms. Mukai who walked into our homeroom.

			“Aw, come on. Mukai again?”

			“I figured we were done with old hags for homeroom.”

			

			Ms. Mukai turned her sharp eyes on the few boys grumbling and whispering, shutting them right up. “It’s your last year,” she said, glancing over the classroom. “I want each and every one of you to keep that in mind.”

			There were six classes of seniors. Kids said the lucky class was the one that got the young beautiful English teacher, Ms. Suzuki, and the class with the short straw was the one with Mr. Sakai, who was the guidance counselor and PE teacher. Ms. Mukai was strict but cool-headed, and she knew how to get kids to calm down. Having a homeroom teacher who had our futures in mind wasn’t such a bad thing, even if she was a bit of a stick in the mud. So while some kids in our class were disappointed, they were relieved, too. A homeroom teacher didn’t make much difference to me, though—not when I’d had two moms and three dads.

			“Some of you will be going to college,” Ms. Mukai continued, “and some of you will go into the workforce, but either way, once you graduate high school, you’ll all be taking your first big step into the outside world. This time next year, some of you will have moved out of your parents’ homes. Some of you will have gotten part-time jobs. You’ll have so many chances to decide your own path, and many of you will experience being treated as adults for the first time—”

			“Sounds awesome. I want to live on my own!”

			“Seriously, I can’t wait to get out. It’ll be heaven, not having my mom on my case all the time.”

			Some of the boys were grabbing the idea of living on their own and running with it, but Ms. Mukai turned on them and barked, “You honestly think you can manage living alone when you can’t even keep yourselves from interrupting someone?” Cowed, the boys shrugged helplessly at one other.

			A lot of people in our class couldn’t wait to get away from their parents, but I’d never once wanted to live alone.

			I hadn’t been with my birth parents for very long—I started living with Rika long before I could learn to find my birth parents annoying. And after her was Mr. Izumigahara and then Mr. Morimiya. I’d never been irritated by either of them—maybe because neither of them was my birth father. The fact was that all of my parents had tried their best—more than they needed to, really—to connect with me and be the best parents they could be. I moved through their world with an acute sense of distance that I probably wouldn’t have had with my birth parents. I’d never longed for independence—did that make me fortunate or unfortunate? 

			While I thought it over, handouts were coming down the rows. There was a lot of paperwork that went into our last year of school, it seemed.

			Ms. Mukai summarized each one as she passed them out: “This is the schedule for open campus days. If there’s a college you want to go to, you should apply for their open campus sooner rather than later. The next is a health notice. The nurse’s office asks that all students be sure to eat breakfast, so their minds are up and running for school. And this is a survey regarding your future plans. Once you’ve finished filling it out, you’ll need your parents to sign off on it.” 

			Pastel-colored pamphlets and notices about college open campuses. Part of me was excited, looking at all of them. None of my parents had ever been strict, but this year would bring me closer to the wide world, and I bubbled with anticipation.

			“The last is the schedule for all the exams this year. You’ll have a practice exam next week, so start getting ready.”

			Students sighed loudly over the exam schedule. The new year had just begun and already a test. Looking down at the schedule, I realized how much I’d have to study, and the thought weighed me down. A year of both excitement and despair. I wondered if I’d have to spend all my time hitting the books.

			When I lived with Rika, every day was harried and frantic. As Mr. Izumigahara’s daughter, I had so much free time it made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t have chosen one over the other, but senior year would be new to me—schoolwork had never been a burden before.

			 

			

			“It’s such a pain, having to think about our future,” Moe moaned.

			The first day of the new school year finished after two periods, and we were rushing out of the classroom.

			“You think so?”

			“I know so! My parents won’t stop complaining about the fact that I want to go to beauty school. When I show them that future plans survey, they’re going to start in on me again, I know it.” 

			Moe absently curled a section of her wavey hair around her finger. She swore it was all natural, no perm or curlers.

			Fumina frowned too. “My parents make it sound like I can go anywhere I want, but really, they’re trying to make me go somewhere close enough that I have to live at home. So annoying.”

			“That sounds rough,” I said, staring up at the sky as we stepped outside. It was nearly noon, and the brilliant blue stretched on forever. The April sun was still gentle, and the pleasantly warm breeze made me smile.

			“I’m so jealous of you, Yuko,” Moe and Fumina said at the same time.

			“Why?”

			“Because no one’s going to stop you from doing what you want to do.”

			“I guess. But I also want to go somewhere that’s not too hard.”

			Sonoda, the place I had my eye on, was just over thirty minutes from the apartment, and it was perfect for both my talents and the future I wanted for myself.

			“It is, but say you wanted to be a singer or something. No one could tell you no, right?” Fumina asked.

			“Maybe.” If I did tell Mr. Morimiya I wanted to be a singer, I didn’t think he’d object, but he would be surprised. 

			“And if he did say no, all you’d have to do is say he’s not your real dad. You have the ultimate trump card,” Moe said with a jealous smile.

			

			I tried to placate her: “I’ve never said that to any of my parents.”

			“Really?”

			“Not once?”

			Neither of them believed me, but the thought had never crossed my mind. Because ever since I was little, I’ve known how damaging the words, “not your real parents” can be. All my parents have tried to do their best by me, and I wanted to be a good daughter for them. We were family—that’s what family did.

			“I’d say it all the time if it were me,” Mae said. “I’d never shut up about it, complain all the time.” As we approached the school gate, Fumina and I teased her for being terrifying. Ms. Mukai stood at the gate, warning students to behave on their commute home; when we reached her, we all straightened up.

			“You be careful on your way home,” she said, and we all politely bowed and wished her well as we passed by.

			Once we couldn’t see her anymore, Moe spoke up. “I don’t know what it is about her. She’s so intimidating. Makes me feel like I’m being lectured whenever she talks to me.” Moe feigned a shiver.

			“She’s so no-nonsense, no room for mistakes, cold, scary,” Fumina said, screwing up her face.

			I nodded, “Seriously.”

			“Oh, hey,” Fumina said, “let’s go to that new cafe by the station and try their chocolate ganache cake.”

			“Sounds great,” Moe said, eyes shining. “My sister said their cake is delicious.”

			I love chocolate cake; I’d had it to celebrate my very first day of elementary school.

			“Yeah, first day of school is definitely cake, not katsudon,” I said earnestly, and Fumina frowned at me.

			“Katsudon?”

			“It’s nothing. Come on, let’s go.” The memory of the katsudon threatened to upset my stomach. But I said, “I’m starving,” and picked up the pace.
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			I’m not sure how one defines a real parent. If the definition is the person who gave birth to you, or a person you’re related to, then my days with my real parents were short-lived. And I was so little back then that my memories of them are murky.

			I remember next to nothing about my mom. She died in an accident before I was even three, and I don’t remember that either. When I look at pictures of her, I have the sense that I know her from somewhere, but not a single clear memory.

			My mother gave birth to me, and I spent the first three years of my life with her, so I’m always surprised that my memories have grown so insubstantial. Maybe it doesn’t matter how important she was—I wasn’t yet self-aware, so maybe forgetting her was inevitable. On the other hand, say I could remember my mother—I think that would mean that a part of me would always be lonely.

			 

			* * *

			 

			“You’re still carrying that around, Yu?”

			“Yeah! ‘Cause starting tomorrow I’m a first grader.”

			After dinner, I started wandering around the dining room with my backpack on my back. Its stiff material felt clunky and heavy, despite the fact that it was empty.

			“It looks good on you!” Papa said, laughing. “But you know, I am getting a little tired of seeing you with it.” I’d been wandering around with my backpack on every day for the past two weeks.

			“Grandma and Grandpa said it was perfect, too!”

			

			“I bet they did. But I think it’s about time you took it off and helped me clean up.”

			“Aww.”

			“Don’t ‘aww’ me, you’re about to be a first grader. That means you help out.”

			“Oh. I guess first graders have to do a lot of work.”

			Grandma and Grandpa had bought me a deep blue backpack. I wanted the pink one with flowers embroidered on the edges, but Grandma said that by the time I was in sixth grade, I wouldn’t want that one anymore, so I ended up with a boring one instead. Purple or brown or yellow. I would have liked something more colorful, but no matter the color, putting on a backpack made me feel more like a real first grader—I was thrilled.

			“You’re coming to the ceremony tomorrow, right, Papa?”

			“Yu, I asked you to start calling me Dad instead of Papa, right? Now that you’re a big girl,” he said as he carried our dishes from the table to the sink.

			“Oh, right. Dad.”

			Calling him Dad felt funny in my ears, and I started giggling. No matter how I looked at it, he was my Papa, and I thought it was really funny that he wanted me to change what I called him all of a sudden.

			“But you’re coming, right, Dad?”

			“Of course. I asked for the time off from work ages ago.”

			“Yay!”

			I followed Papa into the kitchen and pulled a towel out of one of the drawers.

			He’d come to my kindergarten track and field day, too, but Grandma had been the one to come for parent-teacher day and graduation. I was happy to have her there, of course, but it felt more special when Papa came. The elementary school entrance ceremony. A new beginning. I brimmed with excitement as I wiped the dishes dry.

			Next to me, Papa scrubbed and rinsed the bubbles off the dishes and said, “Be careful not to break any.” He always used a lot of dish soap, so the sink was overflowing with foam. I had a feeling the way he did dishes wasted water, but I still loved watching him scrub away.

			After dinner, it was Papa’s job to wash the dishes and my job to dry them. But we only ate at home when Papa got off work early, and I was lucky if that was once a week—the rest of the time was usually boring old fish and stewed vegetables at Grandma’s. 

			“You seem like you really like school.”

			“Yeah, I do,” I answered enthusiastically. My friends from kindergarten, Aki and Yuna, were going to the same elementary school as me. I was hoping we’d be in the same class. And the first grade playground was better than the elementary one. I wanted to climb their great big jungle gym. And I thought learning would be fun too. Our kindergarten teacher had told us that in elementary school, we’d get to study all sorts of new things. I was eager to use my new notebooks and pencils and pencil case. 

			I was nervous and a little scared, but there was a lot more that I was looking forward to. I thought everything was all waiting for me—all the things I’d try for the first time. Because that’s what elementary school was supposed to be.

			 

			The next day at the ceremony, I was nervous, and when they called my name and I shouted “Present!” My voice quavered a little. But I was still loud, just like the teacher asked, and once the ceremony was over, she told me, “That was a very good, Miss Mito.”

			“Miss Mito.” So cool! My kindergarten teachers all called me Yu. Becoming Miss Mito made me feel like I’d become a grown-up all at once. When I thanked my teacher, she praised me again for being so polite. Grandma was always after me to stand up straight and speak loud and clear so people could hear me. Now that my teacher was saying such nice things to me, I was glad I’d listened.

			Before the ceremony, I’d wondered if my new elementary school teacher would be young and pretty and wear cool clothes, but like our head kindergarten teacher, Ms. Aoyanagi was a middle-aged woman. I was a little disappointed, but she seemed nice, so maybe it was okay.

			I was in class 1-1. There were only two classes of first graders, but Aki and Yuna had wound up in the other class. Aoi and Takeru were in my class, though, so that was nice. And there was Saki, too—she lived in my neighborhood. I goggled at all the kids and classrooms.

			Unlike kindergarten, the classrooms here were big, and they had all sorts of things like desks and lockers, and on the blackboard were cute drawings and a message: “Welcome first graders!” The teacher said, “The big kids in the sixth grade drew all this to welcome you.” So being a sixth grader meant you had nice handwriting and could draw pretty pictures! I’d just started the first grade, but I already couldn’t wait to be a sixth grader.

			As Ms. Aoyanagi started to pass out our textbooks, the moms and dads all filed into the classroom. They had to listen to the explanations about our day-to-day lives in elementary school, too. Dad-not-Papa stood nearest the door. He wore a suit that was even nicer than the one he wore for work, and when first I saw him in it, I started to think Dad did suit him better than Papa. I waved and mouthed “Dad!” to him, and he mouthed, “Good job” and waved back. 

			A whole lot of people were here. I didn’t think I’d ever seen so many adults in one place before. I turned around and took in the whole back of the classroom. Next to Dad was a woman in a beautiful kimono, and next to her, a woman in a flower-print dress. Aoi’s mom wore a pink suit. Nana’s mom and dad had both come. Next to them was a beautiful woman. Whose mom was that, I wondered. All the adults were pretty, and their clothes were nice, and they seemed nice, too.

			Wait . . . I looked at all the moms lined up next to each other, tilting my head. The women in the back—they were all moms. At my kindergarten graduation, I wasn’t the only kid who had someone other than her mom there. Lots of family members had come—grandmas and dads and grandpas. But today, almost all the people lined up in the back were truly “Mom.”

			I knew I didn’t have a mom, of course. But there were kids who didn’t have grandmas, and kids whose dads never came to pick them up from kindergarten. I’d never thought it was strange that our families looked different. But maybe not having a mom was more special somehow. I’d been so full of excitement and joy, but looking at all those mothers standing there smiling, I was in danger of wilting.

			 

			After the entrance ceremony, Dad and I walked home. I waited until we were through the gate to ask him, “There were a lot of moms, right?” For some reason, I hadn’t been able to ask while we were on school grounds.

			“There were. Because it was your entrance ceremony. They were all dressed nice, weren’t they?”

			On the road outside the school gates, lots of moms and kids were chatting as they headed home. My backpack was now crammed with textbooks, and Dad looked cooler than the moms when he carried it—all the moms made the backpacks look heavy, but Dad made mine look light. The kids walking with their moms looked like they were having more fun than me, though.

			I kept myself right at Dad’s side as we walked. “Do all moms always come to entrance ceremonies?”

			“Probably. Graduation and your first day of school are probably the biggest events in elementary school.”

			“So why didn’t my mama come?”

			“Your mama?” Dad asked, dodging the cherry blossoms that fluttered past his face, which I thought was funny, because it wouldn’t hurt if they hit him.

			“Yeah, my mama. I mean, my mom.”

			“Well. You see, it’s because she’s so far away.” 

			He always gave the same answer in exactly the same way. Up until now, I’d always figured that since he said it, it must be true, but now that I was a first grader, I knew. There was something strange about his excuse.

			I looked up at him. “Where is ‘far away?’”

			“Far away is far away.”

			“So you can’t drive there? Can you take a train?”

			“That would be difficult.”

			“You can’t go by plane, either?”

			“Hmm, no, I don’t think so,” Dad answered absently, bowing to Aoi and her mama as they passed.

			A place where you couldn’t go by any kind of car or train or plane. Did places like that really exist? Yuna had told me that over spring break, she’d spent hours on a plane to go to Hawaii. Was “far away” farther than Hawaii? Takeru had said that he took three whole trains to go see his grandpa—was “far away” a place you couldn’t go no matter how many trains you used? But no matter how long or how hard the trip, I thought my mom should have been able to come to my entrance ceremony. She’d want to see me standing there with my backpack. So it was weird she hadn’t. Where had she disappeared to? Why wouldn’t Dad tell me the truth?

			“So then how do I see her? Why is she so far away? If she won’t come for my entrance ceremony, then when will she come? What’s she doing that she’s so far away?” I asked all in one breath—I wanted to know why my mom was different from everyone else’s. There was so much I wanted to know about her. But Dad simply smiled and patted my head and said, “You’re just full of questions, Yu. I can’t wait to see what you do next.” He let me know we were done talking about this by saying, “I’ll tell you when you’re bigger.”

			“But I’m already big!” 

			I stretched tall to show him. I’d been taller than average in my kindergarten class, and I was a first grader now. I wasn’t a little kid anymore.

			“You need to be even bigger.” 

			“How big? How tall?”

			“I’m not only talking about how tall you are.”

			“Okay, then how heavy?”

			

			“I’m not talking about your weight, either. I’ll tell you when your insides are bigger.” 

			“My insides?”

			“Your insides. When you’ve grown to understand more of the world.”

			When would that be? Maybe when I was as old as the sixth graders who drew on the blackboard today. Which meant a long time from now.

			“That doesn’t seem fair,” I sulked, but then Dad clapped his hands together like he’d remembered something.

			“What?”

			“That’s right, we’ve got to get the cake on our way home,” he said breezily, as though he’d completely forgotten we were talking about my mom.

			“Cake?”

			“That’s right. I ordered a ganache cake to celebrate your first day of school.”

			A chocolate ganache cake, my favorite. Normally Grandma and Grandpa were too strict—they almost never let me eat sweets. I’d been getting ready for a big sulk, but just like that, my excitement was back.

			“Really?”

			“Really. I ordered it from that Chez-whatever in front of the station. I’ve heard it’s pretty good. And I had them write ‘Congratulations, Yu’ on top,” he said, grinning. A message on top made me feel like it was my birthday. I had to eat it right away. With cake waiting for me, I wasn’t in such a hurry to learn about my mom.

			“Wow! I can’t wait!” My head was already filled with chocolate.

			“And it’s a big one, too. Maybe I’ll call your grandparents, and they can come over and we can all eat it together.”

			“Yeah! Okay! Come on, hurry up!”

			I grabbed his hand and yanked.

			When I asked Dad why the sky was blue or why there was a mole under my left eye, he didn’t have answers for those questions either. Where is far away? Where is my mom? These were more questions he couldn’t answer. There are things even fathers don’t know.

			“Cake, cake, chocolate cake.”

			I made it into a song as we went. When I saw all those moms lined up for our entrance ceremony, my enthusiasm had shrunk so small, but thanks to the chocolate cake, now it swelled again. Whenever I had sweets, my troubles and sadness all flew away. That’s why ganache chocolate cake was the most powerful food.

			 

			At the beginning of second grade, I found out about my mom. It wasn’t because I had a sudden growth spurt or got smarter. That April, I finally learned the truth, though I wouldn’t find out why my dad had kept it from me until later.

			 

			At our first health check-up of the year, they measured our heights and weights: I was 121 centimeters tall, and I weighed 22 kilograms. Dad looked down at the sheet I handed him, and with pride, he said, “You’ve gotten so big.”

			“But in the girls, I’m only seventh tallest in my class,” I told him, disappointed.

			Seventh meant I was right in the middle. In first grade, I’d been fifth tallest. I must not have grown as much because Grandma was making me sit on my knees, the old-fashioned way. Kimika from the third grade had told me when you sit like that, your legs get shorter. 

			“I don’t think there’s much difference between fifth and seventh,” Dad said. “And you have gotten taller, so I think it’s time to tell you.”

			“Tell me what?”

			“The story of your mom.” I had a feeling he was telling me this because he saw how sad I was about being shorter.

			“My mom?”

			“Yeah, your mom. You know how I said she went far away?”

			“Yeah. I remember.”

			Why was he talking about this all of a sudden? It was weird, but I was finally going to find out about my mom! I plopped down in front of him.

			“That far away place, that place is called heaven.”

			“Heaven?”

			“That’s right. Your mom, she died. Just before you turned three,” he said. His expression didn’t change, so at first, I didn’t quite understand that he was telling me the truth.

			“She died?”

			“A truck ran her over. It was a little truck, one of those ones for gardens and stuff, but she hit her head. By the time they got her to the hospital, it was already too late.”

			Dad explained that she’d been on her way home from shopping, and she was crossing the street at the light when the truck hit her. Hitting your head like that sounded like it hurt. The driver must be a really bad person. All sorts of feelings were bubbling up inside me. As they did, I began to grasp that she was dead, and though I couldn’t even remember her face, I started crying—I hadn’t meant to cry. Dying seemed like such a scary, sad thing. I felt bad for my mom, that she’d had to go through death. 

			And since my mom wasn’t actually far away, since she was in in heaven, I knew that meant no matter how long I waited, I’d never get to see her at a school entrance ceremony or graduation—I’d never see her at all. The hope that I would someday meet her now had to fade away. 

			I’d always wanted to know where my mom was. But now that I knew I’d never meet her, I’d just as soon have not known where she was—I would’ve rather kept believing she was far away. If I hadn’t become a second grader, could I have gone on not knowing this horrible thing? I wanted to get big, to get clever. But maybe there are times when it’s better to stay small.

			 

			As I grew up, my family changed a lot; I often had to say goodbye to the people who’d been fathers and mothers to me. But the only person who’d died was my real mom. Once I said goodbye to a parent, I never saw them again. But it was different—knowing they were still out there versus knowing she was nowhere at all. Being related or not didn’t matter—there was nothing more awful and gut-wrenching than the idea that my family, that a person who’d been at my side through thick and thin, had passed away. 
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			After we finished our curry dinner, I took the cake out of the fridge. Mr. Morimiya looked down on it with twinkling eyes and exclaimed, “Ooh! Chocolate cake!”

			“Moe and Fumina and I stopped at the bakery on the way home. It was really good, so I got some for you.”

			The sponge was moist, and the whipped chocolate frosting was the perfect balance of bitter and sweet. I was so sure Mr. Morimiya would like it that I bought him a slice without a second thought.

			“This is great. Although . . . I got us some dessert too.”

			Mr. Morimiya stood and pulled a cake box out from where he’d hidden it in the vegetable crisper. A big box, different from the one I’d brought home.

			“No way.”

			“I hid it because I wanted to surprise you. Look.”

			Mr. Morimiya set the box on the table and opened it, showing me not a slice but a whole cake with a small chocolate sign on top that read “Congratulations on your senior year, Yuko.” Never mind that I didn’t think becoming a high school senior was worth celebrating. More importantly, though, the cake was huge—I frowned down at it. 

			“You think we can eat this, just the two of us?”

			Strawberry, peach, and melon. The cake was covered in fruit, and it was enough to serve six people. Even if we hadn’t stuffed ourselves with curry, this would’ve been too much.

			“Well, there’s not exactly anybody else in this house to eat it,” Mr. Morimiya said, like it was obvious.

			“Which means you didn’t have to buy a whole cake.”

			“Well, yeah, but when else do you get to eat a whole cake? It’s the first day of school. I bet families all over are celebrating. We’ll take our time with it.”

			“I guess so.”

			Mr. Morimiya believed that if other families were doing something, he should do that same thing for my sake, but I had a feeling that was wrong. First the katsudon, now a whole cake. Surely there were better occasions for this kind of food. But I also suspected that, just as I’d watched the baker put a slice of chocolate cake in a box and imagined Mr. Morimiya’s surprise, he too had been happily imagining my pleasure at being presented a whole cake.

			“Okay. All right. I do have a bunch of handouts from today that you have to read. You can look over them while we eat.”

			“What? But I hate paperwork.”

			“Of course you do. Have fun.”

			I poured us some strong green tea and set the stack of school handouts down in front of Mr. Morimiya.

			“Ugh. There’s so many. Let’s see, PTA meeting schedule. Not going to that. And these are all the events for the year. Wow, you’re going to be busy. And this is—” Mr. Morimiya shuffled through the papers, eying each one seriously.

			“The sponge is so airy, it’s good,” I said, watching as Mr. Morimiya carelessly put bite after bite of cake in his mouth. All the fruit made the cake so light. I could probably eat a fair bit, even though I was already stuffed.

			“Right? Let’s see, next week there’s the traffic safety class. What? They still make you do those in high school? Health notice, think that can wait.”

			“Just read it while we eat.”

			Mr. Morimiya was engrossed in the handouts now, ignoring his cake entirely. We’d never finish the whole thing if he kept this up. Plus, I wanted to hear what he thought of the cake I’d brought. I hated to think I wouldn’t get to hear his opinion. I pushed his fork toward him.

			“Oh, right, right.”

			“Come on, eat.”

			

			“Okay . . . Oh, wow, the chocolate is so rich, but it’s not overpowering, really good. Normally you don’t think of the flour and the butter, but even they taste nice in this one.”

			“Right? I’m glad you like it.”

			I watched him stuff in a bite so big his cheeks bulged, and I was glad I’d bought him a slice. “Have some more,” I insisted.

			“You know, whenever I have something tasty, I always want to share it with you. If one of our business partners brings a nice treat to the office, I always sneak two so you can try it too,” Mr. Morimiya said.

			“Stop stealing food. Somebody’ll fire you for embezzlement.”

			“Nobody’s going to fire me over snacks. Besides, whenever I get to grab something for you, that’s when I most feel like a father. Once I imagine how you’ll look when you’re enjoying a treat, I stop caring what people will think of me for taking snacks home—they can call me a mooch for all I care. I’m still so amazed to have a daughter.”

			Mr. Morimiya never hesitates to call me his family, his daughter. His generosity is heartwarming, but it also makes me squirm a little.

			Embarrassed, I pushed another handout forward and said, “Okay, sign here.”

			“Hmm? Oh, future plans, huh.”

			Mr. Morimiya only glanced over the sheet before he signed it. That was too simple somehow, so I called his attention to it: “We’re supposed to write what we’re going to do after graduation.”

			“Yeah. I read it.”

			“You don’t have anything to say? Just in case? I mean, it’s your daughter’s future here.”

			“Oh. Should I say something? Hmm. Sonoda Women’s College. Sounds good.”

			“Why does it sound good?” Both Fumina and Moe had been dreading this part, sure that when their parents saw their plans, they’d get an earful. I didn’t want Mr. Morimiya to tell me “no,” but I’d cleared this hurdle so easily, it made me nervous.

			“Times like this,” he said, “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say. None of my friends have high-school-aged kids right now.”

			“Okay, but you must have something to say.”

			“Something . . . hmm, well, oh I know. It’s your life, so I think you should do what you want with it. No, wait, that sounds like I’m abdicating responsibility. Okay, your future, that’s  . . . ” Mr. Morimiya fell deep into thought, the pen still clutched in his hand. I nibbled at the piece of chocolate with the message on it while I waited, but apparently, nothing came to him, because after a moment, he shrugged and said apologetically, “Well, anyway, I’m rooting for you.”

			“Did your parents give you advice when you went to college?” I asked as I took the survey back.

			“Not really, no.”

			“So you decided to go to Tokyo University all on your own?” When Rika, my second mother, first took me to Mr. Morimiya’s, she told me that he’d been her classmate, and he was super smart—he’d graduated one of the best colleges in the country—and he’d be perfect as my dad.

			“I guess I did. My parents did make me study day in and day out, ever since I was a little kid, so before I knew it, TokyoU was my goal. I think they were satisfied with that.”

			“Oh. And you don’t think I should try for a good school like that?”

			“Hmm. You’re not like me, I feel like Sonoda’s a good match for you. Yeah. I think it’s a good choice.”

			Mr. Morimiya had said he wouldn’t think of marriage until I was out of the house, but sometimes I wondered if the real reason he couldn’t get married was because he was so difficult.

			He asked, “How was that for advice? Good enough?”

			“Yeah, it was. Thank you.”

			“Good. I’m your dad, I’m supposed to give you advice,” Mr. Morimiya said, looking pleased with himself; with his duties out of the way, he stuffed some more cake into his mouth.

			

			On my future plans survey was the name “Morimiya.” Mito, then Tanaka, then Izumigahara. My parents had signed all sorts of names, but soon, I wouldn’t need a parent’s signature anymore—I’d be able to decide everything on my own.

			I folded the handouts and looked up only to gape: “Hey, why are you taking all the fruit?” Mr. Morimiya was plucking the strawberries, peaches, and melon off the cake.

			“Well, the cake and the frosting are a little heavy. I’ll just eat the fruit, and you can have the rest, Yuko.”

			I began to suspect he hadn’t bought the cake because he wanted to see me enjoy it. “Well, that was nice of you to decide for me,” I complained.

			“Come on. Thinking about the future? Who wouldn’t feel full after that?” Mr. Morimiya said, patting his stomach.

			“Uh-huh,” I said, giving up and starting in on the now naked cake.
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			The last week of May, I sat in homeroom. The breeze blew in through the open windows, sending the curtains billowing. The times where I could relax in our classroom were few and far between. Ms. Mukai was telling us about the sports tournaments that would be held at our school next month, but unlike class, homeroom was more relaxed, and with the drowsy afternoon warmth and sunlight, several students were yawning.

			“So you have to participate in either dodgeball or volleyball. Nine girls per sport, and for the boys—” While Ms. Mukai talked, students carried on whispered conversations: “Dodgeball’s easier, but they make you play outside, it’ll be hot.” “I hate having to serve the volleyball, and they always make you.”

			I wasn’t partial to either, so I was staring at the blackboard and planning to join whatever team had room left when Hayashi, who sat behind me, tapped my shoulder and passed me a note. The little folded square of paper had “Pass to Morimiya” written on the front. People passed notes a lot in class. I figured this was from Moe. She probably wanted to do volleyball, but when I opened the note, what it said was, “Let’s be the class coordinators for the tournament.”

			The handwriting was pretty, but it didn’t belong to Moe or Fumina, and I could tell it’d been written in a hurry. I checked the flap again to make sure it was meant for me, and there on the front was “Pass to Morimiya.” Who in the world was inviting me to coordinate with them? I glanced around the classroom.

			My eyes happened to meet Moe’s, and she mouthed “Let’s do volleyball.” I nodded and kept looking. Next to Moe, Miyake was chatting it up with his friends, and all around the rest of the classroom, no one was looking at me. I had no idea who the sender could be.

			A prank, probably. But why? I took another slow peek around the room while up front, Ms. Mukai started taking down names for who wanted to do what sport. All the boys were fine with either, so they divided evenly, but all the girls wanted to do volleyball, so we ended up having to do “rock, paper, scissors” to decide, and Moe and I both lost.

			With the teams decided, Ms. Mukai waited for us all to get quiet, and then asked, “Okay, and finally, class coordinators. I need one boy and one girl, and the job is mostly setting up on the day of. Would anybody like to be a coordinator?”

			The note had asked me to volunteer. And I assumed the person wanting to be a coordinator had passed the note. Who? We all waited in silence for a candidate. But nobody raised their hand.

			“It’s not a difficult job. And it’s only for the tournament. But that doesn’t mean it’s not worth doing. Now will somebody volunteer for the class?” Ms. Mukai asked again.

			“Okay, I will,” Hamasaka said, raising his hand.

			I turned, trying to figure out if he’d been the one to write the note, but before I could, he added, “With Morimiya.”

			“What?” 

			“Huh?” 

			“Why?” 

			Some kids shouted in surprise, while others teased. 

			“Get it, Hamasaka!”

			“Do you think they’re dating?” 

			I was more confused than the rest of them combined. Hamasaka stood in the midst of the mayhem, laughing like an idiot. 

			Ms. Mukai quieted the class, telling everyone we wouldn’t move on if they didn’t stop making a fuss, and then said, “And you asked Miss Morimiya to do this with you?”

			“I invited her to,” he said nonchalantly. 

			Invited me? More like passed me a note and assumed I’d say yes. I made a face. A bunch of the boys around me saw, so they started whispering things like “Aw, come on, Yuko,” and “Do it for him.” 

			Meanwhile, the girls, who all wanted to avoid being coordinator, started whispering things like “Morimiya’s got this handled,” and “I feel like Yuko’s perfect for the job.” 

			Moe shrugged at me and mouthed, “Bummer.”

			“I see.” Ms. Mukai asked me, “And you’re okay with this, Miss Morimiya?”

			“Well . . . uh  . . . ” I nodded uncertainly. With everyone staring at me, there was no way I could refuse. And with the coordinators decided, everyone started to get fired up. Although, like Ms. Mukai said, being coordinators for the tournament didn’t involve a lot of work. Hamasaka had backed me into a corner, and while I wasn’t comfortable with that, it wasn’t like I couldn’t do the job.

			“You’re really okay with this?” Ms. Mukai asked again, and this time, sounding surer than before, I told her, “Yes.”

			 

			After sixth period, all anyone was talking about was what was going on between Hamasaka and me.

			“Hey, come on. Spill already.” 

			“How could you not tell us about this?” Moe and Fumina demanded as they dragged me into the hallway; Hamasaka came chasing right after us.

			“I think I kind of strong-armed you into that, Morimiya. I’m sorry.”

			“So the note was from you?”

			“Yeah.”

			The classroom, which had been buzzing until moments ago, was now deathly quiet. Everyone was listening in, trying to figure out what was going on between Hamasaka and me.

			“I had the idea right when Ms. Mukai started talking about the tournament. I shouldn’t have sprung it on you like that.”

			Hamasaka was reasonably popular. He was upbeat, the kind of guy who could talk to anyone, and he had a good sense of humor and made everyone laugh. That gave him a measure of cool, but he wasn’t super smart or great at sports. Everyone liked him, though. I was willing to admit that he lifted everyone’s spirits, but that lightness made me personally uncomfortable.

			“My real plan was to show off during the tournament, and then afterward ask you out,” Hamasaka explained, and beside me, Moe laughed and said, “Jeez, straight out of a manga,” while Fumina cooly added, “As if showing off at the tournament is enough to prove you’re worth my time.”

			“Well, that’s true. But Morimiya, I know Sekimoto in 3-1 asked you out during lunch, right?”

			“Um, yeah.”

			“So I figured I needed to hurry, which is how we ended up here.”

			I stared in disbelief. This is why I had to be tournament coordinator? It was so unfair! I didn’t want to be part of Hamasaka’s stupid plan.

			“Just because we’re the coordinators together, that doesn’t mean we’re dating,” I reminded him. I couldn’t handle having a boyfriend on top of everything else.

			“Not right now. But if we have to coordinate together, that means we’ll get to know each other, right?” Hamasaka asked, smiling.

			A lot of students who had to coordinate together did end up dating. But with a beginning like this, his chances were already low.

			“Plus, I volunteered us in front of everyone, so we’re pretty much official already.”

			“‘Official?’”

			“Yep. That means nobody’s going to be asking you out while we’re the coordinators.”

			What the hell? He was ignoring my feelings completely. Moe saw me frown and patted my shoulder to try to calm me down while she teased Hamasaka: “Must suck for you, falling for a girl as hot as Yuko.”

			

			“That’s not what I’m saying.”

			“That’s exactly what you’re saying. Because Yuko is popular,” Fumina said, joining in with Moe to make fun of him.

			Funnily enough, boys had been asking me out ever since our last year of elementary school. I wasn’t particularly fun or cute, and I was only average at school and sports—the reason boys wanted me was because of my second mother, Rika.
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			Rika used to tout, “You’re a girl, that means you need some love. Doesn’t matter if they’re young or old, male or female, a girl’s happiness depends on whether someone loves her.” And setting the girls and old people aside, it was true that Rika was popular with men. Her features weren’t perfect, but she had big round eyes with double eyelids and full lips, and she always took the time to do her hair and makeup in ways that flattered her—she was good at accentuating her best features. She first appeared in my life during summer vacation when I was in second grade.

			 

			* * *

			 

			The last Sunday in July, Dad and I headed to the mall to do some shopping, but halfway there, Dad stopped in front of an unfamiliar apartment complex.

			“Huh? Where are we?”

			“Today, a friend of mine is joining us. Think of her as a big sister. If that’s all right with you?” he asked hesitantly, looking at me in the back seat; I turned to I peer through the window.

			“A big sister?” I loved big sisters. I was always excited whenever we got to play with the big girls from the older grades during recess. They could do so much more than I could, and they were so nice. That must be what a big sister was. But I did think it was strange that Dad had a big sister among his friends.

			“I’m sure you’ll like her. So it’s okay, right?”

			Just as I told him it was, a woman emerged from the building. He’d called her a big sister, so I’d imagined a sixth grader, but this slender woman was an adult.

			“Hi, I’m Rika. Nice to meet you, Yuko,” she said as she climbed in next to me.

			“Hello.”

			I bowed a little and then tried to take in all of her, head to toe. She wore a pink blouse and a floaty brown skirt, and there was a bow on her white purse, and her shoes were shiny. Her brown hair was tied back in a style I’d never seen before, and it was really pretty, and she smelled nice, like soap, and her name was Rika, just like my favorite doll. Even her voice was cute. 

			She was everything I wanted to be.

			“I like your hair,” I said, as Dad started driving again.

			“Thank you! I could do yours for you.”

			“You could?”

			“I could. I can use this.”

			Rika pulled a yellow scrunchie from her bag and showed it to me.

			“Oh, it’s cute!”

			“Isn’t it? And your hair’s so smooth and soft,” she said, as she began combing her fingers through my bowl cut. Her fingers were slender and beautiful. Completely different from Grandma’s wrinkly hands or Dad’s gnarled ones.

			“Such nice hair. I bet if you let it grow, it’d look amazing.”

			“But Grandma always cuts it if it gets too long.”

			Whenever my hair reached my shoulders or my bangs hit my eyebrows, Grandma told me it was blocking my eyes or making it harder to play, so she’d lop it all off with scissors. I wanted to grow it longer, but Grandma always said a bowl cut was the best one for me, that it looked the nicest; I wasn’t supposed to disagree with her.

			“Your grandma cuts your hair for you?” she asked, twisting my hair around her fingers.

			“Yeah. Who cuts your hair?”

			“I go to a salon.”

			“A salon?”

			Ayu, who was the prettiest girl in our class, always bragged about how she had hers cut at a salon, too. All pretty people must go to salons.

			“Most people go to a salon when they grow up. There, all done. Oh, you look adorable, Yuko!” Rika took a pocket mirror out of her purse and showed me.

			“Wow! I love it!” My hair was gathered up and tied with the scrunchie. I’d never worn it like this before. 

			The next time we stopped at a red, Dad turned around and complimented me, too: “Looks great, Yuko.”

			What kind of person was Rika? Dad had called her a friend, but what kind of friend? There were other questions I wanted to ask, too, but I knew I probably shouldn’t; once she made my hair cute, though, all I wanted to ask her about were her clothes and hair. No matter the question, Rika always answered with a smile. She was dazzling. Even getting to ride in the car with her felt like a dream. I loved her almost immediately.

			 

			When we got to the mall, we headed to the stationery store to get me a pencil case. The one we’d bought when I first started elementary school had broken and the lid wouldn’t close anymore.

			I worried that Rika would get bored looking at pencil cases—she wasn’t in elementary school anymore—and maybe then she’d want to go home, but when we got to the stationery store, she exclaimed, “Oh, look at this one!” 

			“I like it!” I was relieved she was excited.

			“Oh, but maybe this one’s better. Kind of chic, right? I think it suits you, Yuko.”

			The case in Rika’s hand was pink with an illustration of a bunny rabbit in a skirt. I liked how cute and fuzzy the rabbit looked. But would I still like her when I was in sixth grade? Whenever Grandma and Grandpa bought things for me, they always told me I had to think about whether I’d still want the same design when I was in sixth grade. Usually they added, “Sixth graders are big girls, and you might be embarrassed to have something so babyish and girly.”

			

			A light pink pencil case. It was pretty, and I wanted it. But I had a feeling it wouldn’t suit sixth-grade me.

			I mumbled to Rika, “By the time I’m in sixth grade, I might hate it.”

			“But you have four years until you’re in sixth grade!” she said. “There’s no way this pencil case will last that long.”

			“What?”

			My grandparents had warned me when they gave me my pencil case that I should be careful so it would last until I graduated elementary school. I was disappointed in myself for breaking it. What did Rika mean this pencil case wouldn’t last that long?

			“Pencil cases aren’t made to last forever. You use them every day. They always break in one or two years.”

			“That’s . . . oh.”

			I didn’t want to break another pencil case. Seeing I was upset, Rika said, “When the next one breaks, you can change to a new one you like, so you should buy the one you like right now. Right, Sweetie?”

			Sweetie? At first, I didn’t realize she meant my dad.

			I called him Dad, and Grandpa and Grandma called him Shūhei. When one of his coworkers stopped by our apartment a while ago, they called him Sir. I’d never heard anyone call him Sweetie before. It made him sound like a little kid.

			“That’s true. But you should still be careful with this one,” Dad warned me. I was kind of dazed.

			“Oh, okay. I’ll be careful.”

			“Ooh, look! They have erasers and pencils that match your case. Over here.” Rika showed me the erasers.

			“I already have erasers.”

			“But think how nice it’ll be to have a matching set.”

			“But Grandma always says the erasers with designs don’t erase as good.”

			“That’s silly. See? The picture’s on the cardboard wrapper. The eraser inside works the same. Plus, it’s so nice when things go together.”

			Rika sounded so confident that I started to wonder if she was right. “You think so?”

			“You can use the eraser you have right now at home, and you can take your matching set to school when it starts up again in the fall. Okay?”

			“A matching set does feel right,” Dad said, and he bought me the case, pencils, eraser, and a matching desk pad, too!

			I couldn’t believe I’d gotten all these wonderful things just because Rika came along—it wasn’t even my birthday. I was more surprised than happy. But I also thought maybe I should make sure Grandma and Grandpa never found out.

			When we were done shopping, we had hamburgers for lunch, and I shared a soft serve with Rika. She and Dad even bought me soda to have in the car on the way home. The entire day had been a blast. So many shiny, sparkling things I’d never experienced before. And it was all thanks to Rika. 

			 

			After that, Rika often came along with me and Dad to do shopping and go to the amusement park and stuff. She always dressed pretty, and she was fun to talk to—I loved being around her. We hung out so much that I found out Rika’s last name was Tanaka, and she was twenty-seven, eight years younger than Dad. She was a temp at the company where Dad worked. She also told me, “I’m the opposite of you, Yuko. I only have a mom.” Finding that out made me feel closer to her than ever—I wanted to be just like her.

			And then, during spring break before I would start third grade, Dad asked, “Would you be okay with Rika being your mom?”

			I knew he was asking me something really important, but if Rika were there for me every day, I couldn’t imagine life would be anything other than wonderful. I said, “Yeah, yes, please.” I realized that this must be why he’d decided to tell me about Mom, even though I wasn’t a big girl yet.

			Rika moved in with us right as I started third grade, and our life as a family began.

			Before Rika, dinner had always been stewed vegetables and grilled fish, but now we had omurice and Hayashi rice, and Rika cleaned and did the laundry and thanked me whenever I helped out. She was always there when I got home, and on days off and holidays we always went places, the three of us.

			Every morning before I went to school, Rika did my hair for me, and whenever my friends came over to play, she made us lots of snacks.

			My friends always said things like, “Your mom’s so young and pretty, she’s the best,” and “I wish she was my mom. She’s always so fun.” I was proud to be her kid.

			But she never quite felt like a mom—she was always Rika to me.

			 

			One sweltering night three months into living together, we were eating fruit jelly that Rika had made for dessert and I asked her, “Should I call you ‘Mom’?”

			It was instant jelly, the kind you just dissolve and put in the fridge. It was supposed to be melon flavored, but it didn’t taste much like fruit. I did like the wobbly sensation of it in my mouth, though. Summer was coming, so Rika made jelly a lot.

			She looked up from her own dessert and tilted her head at me, puzzled. “Why?” 

			“Well, because . . . you are my mom now. I wondered if it was weird that I call you Rika.”

			“You can call me whatever you like. I want you to use whatever makes you comfortable.” She smiled.

			Whenever Rika smiled, her face lit up all at once. The word “mom” didn’t fit that face. Rika wasn’t like any of my friends’ moms. Sure, she did laundry and cooked, but there was something free about her, and she was always so pretty. Dad and I were both happy to have her here, but I wondered if she felt the same. I knew she was happy to be married to Dad, but I wondered if she was happy to be a mom.

			I was lost in thought when Rika said, “I’m so lucky.”

			“How come?”

			“I got to be your mom, all because I married Shū.”

			“That’s lucky?” As far as I could tell, being a mom meant you were always busy looking after kids and doing chores. Were there good things about it, too?

			“Of course it is. And you know, you’re already eight years old.”

			“Is that a good thing?”

			“Yeah. Because you know, giving birth hurts a lot. Apparently, it feels a little bit like passing a whole watermelon through your nose while someone pummels your back with a hammer. And up until kids are about three, raising them is all being cried at and carrying them around—it’s really hard. I got to skip all that stuff and still be your mom, Yuko, and that’s amazing.”

			Watermelons and hammers. I didn’t understand everything Rika was saying, but I at least understood that she was happy to be here.

			“Is it fun? Being a mom?”

			“It is. When I’m with you, I get to experience being eight years old all over again, though it’s been a long time since I was that age. I’ve discovered there’s a lot you can’t do if you don’t have a kid.

			“Really?”

			“Really. I get to buy you cute school supplies and meet your friends when they come over to play. I have so much fun being your mom.”

			Rika looked so happy that I didn’t think she could be lying.

			“And whenever you’re smiling,” she continued, “I feel so lucky to be here.”

			“You do?”

			“Yep. You get about three times cuter when you’re smiling, and so long as you smile, people can’t help but love you. And being loved is important. I know it’s easy when you’re having fun, but you have to smile even when it’s hard.” Rika smiled as she spoke. And it was true—seeing her smile made me happy.

			Smile as much as you can. Smile at whoever you can. I swore to myself I always would. Because it was Rika’s advice, and she almost never told me to do anything. I figured that meant I should do what she said. And I knew that not every day could be as wonderful as they had been so far. Sooner or later something bad would happen, but I would still smile. I was sure of it.
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			When I told Mr. Morimiya what had happened with Hamasaka at school, he said, “I don’t think he likes you just because of Rika. I think it’s because you have a pretty face like Shūhei had.”

			“You think so?”

			“Out of all your dads, Shūhei was the most beautiful. My looks are just okay and you should definitely be glad you don’t look like Mr. Izumigahara.”

			My first dad, Shūhei Mito, was the only dad I was related to by blood. That meant there was no way I could look like my other dads, but Mr. Morimiya seemed completely serious.

			“That’s a mean thing to say about Mr. Izumigahara.”

			“It’s fine. The best things about Mr. Izumigahara aren’t his looks.”

			“Well, that’s true. You really think I’m not like Rika?”

			Out of all my parents, I’d lived with Rika the longest, so I thought there must be something about me that was like her, at least in the way I connected with people. Like Rika, I was friendly, and I smiled a lot, so I figured that was why boys started noticing me in the sixth grade.

			“It’s different, what you’ve got and what Rika’s got.”

			“Yeah. I’m not gorgeous like she is, for one thing.” I didn’t need Mr. Morimiya to tell me—I already knew I wasn’t a bombshell like Rika.

			“Exactly. You’re plain and modest. I think it’s because your grandma and grandpa raised you, though I know you didn’t know them for very long.”

			“Maybe.”

			

			Once Rika started living with my father and me, our lives filled with good things. But when she came, I also stopped seeing my grandparents. Before, I always spent time at their house while my dad was at work, but once there was someone to look after me at home, I didn’t need to go somewhere else anymore. And just like that, we lost touch.

			We were blood related, and they’d spent so much time looking after me—I couldn’t believe they’d cut all contact like that. Minding my manners, treating things with care, learning how to use chopsticks and how to speak. Grandma and Grandpa taught me all of that, but now I didn’t even know how they were doing. Thinking about them made me feel guilty. 

			Seeing I’d grown sad, Mr. Morimiya set some jelly down in front of me. “Enough of that. The jelly, hurry up and try your jelly! I added less gelatin this time.” The pale-yellow dessert sat in a clear glass. I smelled the sharp scent of grapefruit.

			“This looks good.”

			“Doesn’t it? It’s got about half the gelatin I used last time.”

			Mr. Morimiya had been making jelly almost every day of May. His recipe was unflavored gelatin dissolved in fruit juice and chilled in the fridge, but every day he used a different amount of gelatin and a new kind of juice.

			“Go on,” he urged.

			“Thank you. Oh, I like this one. It’s not so firm.”

			The soft jelly threatened to run right off the spoon, and when I put it in my mouth, it slid coolly down my throat.

			“This is the best one yet, I think,” Mr. Morimiya said proudly after his first spoonful. “And just think, all you need to do is soak the gelatin and put it in a liquid. And if you use 100% juice, it tastes so real. They don’t sell stuff like this at the confectionaries. And it’s cheap to make, too.”

			“I suppose.”

			“Can’t believe they charge people money for such a simple, cheap dessert,” he complained, staring down at his jelly.

			“I bet they’re charging for the dish, not the jelly. Confectioners always put jelly in cute molds, right?”

			

			“But if you want a mold, you can always go to a kitchenware place. I’ve never heard someone say they’re going to a confectionary just because they want cute-shaped jelly.”

			“I guess.” Mr. Morimiya had been talking about jelly nonstop, and I was sick of it, so I changed the subject. “So. When are you going to get yourself a girlfriend, Mr. Morimiya?”

			“Why would I?”

			“It’s been two years since Rika disappeared, and you’re already thirty-seven.”

			“Thirty-seven is still young. Besides, I’m busy being a dad. This isn’t the time for dating, not when I’m so busy,” Mr. Morimiya said with a haughty tone.

			Right about now, Rika was probably living a happy life with some new husband. She was the kind of person who liked moving from one man to the next. I was sure she’d already forgotten all about Mr. Morimiya and was living her life to the fullest. I felt sorry for him.

			“If you bought some molds, though,” Mr. Morimiya said, “do you think you’d use them? I bet they’d sit around and collect dust. You see ‘em at the store and you think, ‘Gosh, that’s cute,’ but they’re so cheaply made. And having a bunch of different sizes and shapes would be kind of a pain.”

			I sighed—we were back to jelly again. No one was ever going to fall for a guy who talked about jelly so much, even if he wasn’t busy being a dad.

			“I know! Tomorrow I’ll buy some Tsubutsubu Orange Juice. You know. That brand that’s got the little juice pearls? What do you think? I bet it’ll be really good. I have the best ideas, don’t I.”

			“You do.”

			“That’s all you have to say?”

			“What else am I supposed to say? You make good jelly.” 

			I liked the instant stuff Rika made, but this smooth, soft jelly was good, too. More importantly, though, life was easier when everyone liked me. Rika had taught me that, and I thought of her now as I finished all of my jelly and smiled at Mr. Morimiya.

			

			“I do, don’t I.” He nodded, pleased with himself, and went to the kitchen for seconds. 

			Fruit jelly. It wasn’t as powerful as the chocolate cake—it didn’t make me happy just by eating it, but no matter the time of year, jelly did make me feel at home. And there were more flavors waiting for me. I was looking forward to tomorrow’s dessert.
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			The day of the sports tournaments, the sky was blue and clear, but the air was heavy with the oncoming rainy season.

			“Tadokoro, hurry up and get over to this court,” Hamasaka yelled.

			“Yeah, yeah,” Moe grumbled. “I bet Fumina’s having a blast in the gym right now. Ugh, I don’t want to move anymore.”

			We’d lost “rock, paper, scissors,” which meant we were stuck outside playing dodgeball; Moe stood from where she’d been resting under the shade of a tree at the edge of the field.

			“I know,” I said, “but this is the last match. Give it your best.”

			“We haven’t won a single game. We’re definitely going to be in last place, right? I think we should say we lost and call it good.”

			“I’ve never heard of anyone doing that before.”

			“Well, your team’s in first, Yuko, so you must be having fun.” Moe kept up her complaining as she trudged alongside me.

			“I haven’t done anything, though, just run.”

			“Hamasaka’s the only one even trying on our team,” Moe said, glaring over at Hamasaka where he was waving her on and shouting for her to hurry up.

			“Go on, get it over with.”

			“Ugh. I hate guys with the high school hocus pocus,” Moe groaned. “So annoying.” But she ran back to the court.

			“High school hocus pocus” was what Moe and some of the other girls in our class claimed guys like Hamasaka had. While they were in high school, their charisma made them popular, but once they went out into the real world, the illusion faded and they turned into normal guys. The reason people liked Hamasaka was because he knew how to get our class going, and he could talk to anybody. But everyone knew we needed people like him in school. 

			The dodgeball players were divided into teams A and B by lottery. Looking at the teams, anybody could tell that the only fair thing about lotteries was their cruelty. Team A was full of sporty, outgoing types while Team B was made up of kids who weren’t good at sports, who were quiet, or who were like Moe and hated putting in extra effort. Hamasaka and I had both originally drawn Team A, but he said it wasn’t good for both coordinators to be on the same team and moved himself to Team B instead. And then he grinned and added, “Plus, if I’m on the other team, you’ll see how hard I work, right Morimiya?” Without Hamasaka, Team B wouldn’t have had any energy at all. I didn’t like how brash he was, but for the rest of the class, it helped grease the wheels.

			“Told you we’d lose,” Moe said afterward, towel draped around her neck. We were in the tent where I was setting up for the closing ceremony.

			“But it was close.”

			“I guess. It took until the last match for everyone to go all out.” She looked like she had, too. Her cheeks were bright red.

			“And you never got sent to jail.”

			“Heh. Last one standing. Good job with the setup and everything. Seems tough.”

			“Not really. All we have to do after is put the tent away.”

			Once all the matches were done, the kids who’d been in the gym came out onto the school grounds. Everyone was talking about how tired they were, but they all looked satisfied. With the entrance exams butting into our every day, the tournament had been a good chance for us to vent off some nerves. Being a coordinator hadn’t been very hard, but looking out over all their faces, I still felt a little proud.

			 

			The class coordinators weren’t allowed to clean up until after school let out at three. The mid-June sun beat down on the school grounds and bounced back up at us; I was soaked with sweat.

			Our job was to put the tent and the ground sheet back in the storage shed and then rake the gravel and dirt. Hamasaka and I made a dozen trips carrying the long heavy tent poles back to the shed.

			“You’re pretty strong, Morimiya,” Hamasaka said as he lifted a pole like it was nothing.

			“You think so?”

			I was just matching myself to Hamasaka’s pace, but we were both moving a lot faster than any of the other class coordinators.

			“You’re not tired?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Better to finish sooner rather than later. People have practice,” he said, watching as students trickled out from homeroom onto the grounds.

			“Yeah.” With summer break so near, sports clubs were getting into the swing of things. I hurried, not wanting to be in their way.

			“All that’s left are the short poles and the cones, so you do those and I’ll start raking, okay?” Hamasaka said. I joined Kizu from 3-1 and helped her carry the shorter poles to the shed.

			“Carrying these things is hell,” Kizu said as we stepped inside, “but while we’re in here, it’s heaven.”

			Not much sunlight made it into the shed, and it was so much cooler that the heat outside seemed like a fiction. In the dim-lit shed, my sweat made me shiver. “Yeah, it feels like winter in here. Oh shit.” I’d been trying to carry one of the poles into the back, but I tripped over the baseball field striper and knocked the whole thing over. The chalk in the hopper went everywhere, turning the whole wooden floor white. I rushed to grab a broom from the corner of the shed.

			“Crap, I’m sorry. I’ll get this cleaned up right away.”

			“I’ll help,” Kizu said, grabbing another broom, and we started sweeping.

			

			“Thanks. I think that’s good.” 

			There hadn’t been much chalk in the striper to begin with. I thought we’d cleaned it up well enough, but apparently Kizu was methodical, because she meticulously swept the shed from one edge all the way to the other. 

			“Don’t you think that’s good enough?”

			“No, I think we should keep going. There’s nothing left to carry in, so no need to rush back out into the heat,” Kizu said, and she was right—all that was left was raking. The ground sheet and all the equipment from the tournament was already back in the shed. 

			“I guess you’re right,” I said, and started again until I realized there were six more students inside with us.

			There were six classes, which meant we had twelve coordinators total. The four kids from the advanced track classes all had extra lessons after school, so they didn’t help with clean-up, which meant that of all the coordinators for today, seven of us—that included me—were arranging the poles or re-folding the ground sheet, doing busy work in the shed. I thought that meant we were all just being extra tidy, but then I looked out at the grounds and gaped.

			Out on the dirt field, Hamasaka dragged the big metal rake alone. The setting sun beat down on his back, and I could see that his gym clothes were soaked through with sweat. The grounds were hot, and dragging those rakes was hard work. I was grateful to him for doing it while the rest of us puttered at the dumb stuff in the shed. I bet I wasn’t the only one.

			“I’m going to head back out. I don’t like how dark it is in here,” I told Kizu, and I stepped out onto the field.

			“Is the shed all cleaned up?” Hamasaka asked once I was close enough.

			“Yeah. Sorry. I accidentally knocked over the baseball striper, and then I had to sweep up all the chalk.”

			“That sucks. It’s so stuffy in there.”

			Compared to raking the grounds, the work in the shed was a walk in the park. I almost told him that everyone else was still back there, but that felt too much like snitching, so I didn’t.

			I started wrestling with a rake to push it over the ground. “Wow, this is harder than I thought it would be.”

			“It takes more effort to push it. You should pull it like this.” He demonstrated for me.

			“Oh, I see. The baseball team makes it look so easy, I figured I wouldn’t have a problem with it.”

			“No way,” Hamasaka said, laughing out loud. Then, like it was the most natural follow-up, he said, “I won’t ask you on a date.”

			“What?”

			“I was psyching myself up to ask you, but I won’t. Promise.”

			“No, I got that, but  . . . ”

			I hadn’t exactly been looking forward to him asking, but him deciding not to was a little anti-climactic. Not to mention I now assumed that, having seen me do all the tournament set-up and take-down, he must have decided I wasn’t worth it after all.

			“I didn’t show you how cool I was,” he added, before I could ask him why.

			“How cool?”

			“Yeah. Team B was last in dodgeball.”

			“And?”

			“And your team was number one.”

			“I didn’t do anything, though. Besides, do you really think winning at dodgeball is what’ll make you look cool?”

			“Yeah, I figured it would,” Hamasaka said as he smoothly pulled the rake along.

			I wasn’t sure how winning would have made him cool, but even if it had, I still didn’t think I would’ve wanted to date him. I pondered it while I worked, clumsily raking, the metal teeth rattling and scraping across the grounds.

			Hamasaka brightened and said, “But we should be coordinators again. I liked working with you.”

			“I don’t think I was very good at it, having to stand in front of everybody and clean up and stuff.”

			“Me neither.”

			

			“No way! You’re such a rascal! I mean, that is, you’re always so enthusiastic, I figured you were into it.”

			“Sometimes  . . . ”

			“Sometimes what?”

			“The way you say things is kind of weird,” he said with a cackle.

			“Oh, that’s because of my father,” I hastily explained. “I mean rascal in a good way. Because you’re always upbeat and nice. I’m pretty sure it’s a compliment. I think.” 

			This was what came of talking with Mr. Morimiya every night. 

			“The only reason I’m a ‘rascal’ is because I’m a coward.”

			“You think so?”

			“Yeah. That’s why I’m out here raking.”

			“Oh. Um, well, I guess I’d be okay with being a student rep or something if all we have to do is rake the grounds.”

			“None of the student reps are in charge of raking, Morimiya. You’re kind of oblivious, huh,” Hamasaka said, laughing again.

			“That’s my father’s fault too—” I started to say, but then I remembered how Mr. Morimiya was always saying he was so smart. If I was oblivious, which parent was responsible for that? The thought was so weird it made me laugh.

			By the time the other coordinators came back out, Hamasaka and I were about halfway done with the raking.

			“Sorry we took so long. The shed was a total mess,” they told us as they took up their rakes.

			“Sorry I didn’t help out. I had my hands full with this,” Hamasaka said. “But we’ll be done soon.”

			His toned arms shone with sweat. I honestly thought this was more impressive than being able to hit a bunch of people with a dodgeball. I wasn’t falling for him, but I didn’t think I’d mind being in charge of something with him again.
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			A week after the tournament, Moe asked, “Hey, you want to grab a bite on the way home?”	 	
“That place we always go started up their shaved ice for the summer,” Fumina added. 

			So we all walked to the little cafe in front of the station together. It was on a hill that overlooked the station—the outside was run-down, but teachers never ate there, and the owners didn’t mind if we took up a table for a long time, so the three of us went often.

			“Already summer, huh,” Fumina said, once we had our chilly desserts lined up on the table.

			“Yeah, rainy season, too. Not that it’s rained that much. But the nights are so humid I’m having trouble sleeping.” Moe made a face as she dipped her spoon into her soft serve parfait.

			“No kidding. And rainy season came on so fast, I can’t believe it.” I took a bite of my sweet cream shaved ice. The feather­-light ice crystals started to melt immediately on my tongue. With Mr. Morimiya and I having fruit jelly after dinner every night, the hint of summer had already been in the air, but the rainy season made it real.

			Then, without warning, Moe changed the subject and asked in a hushed voice, “So come on, what happened next?”

			“Next to what?”

			“Once you finished cleaning up the grounds with Hamasaka!”

			“With Hamasaka? Nothing,” I said honestly.

			With the tournament done, we’d only had sparse conversations like “Hot, isn’t it?” and “Did you do your English homework?” Beyond that, nothing had changed between us.

			“Oh. I guess that makes sense,” Moe said, nodding and biting into a wafer. Everyone had finally stopped asking what was up with me and Hamasaka, so I wondered why she’d brought it up all of a sudden. I took another bite of shaved ice.

			Fumina grinned and said, “See, Moe kind of likes Hamasaka. on his high school hocus pocus.”

			“What? You do?” I hadn’t been expecting that. Moe always fell for upperclassmen, guys who already seemed like mature adults. And not too long ago, she’d been calling Hamasaka on his high school hocus pocus.

			“Well, you know how we were on the same team for the tournament? I kind of liked how he gave it his all. It was brave,” Moe said, blushing and giggling.

			“Oh. Okay.”

			“He’s, I don’t know, don’t you think he’s actually super nice?”

			“I guess,” I answered noncommittally. No one would give his looks a ten out of ten, and he wasn’t a very good athlete, but I also knew he would never make anyone else feel bad about themselves.

			“And I was wondering if you’d be a go-between for me?”

			“A go-between?” I repeated. It wasn’t a word I’d heard a lot.

			“Yeah. I think I want to date him.”

			I’d thought Moe was saying she had her eye on Hamasaka, but apparently, her plans went further. “That’s awesome,” I blurted.

			“And he had a crush on you, right?”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			“So I just know if you turn him on to me, it’ll work out,” she continued. With her initial confession out of the way, Moe had lost all inhibitions and was back to talking with her usual enthusiasm.

			“Maybe.”

			

			“It will! He’ll listen if it’s you talking about me.”

			“I don’t know about that.” I didn’t think her plan would work out. Telling a person who liked you to date one of your friends instead seemed rude, and Hamasaka himself had admitted he could be timid and a little too serious—Moe was bold and outspoken, and I didn’t think they’d be a good match.

			“At least talk to him for her?” Fumina said from between her hands—she was clutching her head like she’d eaten her green tea and red bean shaved ice too fast. “All you have to do is tell him she’s interested.” 

			“That’s true,” I said, nodding hesitantly. I could do at least that much.

			“Please, Yuko! I’m actually serious about him,” Moe said, clapping her hands and bowing her head.

			“Okay.”

			“Thank you! I owe you!” Moe grinned, but I was unsure. If it didn’t go well, if Moe got her heart broken, what did I do then?

			On our walk to the cafe, I’d been eager for some shaved ice, but now that we were inside, the air conditioning was turned way too high, and with my dessert on top of that, I was chilly.

			My shaved ice was almost all melted now, but I kept eating anyway, listening vacantly to Moe’s excited chatter. 

			The next day, Moe started talking the moment she arrived at school: “I called him.”

			“What?”

			“Well, I had Fumina’s boyfriend call him and tell him to meet you in the art room after school,” she whispered while we stood in the hallway outside our classroom. She’d told me about her plan yesterday, but things were already in motion. I couldn’t believe how fast she was going.

			“That was quick.”

			“Well, classes only go to noon today, right? Since we have finals starting tomorrow? That means everyone’s going to run home right away. You can talk without everyone overhearing.”

			She was right—the art room was all the way over in the annex, and nobody would go there since there were no art classes today. It was the perfect time and place.

			“I had Fumina’s boyfriend tell him there was something you wanted to talk to him about.”

			“You’re sure this is okay?”

			“It’s fine! He’ll think you’re asking him out. There’s no way he won’t go. He’ll be there!”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			Moe looked so proud of herself, but I was even more worried.

			“All you have to do is tell him I like him. But, like, say it in a good way. Tell him he might think I’m this loud, brash girl, but really, I’m nice and polite and sweet.” She smiled like she’d told a good joke.

			Fumina and Moe had been close since the first year of high school, and I’d been in the same class as Moe last year, so we’d all been hanging out together for two years now. Moe always wanted to be the center of attention and she could be too blunt about things, but she was also thoughtful and loved looking after her friends. When Fumina and I had birthdays, Moe didn’t stop at birthday presents—she wrote us long letters too. She was a good friend, but sometimes her overbearing nature threw me for a loop.

			Since it was the day before finals, all four class periods were self-study. But when I tried to focus on my work, all I could do was worry about what would happen after school; none of the studying stuck. I hoped Hamasaka would fall for Moe like she was hoping. But I had a feeling it wasn’t going to happen.

			Hamasaka sat in the front row on the opposite side of the classroom from me. I wanted to gauge his expression, but all I could see was his back. He already knew I was going to talk with him after school. But what did he think about that? What did he imagine we were going to talk about? As I stared at his back, I sensed Moe, three rows over—her eyes were on me. I’d be in trouble if she thought I was falling for Hamasaka. So I gave her a cheerful smile and turned back to my problem sheets.

			 

			“Oh, you’re here already.” I’d rushed to the art room the second homeroom finished, but Hamasaka beat me there.

			“I ran.”

			I thought I’d gone at a good clip—he must be fast.

			“Plus, I’m on the track team.”

			“Oh, right. Did you seriously run over here?” I asked as I tried to catch my breath. The hallway was completely empty, and our voices echoed loudly in its silence.

			“Well, I couldn’t stop thinking about meeting up with you. I didn’t get a single review sheet done today.”

			“Me neither.”

			“But you’re the one who wanted to talk. What do you have to be nervous about?” Hamasaka said, smiling.

			“Oh. When you put it that way  . . . ”

			Standing in the middle of the hallway was making me jumpy, even though there was no one anywhere near the art room. I managed to urge him inside.

			“You sure went a roundabout way of asking me here, though,” he said. “I had to hear you wanted to meet up from Nishino in 3-3.”

			“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

			“It must be something big.” Hamasaka looked nervous. There were frown lines between his eyebrows.

			“No, not really.” I took a big breath. I could say what I had to say in no time flat, but the words were somehow heavy. I needed to say them all in one breath.

			“So the thing is—” I blurted, wanting to get it over with.

			“Oh no, this sounds bad already,” Hamasaka said, making a face. “You and I aren’t dating, so there’s no way your breaking up with me, but this feels like a breakup. It’s got to be serious, or you wouldn’t have gone out of your way to get me here.”

			“It’s not bad. It’s, um  . . . ”

			

			“Oh come on. Don’t do this to me right before finals. There’s no way I’ll be able to study—I won’t be able to stop thinking about it,” he said, holding his head like it was hurting already, trying to make a joke of it. My determination was fading fast.

			Moe likes you. She’s wondering if you’d want to go on a date with her.

			That was all I had to say. But I still felt like I was giving him terrible news. If a boy I’d liked told me to date another boy instead, I knew it’d bum me out. Doing the same thing to Hamasaka seemed horrible.

			“So what is it?” Hamasaka asked

			“Um, so  . . . ” I hesitated.

			“You had me come all the way out here and now you can’t say it?”

			“You’re right, you’re right. Uh  . . . ”

			“Don’t tell me this was all for nothing. You’re not messing with me, are you?”

			“Never,” I said, and seeing the way he smiled, I knew I couldn’t hurt him. “No it’s, not that . . . Oh!”

			“What ‘Oh’? Don’t tell me you had someone call me first thing this morning to tell me to meet you and you’re only now figuring out why,” he said, frowning.

			“No, no, it’s about, you know. The elections are in fall semester. For student reps.”

			“Yeah, they are.”

			“What do you think of being the library coordinators or something?”

			“What?” Hamasaka’s frown deepened.

			“You said we should be coordinators again, right. At the tournament? I’m asking what we would do if we did?”

			Hamasaka still looked suspicious. Why wouldn’t he be? Having a girl call you out like this only to bring up something you’d said in passing ages ago had to be confusing.

			“Don’t tell me that’s what you wanted to talk about.”

			“I guess it was.” I smiled weakly.

			

			“You’re kidding, right?”

			“Sorry, I just, it popped into my head this morning.”

			“That’s really weird, Morimiya.”

			“Sorry,” I said, hanging my head. “It was a dumb thing to bother you about the day before finals.”

			“No, it’s fine.”

			“Well, okay, I’m going to go home now. Sorry again.”

			Fumina and Moe were waiting for me. I said “bye,” bowed again, and ran out of the room as he stood there, looking incredulous.

			Fumina and Moe were the last ones in classroom 3-2—everyone had already hurried home.

			“How’d it go?” Moe asked, running up to me the second I entered. She looked nervous, but more than that, her eyes were shining, and she was already starting to smile. She thought I’d succeeded. 

			I thought she’d forgive me and that would be that. What she’d asked had been too hard. My chest tightened as I hung my head and said, “I, um, I couldn’t tell him. I’m sorry.”

			Moe’s expression changed. She pursed her lips in anger and glared at me.

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know how to explain, it’s  . . . ”

			“All you had to do was tell him I like him. What’s so hard about that? Tell me!”

			Moe was hard-headed, and I’d often seen her get mad at other kids and even teachers, but she’d never been mad at me before, and I didn’t know what to do.

			“It was . . . it was embarrassing.”

			“What exactly is embarrassing about it, Yuko? It’s not like you like him, right?”

			“I don’t,” I said, shaking my head firmly.

			Moe watched me, her expression sour, and then she said, “So you don’t like him, but you also don’t want him dating other girls, or at least, dating your friends.”

			“What?”

			

			“You like being liked, even when you don’t like the guy back. You want to keep his attention.”

			“That’s not it.”

			“So you don’t want your friends to win?” Moe was seething, her voice low.

			“Nobody’s winning anything here.”

			“Yes, they are. You are. I thought we always put our friends first, right? So you should be able to do this for me.”

			I didn’t want there to be winners and losers; I didn’t want Hamasaka’s crush. I just hadn’t been able to tell him, that was all. I tried to think of a way to explain, but before I could, Moe snapped at me. “You let me down, Yuko! I didn’t think you were like that.” She shoved through the desks in front of her, sending them scraping and clattering, and stormed out of the classroom.

			Fumina had been silent the whole conversation, but now she asked “Why couldn’t you just tell him?” and followed Moe out.

			How had things gone so wrong? I hadn’t believed Moe would get so angry. Was she more into Hamasaka than I’d realized? She shouldn’t have been making me do all this the day before finals. Left alone in the classroom, all I could do was hope she’d get over it soon.

			 

			“Morning!” I greeted Moe in the hallway the next day. She didn’t even look at me, disappearing instead into our classroom. She was still mad. What to do? I decided I should ask Fumina, so though Ms. Mukai was already passing out the test sheets, I went over to her. But before I could speak, Fumina stood and went to Moe.

			This was more serious than I’d thought. My heart rate began to pick up. They were both avoiding me. I didn’t think this was something I could solve in the next few minutes. Homeroom would start soon. I headed back to my seat, hoping there was time to calm myself down. On the way back, I said good morning to Minami—we usually got along—but she looked away, her expression troubled. Oh no. What if . . . With a sense of trepidation, I turned to Haruna, who commuted from the same train station I did, and asked her, “How’d the studying go?” Same silence. Haruna stared intently down at her notes, pretending she needed some last-minute studying.

			Not everyone was in on it—there were some girls Moe wasn’t friends with and there were the boys, too. But most of the girls were ignoring me.

			“Some people don’t know how to be real friends.” That wasn’t Moe’s voice. Apparently, everyone knew about yesterday.

			“Right? Your girls are always more important than any guy.” 

			“You never betray a friend.”

			“Yeah, that’d be the worst.”

			It was Sumida and Yabase. They loved being the center of attention and getting in the middle of fights. I was no match for the two of them—they were both too aggressive. I pretended I hadn’t heard and sat back down.

			“Friends are everything, aren’t they?”

			“Only total losers put themselves before their friends.” 

			Sumida and Yabase didn’t say my name, but they raised their voices to cast judgment on me all the same, like they had a right.

			Was what I’d done so terrible? Were friends really more important than anything else? Did I have to do whatever my friends asked me to, no matter what? 

			I didn’t think so. I wasn’t sure what I was meant to value most in this world. But I knew for sure it wasn’t friends.
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			The moment Mina and Kanade split off from me after our fourth grade closing ceremony, I ran the rest of the way home. My report card was the best it had ever been, with eight whole “Superiors,” and in her comments, my teacher had written nice things like “Yuko is very kind to her friends and she’s always a team player,” and “She’s very willing to take on new challenges.”

			I thought Rika would be surprised to see such nice things and that Dad would say, “Being kind to your friends is important, Yuko. Good job.” Imagining their reactions made me run faster.

			And after spring break, I’d be a big sister to the younger kids. In fifth grade, we got to be on student committees, and we’d start English classes, too. I was nervous about new homeroom assignments, but Mina and Kanade were my best friends, and we’d promised that even if we were in different homerooms, we’d play together every day. My life was about to get so much more exciting, and I was looking forward to it.

			 

			Rika was as surprised as I’d imagined when she opened my report card. “You’re so smart, Yuko.”

			“My last report card only had ‘Good’s.”

			“That’s not true. You had ‘Superiors’ in Japanese, math, and home ec. And in PE and music, too. You had a lot! You can do anything and everything, Yuko.” Rika’s praise was so wholehearted that I got embarrassed and giggled.

			“Shū will be so happy to see this report card,” she said, folding the paper with care and setting it on the shelf.

			

			“Really?”

			“Uh-huh. He’ll be over the moon. I just know it. I’ll make temaki sushi tonight to celebrate. Shū said he was going to be home early, too.”

			“Yay!” I clapped enthusiastically.

			These last two months, Rika and Dad hadn’t been getting along very well. After I went to bed, I could hear them fighting. I couldn’t tell what about, but Rika’s voice was always sharp, like she was mad. And lately, Dad had been coming home super late—maybe he was too busy with work.

			But today, Dad was coming home early, and he was going to be so proud of me. I was glad I’d gotten a good report card. And I was even more glad that I’d studied so hard.

			“It’s been a long time since we all had dinner together,” I said, excited it would be the three of us.

			“It has been. But Shū’s had to work a lot of overtime lately.”

			“He has. He really has,” I said as I gobbled up the pilaf Rika had made me for lunch. Our closing ceremony was in the morning, so Mina had promised we could play together in the afternoon. 

			“Maybe we should go somewhere for spring break,” I said—I was so worked up that I talked with my mouth full.

			“Spring break?”

			“I’m off school starting tomorrow. We could go someplace fun, the three of us.”

			“I’m not so sure.” Rika was pushing her rice around with her spoon. The pilaf was the frozen kind you just warmed in a pan, but it was still really good. Rika hadn’t touched hers though—maybe she wasn’t hungry. “I think Shū might be busy over spring break.”

			“He will?”

			“Spring is always busy. I think  . . . ”

			“You think what?” I asked, tilting my head.

			Last summer vacation, the three of us had gone to the aquarium, and at New Years, we’d stayed a night at Tokyo Disney. I thought we’d always go somewhere special over long breaks, but not this time, apparently. Even though spring was the best time of the year and I didn’t have much homework.

			“Rika? Why is spring always bu—”

			She rushed on. “You’ve got to finish your rice. You have your playdate with Mina.”

			“Well, yeah but—”

			“I got some snacks, so take them with you and you two can enjoy them together. Okay, let’s clear the table,” she said, and she carried her untouched pilaf to the kitchen.

			Something was wrong. I didn’t think I had to worry though. I might’ve been a kid, but I knew Rika was temperamental, and once she’d made up her mind, there was no stopping her. Maybe she had something else she needed to do. Which meant I should hurry up and head over to Mina’s. I cleared the last of my pilaf.

			 

			Mina and I played with her brand-new Rika doll, and then we had the cream puffs her mom had made, and then it was evening, so I said bye. Tonight, Dad and Rika and I were eating temaki sushi. Imagining the three of us around the table made me hurry up.

			If I ran from Mina’s house, I could make it to our fourplex in about ten minutes. Dad and I had been living there since before Rika. It had an orange roof and cream-colored walls. Lots of flowers were planted around the parking lot, and they were always well-kept. Our home wasn’t as big as Mina’s house or as new as Kanade’s apartment. But I liked it.

			The unit on the second floor on the right was ours. Looking up, I could see the lights from the living room shining through the white lace curtains. Though I couldn’t see him, with the way the curtains moved and the way the light spilled out the window, I knew Dad was home. After Rika came, I was almost never home alone. She was fun to talk to, and she was pretty and interesting, and I loved her. But I was even happier when Dad was home.

			I hurried up the staircase and opened the heavy door to find his big black shoes in the entryway.

			“Hi Dad! You’re here!”

			In the living room, Dad was already at the table—he was almost never home when it was still light out anymore.

			“I finished up work early today.

			“I’m glad. Hey, did you see?” I grabbed my report card from the shelf.

			“I was waiting until you got home before I looked,” Dad said.

			I giggled. “Here. Look!”

			“Thank you. Let’s see here  . . . ” Dad studied the report card intently and murmured, “This is amazing.”

			“Aren’t you surprised?

			“I am. But I already knew you were ‘superior!’”

			“Oh. Well, did you read what my teacher wrote?”

			“No, let’s see. Oh, she says you’re trying really hard and helping people.”

			“That’s right! I am!”

			“That’s wonderful. I’m so proud of you, Yu,” Dad said, earnest and soft.

			“And I get along with my friends.”

			“That’s good, too.”

			His reaction was quieter than I’d imagined, but he did seem happy.

			“Shall we eat?” Rika asked, turning toward me and Dad. I’d wanted to help her set the table, but it was already covered with rice and sashimi. Rika always made temaki sushi for things like birthdays and long weekends. She always said, “Temaki looks like a feast, but all you have to do is make the sushi rice and line up the sashimi. It’s actually really easy.”

			Pile up rice and your favorite fillings on a sheet of nori, roll it in a cone, and eat. Grandma had never once made food like this for me, and the first time I had it, I was excited because I got to eat whatever and however much I wanted.

			“This looks delicious, Rika!”

			“I made sure to make a lot,” she told me as she sat down beside me.

			Dad across from me, Rika beside me. Now that we were all at the table, I peered at the big platter of sashimi and considered what to make first. There was tuna and squid and shrimp. And Rika had made tamagoyaki, too.

			“I think I’ll do cucumber and squid,” I said, reaching for a nori sheet.

			“Wait just a minute?” Dad said. “Um, before we eat. I was thinking we’d talk after dinner, but once we eat, we’ll all be tired, and what I have to say is important, so I think we should talk about it now.”

			“What is it?”

			I put my sheet of nori back. Dad had never called a talk “important” before. I had no idea what he was about to say. His eyebrows knit tight on his forehead, and his eyes were already damp. This didn’t seem like it would be a good talk.

			“There’s something I’d like you to decide over this spring break,” Dad said, staring straight at me.

			“Decide?”

			“You’re going to be a fifth grader, right, Yu?”

			“Yeah.”

			“That means you’re a big girl now, and I think that means we have to ask your opinion.”

			I cheered up, glad that they could see how big I’d grown, but my happiness disappeared when I saw Dad’s stern face. I glanced at Rika next to me, but she was looking down at her plate, pretending not to know what was coming. That made me even more nervous.

			“You see, my work is sending me to Brazil.”

			“Brazil?”

			I’d heard of that country before. It was in South America, and in social studies, our teacher had told us it was a long way away from Japan. Were we going for spring break? I wondered why he was being so serious about it.

			“So what do you want to do, Yu?”

			“What do you mean what do I want to do?” I repeated; I didn’t understand why he was asking such a weird question. “Aren’t we all going on the trip together? Or are you asking if I want to stay home alone?”

			“This isn’t a trip.”

			Which meant people went abroad for things other than vacation. I tilted my head, confused.

			“Shū is going to Brazil for work,” Rika cut in. “Not just for spring vacation. For forever.”

			“Come on, we said I was going to explain,” Dad said quietly, stopping her. He took a short breath and began again. “My company is transferring me to a branch in Brazil. That means I can’t commute from Japan. It means I have to live over there. People usually get stationed at the Brazil branch for three to five years, so we have to live away from Japan for that long.” Dad explained everything carefully and clearly, but it still took me time to understand. My throat was dry, and I wanted a sip of tea, but I sensed this wasn’t the time to take a drink.

			“Does that mean moving?”

			“That’s right. So what do you want to do, Yu?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Do you want to go to Brazil with me?” he asked, holding my gaze.

			I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to live abroad. Would I have to change elementary schools? Would I have to speak a language I didn’t understand in a place I didn’t know? I didn’t want to do that if I could help it.

			“What happens if I don’t go?”

			“You’ll stay here and I’ll go there”

			“No! I don’t want to. You can’t leave me here!” I insisted. I didn’t want to leave Japan, but I couldn’t live all on my own. What was Dad thinking, leaving his kid all alone?

			“I can’t do anything on my own! It’s impossible!”

			To this, Rika said, “I’m staying in Japan.”

			“What?”

			“I’m not going to Brazil.”

			I was dumbstruck. Dad had to go to Brazil, but Rika would be in Japan? What did she mean? 

			“You have two options, Yuko,” Rika said. “You go to Brazil with your dad and live overseas, or you stay here with me and live the way we always have. We’re asking you to choose between these two.”

			Rika’s explanation was better than Dad’s, but I still didn’t understand what she meant, so I asked again, “What are you saying?”

			“Me and Rika are separating,” Dad said. “That means we won’t be husband and wife anymore. And we want you to choose if you’ll live with me or with Rika.”

			“And I’m saying I don’t understand what that means.”

			Spring break started tomorrow. Tonight was supposed to be a fun dinner, but now all of a sudden, I didn’t know what Rika and Dad would say next. I shook my head hard. My mind was fuzzy, like I was dreaming.

			“I’m sorry, honey. Rika and I talked about this over and over, but this is the only solution we have. We want you to choose. And we don’t want you to regret your choice.”

			“But how do I choose? Brazil or Japan? You or Rika? What are you saying?” Through the static in my mind, all I knew was that sadness was coming for me, and tears spilled from my eyes.

			“I know this is hard, Yu. And I want to be with you forever, of course I do. You’re my daughter, not Rika’s. And I know Brazil is really far away, but I think it would be better if you go with me,” Dad said. 

			Rika raised her voice to interject: “What do you mean she’s your daughter, not mine? Don’t you dare say that. Yuko is so important to me. Yuko, I think living in Brazil will be so hard. I think you should stay here, that would be best.”

			I loved Dad. But I loved Rika, too, even though we hadn’t lived together that long. My life had been more fun since she came into our home. I didn’t want to think about choosing one of them.

			“I can’t do this,” I said and started crying harder, and everything was a haze, inside my head and outside, too. I didn’t think I’d ever know what to do. I didn’t want to lose Dad, and I didn’t want to lose Rika. Either option was horrible.

			“There are a lot of Japanese people in Brazil,” Dad said as he handed me a towel. “I know it’s far away, but it’s not impossible. You’ll get used to it so quick, Yu. Brazil is nice and warm, and it’s a really fun country.”

			“Then why can’t we all go to Brazil?” I asked as I wiped my face. I didn’t want to leave home, but if all three of us were together, I thought I’d be able to do it.

			“I don’t want to,” Rika said. “Everything is completely different in Brazil, the language, the food, everything. And the country’s not safe or stable. And all the anime you watch right now, Yuko? You won’t be able to watch those in Brazil. The TV’s not in Japanese. And three years is too long. By the time we come back to Japan, you’ll be in junior high.” Rika refused to look at me or Dad as she spoke.

			“Well, I don’t like that,” I said. “Dad, is there a way you don’t have to go to Brazil?”

			“I have to. If I say no, they’ll fire me. Having a job means you can’t always do whatever you want,” Dad said—his tone said there was no arguing. 

			I knew his work was strict. He hadn’t been able to come to track and field day because of work. And he often said that working meant your own plans got delayed.

			“I don’t want to go either, Yu,” he continued. “But if you’re with me, I think I can do it.”

			“You do?”

			“I do. And I know three years sounds like a lot, but it’s not, really. It’ll be hard at first, but I just know you’ll have fun, Yu. It’ll be a once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

			Dad sounded right to me. Maybe living abroad wasn’t all that bad. I started to imagine that maybe I could have fun there. 

			But then Rika said, “You’ll have to say goodbye to all your friends.”

			“My friends?”

			“That’s right. You won’t be able to see Mina or Kanade anymore.”

			“No!” I definitely didn’t want that. Mina and Kanade were more important to me than anything. I loved spending time with them. And I couldn’t stop writing our shared journal right in the middle of everything.

			“By the time you’re back, you’ll be in junior high,” Rika said coldly, staring out the window. “That means you’ll never see them again.” 

			“I can’t . . . What do I do?”

			“Yu,” Dad said, “this is important. Think carefully. Not about TV or about your friends. Think about what you want to do.”

			I wanted things to stay the same. That was all I wanted. I couldn’t imagine losing Dad, but I felt just as strongly about losing my friends.

			“If you go to Brazil, everything will be different,” Rika said. “But if you stay with me, everything will be the same.”

			“That’s not true,” Dad said quietly.

			We all fell silent, and nobody ate their temaki sushi. A lot of the sushi rice had dried out and lost its luster, and the sashimi was starting to go gray. A big change, a change I had never asked for, was on the horizon. And as it loomed, eating tuna and squid was unimaginable.

			 

			All spring break, I wondered what I should do each and every day. I even borrowed books about Brazil from the library. In the books’ pictures, there were more cities with tall buildings than I’d expected, and the people wore colorful clothing and looked happy, like they’d be fun to play with. But there were no Japanese people in the pictures. Dad had said Brazil wouldn’t be all that different from Japan, but in the photos, it looked like a whole new world.

			I might enjoy living in a foreign country. It could be a good experience, living a life that was the opposite of my life now. Some days, I thought I could manage moving to Brazil, and other days, I thought it was impossible. Only knowing how to say “hello” and “thank you” wasn’t enough to make friends. Life in a foreign country where I didn’t know the language would be too lonely. Some days I was afraid, wondering what I would do while Dad was at work. No matter how much I thought about it, I wasn’t any closer to finding the right answer.

			When I talked to Kanade and Mina about it, Kanade said, “No way! You’re our best friend! Don’t go away!” and Mina started crying and said, “You can’t leave! It’s too sad!” And then they both reminded me how we promised we’d always be together, the three of us.

			They were right. I had best friends. I couldn’t leave Mina and Kanade behind. I couldn’t imagine living every day without them. That was how I felt when I was with the two of them.

			Dad or Rika? There was no way I could choose between them. But it was a lot easier to choose between Brazil and Japan.

			On March thirtieth, I announced to Dad, “I don’t want to change schools.”

			“Okay.”

			“I don’t want to leave my friends. I want to be with you, Dad, but I don’t want my friends or my school or this apartment to change.” Tears welled up and started streaming down my face.

			“I know. I understand. I’m sorry, Yu,” Dad said and wrapped me in his arms. “No matter where we are, I’ll always be your dad.” Obviously, he would always be my dad, but still he repeated those words over and over. I thought, It’s hard right now, but it’s only three years. And though I knew Rika and Dad were divorcing, I believed we could go back to living like this again someday.

			On April fifth, Rika and I went with Dad to the airport to see him off to Brazil. I kept waving even after I couldn’t see him anymore—I couldn’t stop staring at the boarding gate door.

			I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to stand the loneliness of Dad being gone, but on the way home, Rika distracted me by taking me to a movie I’d been wanting to see, and after, she took me shopping and to dinner at a family restaurant.

			The next day, I played with Mina and Kanade, and when I came home, Rika had made Hamburg steak for me.

			Hamburg steak was my favorite. But once I sat down next to Rika and tried to eat, I burst into tears, sobbing so hard I almost couldn’t breathe.

			Rika and I had eaten dinner like this before, just the two of us. But then, I’d known dad would always come home eventually; there’d never been a time he hadn’t been home the next day or the day after. I wouldn’t have meals with him anymore. And even if I really, really wanted to talk to him, he wasn’t coming home. It had taken me this long to realize.

			Rika begged me to stop crying, but my sobs went on and on.

			“There’s jelly. And cake! There are so many things to look forward to, Yuko. Let’s go to the aquarium tomorrow. And the amusement park, okay? Oh, I know. You’re going to be a fifth grader, so you’ll need some new clothes. Let’s go shopping tomorrow.”

			Rika tried all sorts of things to comfort me, but nothing worked—all I wanted was for Dad to come home. That was my one and only wish.

			 

			* * *

			 

			They shouldn’t have made me choose. My father and Rika should have chosen for me and then asked me to accept their decision. For all that I was a big sister at school, I was only ten years old. There was no choosing the right path, no choosing a path I wouldn’t regret.

			Back then, I’d put my friends first. I chose to be with them rather than my own father. And as a result, I am where I am now. I’m not unhappy, and I don’t want to dismiss the life I’ve lived. There’s also no guarantee that I would have been happy if I had gone with my dad to Brazil, and living with Rika gave me a lot of new experiences.

			But friends aren’t always forever. Somewhere along the way, both Mina and Kanade became the kind of distant acquaintances I sent New Year’s cards to. You can always make more friends. But I can never get another father, another man related by blood, a man who held me the day I was born.

			If you are forced to order your priorities, make sure you order them correctly. And once you do, you won’t regret your choices, though they may bring you pain and sorrow—you’ll know you were right.

			I couldn’t stop doing my homework or studying just because my friends were ignoring me. Moe and Fumina were good friends, but they couldn’t guarantee me a future. I needed to get good grades on my finals. So I straightened in my seat and opened my English vocab notes.
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			Moe didn’t call me once all summer vacation. Fumina and I texted and went out for lunch together a few times.

			On the last day of summer vacation, on her way back from cram school, Fumina stopped at our place to hang out.

			“Exams right into summer vacation. Feels like she’s been mad forever.”

			“Yeah.”

			I broke off a piece of the chocolate Fumina had bought for us at the convenience store. It was so hot out that the chocolate had softened, and it melted instantly in my mouth.

			Moe wasn’t a complicated person, and usually she got over things in about two days. But we’d gone straight into vacation with her still mad and the entire class believing I’d done something terrible to her. We’d been to school several days during the break, but despite the good mood and joy of vacation, Moe never approached me.

			Fumina picked up a cookie—she’d only brought sweets, apparently thinking we’d need sugar for studying—and said, “You seem fine with it though. I’m honestly kind of surprised.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yeah. You don’t seem to mind Moe being mad at you at all.”

			“That’s not true. I just don’t know how to handle it.”

			I would’ve happily apologized—I would’ve done it again and again if I thought it would smooth things over. But Moe was more hurt than I’d expected, and I didn’t think an apology would cut it.

			“I don’t know if you could do anything. But during finals, it didn’t look like you cared at all that Moe and everyone were avoiding you. Kind of amazing, really.”

			

			“I cared. But we had finals, you know?”

			“I’m amazed tests are enough to distract you from that sort of thing. If it were me, I wouldn’t be able to study a bit, not with all my friends giving me the cold shoulder like that.”

			That surprised me a little—Fumina was captain of the girls volleyball team, and she always seemed so unflappable. But it turned out she could still be vulnerable.

			“But I don’t think it matters anymore,” Fumina continued. “A boy from another school chatted her up at an open campus, and now she’s hyped about him.” Fumina laughed. “So like her.”

			“Well, I’m glad.” I was, too. Moe was never so happy as she was when she had a boyfriend, and that made things easier for Fumina and me.

			“I think she’ll be over Hamasaka, now. Everything should be back to normal come fall semester.” 

			“I hope so,” I said with conviction. Being in a classroom where everyone was avoiding me was depressing, and I did want to make up with Moe. 

			Just then, Mr. Morimiya popped his head in. “Hello there!” 

			“Jeez, at least knock.”

			“Oh, sorry, sorry. I was in a rush—saw there was a pair of shoes that weren’t yours in the entryway and I heard you talking, so I figured you had a friend over and wanted to say hi.” He shrugged slightly.

			“Hi. I’m Fumina. I’m in the same class as Yuko,” Fumina said, standing to introduce herself.

			“Nice to meet you. I’m Yuko’s dad, Morimiya,” he said, bowing his head. He must have come straight from the entryway. He was still in his suit and carrying his briefcase.

			“Why would you tell her your name? You’re my dad, of course we have the same last name.”

			“Oh, that’s true. Well, thanks for being such a good friend to Yuko.” 

			“No problem,” Fumina said, bowing a little.

			“Fumina, you’re having dinner with us, right? Oh, I’ll have to make something good. I hope I have ingredients.”

			

			Mr. Morimiya was flustered—this was the first time he’d ever met one of my friends.

			“No, I should be going.”

			“But it’s already seven, you must be hungry. I know, let’s order takeout.”

			“No, that’s fine.”

			“No, no, I insist. I’ll order something right away.”

			“I’m not being polite, I promise. Don’t worry about it.”

			“That’s right. Fumina’s mom has already made dinner. You can’t make her stay.” 

			Even with Fumina’s and my insistence, Mr. Morimiya was doubtful. “Do you really not need anything?”

			“She doesn’t,” I said flatly.

			“Aw, come on,” Mr. Morimiya said, loosening his necktie. “You’re telling me I didn’t have to panic just because my daughter has a friend over and we need to make sure she has a good time? Hey, Fumina. When you have a friend over to your house, what does your dad do? Becoming Yuko’s father was rather sudden, and I still don’t have the hang of it.”

			“My dad? Hmm. I don’t think my dad has ever met any of my friends,” Fumina said, giggling.

			“Oh? So dads don’t usually bother their daughters when they have friends over? Now that I think of it, I guess I never did meet a single one of my classmates’ dads back when I was in high school.”

			“Right? So get out already,” I said, pushing Mr. Morimiya’s back to shoo him out. “Do whatever you’d normally do. Don’t worry about us.”

			“Really? Well, I guess that’s that. But I’m at least going to make tea for you. See, I’m not just a dad, I’m a mom, too.”

			“Don’t bother. We have juice.”

			“Well, juice won’t cut it. Imagine how it’ll look if Fumina here goes home and starts telling everyone, ‘You know the Morimiyas? They can’t even be bothered to make tea for guests.’ Now wait right there.”

			The second Mr. Morimiya was gone, Fumina burst out laughing.

			

			“He’s so funny! Your . . . um, father?”

			I sighed, exasperated. “He’s basically my dad. But he has strange ideas. I hope he didn’t creep you out.”

			“Not at all. You said he went to Tokyo University, right? But he doesn’t act like a snob at all. He’s, I don’t know, he’s funny I guess?”

			“He is smart, but he’s also super weird.”

			“Well, you have to think that. You’re his daughter. But he was cooler than I was expecting.” Fumina grinned.

			“No he’s not. You’re just saying that because he’s tall and in good shape. But look at his face. All his features are too small, he’s totally average.”

			“Wow, harsh. You really don’t think he’s kind of cute?”

			“No way.”

			Mr. Morimiya was still young, so people often asked me what I thought of his looks or teased me about them. But he was so weird, and I’d only ever known him as a father figure, so I couldn’t see him that way at all. He was a bit young to be my dad, but he was still twenty years older than me.

			“Hey. Hey Yuko?” While Fumina and I were talking, Mr. Morimiya had snuck back up to my door and now he whispered through it. “If I make you guys tea but don’t put out any snacks, will she think I’m cheap? Do I need snacks?”

			“What are you doing? Do you honestly think she can’t hear you?” I said, exasperated, and Fumina roared with laughter.

			 

			During opening ceremony for fall semester, I found Moe in front of the stairs that led to our classroom and as I approached, I called out, “Morning!”

			It was a new term. I figured any bad blood between us would be gone, but Moe only smiled half-heartedly.

			Wait. Is she not over it yet? Even as I wondered, I persisted. “How was your summer vacation? Did you do a lot of campus visits?” Moe made a face, looked down, and hurried into our classroom.

			

			Fumina had said she thought everything would be back to normal, but apparently it wasn’t that simple. I followed Moe into the classroom, and the moment I stepped foot inside, Yabase and Sumida both started talking loudly.

			“There she is!”

			“Beautiful as ever, Yuko.”

			They were the loudest girls in the classroom, both in style and attitude. They both wore long-sleeved uniform shirts in spite of the summer heat, but they’d rolled their skirts up super short. Bracelets and necklaces winked from under their shirts, and they both wore fake eyelashes and thick eyeliner. They were happy to break school dress code, but they weren’t total delinquents. Sometimes they could be a lot of fun, the life of the classroom. But their opinions, good or bad, were always brutally honest, so everyone in class took care not to provoke them. 

			“I think she’s gotten even more beautiful.”

			“Which means she had a boyfriend over summer break. Wonder who it was this time?” They both laughed.

			Moe might have ignored me, but these two were already on their high horse. They loved having a target. And they were very good at turning molehills into mountains. I figured they were after me with no real reason—they just wanted someone to amuse themselves with. If I tried to fight back, I didn’t think I could win against them. I forced a smile and hurried to my own seat.

			“So cool, Yuko. But then, it doesn’t matter if the girls hate you, does it? You’ll always have the boys,” said Sumida, combing her fingers through her dyed hair. The dye had fried some parts of her hair, and the color was fading out.

			“Who’s your next target, Yuko?”

			“See, we’ve got to ask, because if we end up liking the same guy, it’ll be a huge pain. ‘Cause you’ll steal any guy, even your friends’ guys.” They both laughed and clapped. Everyone around them either laughed along or pretended they didn’t know what was going on.

			I was about to protest when Ms. Mukai walked in. With our teacher at her lectern, everyone quieted like nothing had been going on.

			I wasn’t close with Sumida and Yabase the way Moe and Fumina were, so their insults didn’t hurt that much. But I felt weighed down all the same, knowing that the new term hadn’t brought me a fresh start.

			 

			Mr. Morimiya carried somen and tamagoyaki to the table and then asked, “How was the first day of the new semester?”

			“Nothing really happened.”

			“There it is. That ‘nothing.’ I think ‘nothing’ and ‘normal’ are the worst words in the world,” Mr. Morimiya grumbled as he added diced green onion and nori to the broth in his dipping bowl.

			“Yeah, you’ve said that before.”

			“I have. Because there’s no such thing as ‘nothing.’”

			I finished making our tea and brought it to the table. “You’re telling me every day at work, you actually do things?

			“Of course I do. If a company’s got nothing going on, that means it’s on the brink of bankruptcy. There, done. Lots of spices and condiments. That’s what it takes to level somen up to dinner status.”

			He’d gone so far as to add sweet grilled shiitake and hard-boiled quail eggs to his broth, and he rubbed his hands together eagerly.

			“Now, school. First day after vacation, right? Did something happen? It couldn’t possibly be nothing.”

			“‘Something’ . . . ”

			I dipped my noodles in my broth—I’d kept it simple with just green onions and nori. Mr. Morimiya jumped in when I hesitated. “See? This is how you talk when something definitely happened,” he said with a triumphant smile.

			“Well, nothing fun happened.”

			“Which means trouble, right? High school girls are always having trouble.”

			“If you think I’m having trouble at school, then why are you smiling?”

			“Wait? Am I?” Mr. Morimiya patted his cheeks.

			“You’ve been smiling this whole time.”

			“Sorry, sorry. Okay, see? I’ve got it under control. So. What happened?”

			“It’s nothing major. Some girls don’t like me very much, that’s all. They’re badmouthing me. No big.”

			I decided to tell him everything. He’d suspect something no matter what, so it was better to get ahead of him and be honest. I usually told my parents as much as I could about what had happened at school. I figured it was because I’d lived with parents who weren’t my birth parents for so long. No matter the parent, I tried to answer whatever they asked me—maybe I found it easier because they weren’t my birth parents, or maybe I told them because I worried that if I didn’t, they wouldn’t ever understand me.

			“What? Why don’t they like you? You usually get along with people.” His grin abruptly turned into a dark, dissatisfied frown.

			“Well, um, see, in spring term—”

			“Spring term? That’s taking us way back. And you never told me about it?”

			“Well, I’m telling you about it now.”

			By the time I finished explaining the incident with Hamasaka that started it all, Mr. Morimiya’s eyes were shining with delight. “Wow! So that kind of thing really does happen.”

			“Why are you so interested in this anyway?”

			“Because this kind of thing usually only happens in manga. You don’t think it’s funny?”

			“What exactly is funny about your daughter being bullied at school?”

			“‘Bullying’? Hardly. You’d be more upset.”

			“I’m not so sure.”

			I searched my heart. Yabase and Sumida weren’t upsetting me, that was true. But their teasing was annoying, and I was still bummed about the whole thing.

			“But you know, women like Yabase and Sumida, they’re everywhere,” Mr. Morimiya said through a mouthful of noodles, his tone knowing.

			“They are?”

			“They’re at my company, too. They think they’re kind of cool, you know. Because they’ll say anything they want about anybody, more than they should say. The thing is, they want everyone to like them. Or, no. They think there’s no way anyone could dislike them.”

			Sumida and Yabase did happily insist on their own opinions. I nodded.

			“Those types, they think what they say is really moving, really influential, you know. But they’re flat wrong.”

			“Wait, has this kind of thing happened to you, too, Mr. Morimiya?”

			“Yeah. There’s this woman named Yamori at work. I’ve been there five years longer than her. And she’s polite with me. But she calls me ‘Morimiya mine,’ trying to butter me up. She thinks if she can get her bosses to like her, they’ll let her get away with anything.”

			“You know, Sumida and Yabase always call everyone by their first names, even kids they don’t know well.” I slurped up a noodle.

			“I bet. That’s something they have in common with Yamori. She’s full of herself, always talking about going abroad or mountain climbing, on and on about her trips. That’s how these women try to make themselves appealing. Today, she was saying to me, ‘I’ll bet you’ve never been to a summer music festival, Morimiya mine. They’re super fun.’”

			Griping about his coworkers must have made Mr. Morimiya hungry, because the more he talked, the faster he slurped his somen. I watched his pile of noodles disappear and said, “But you never have been to a summer music festival, have you?”

			“Nope. Forget festivals. I’ve never even been to a concert,” Mr. Morimiya said proudly.

			“Oh.”

			“I bet instead of studying for college entrance exams, your Yabase and Sumida went to a music festival.”

			“I don’t know about any music festival . . . But they were talking in front of everybody about going to a party with a bunch of foreigners.”

			During break today, they’d been almost shouting about it. Saying how foreigners are so free, and how that makes them way more exciting to hang out with.

			“Exactly! Yamori’s exactly the same! She tries to make herself sound so cool, talking about all her foreigner friends. And then she’ll say something like, ‘I bet you don’t have any friends abroad, do you, Morimiya mine?’ And all I want to do is say, ‘Don’t make me laugh. You’re just hanging out with your English tutor.’”

			“You should say that. Seriously, though, do you have any friends overseas?”

			“Of course not. I barely have Japanese friends,” he said nonchalantly. Talking with Mr. Morimiya was starting to drain me. 

			“Oh.”

			“And she’ll say things like, ‘I ate at that little ramen shop all by myself.’ Like that’s something to be proud of. I honestly think adults who can’t go into a restaurant alone are the outliers. I’ve only ever eaten ramen alone.”

			The more he complained, the more I came to realize how lonely Mr. Morimiya must be, and I patted his hand in sympathy.

			“Anyway, this Sumida and Yabase, they’ve got to be jealous of you. ‘Cause you’re cute. And no matter how many festivals they go to or how many foreigners they know, their insides and outsides will never match up to yours, Yuko.”

			I would have preferred more complaining over Mr. Morimiya saying something so embarrassing. 

			“Stop that. You’re just saying that ‘cause you’re my dad.”

			“Huh?”

			“Don’t be such a doting father. You’re not allowed to say stuff like that when we’re out, understand?” 

			Mr. Morimiya laughed with delight, and then clapped his hands once, loudly. “Hey, I’ve got it!”

			“What? Got what?”

			“It’s the somen.”

			“What about it?”

			“The reason you’re not at full power. Dinner, it’s dinner. We had somen last night, and the night before that, too, right?”

			“Yeah. And?” Mr. Morimiya had gotten a bunch of packs of somen noodles as an O-Bon gift, and they were perfect for the hot summer weather, so we’d been having them a lot lately. Somen had nothing to do with my problems at school. “I’m doing fine.”

			“No, no. You have the summer doldrums. They come ‘round at the end of summer. That’s why girls like Sumida are coming after you,” Mr. Morimiya explained, still downing his somen with gusto.

			“But I like somen.” The thin cold noodles were so refreshing. Of all the types of noodle in the world, somen was my favorite. 

			“You’ve got to eat heartier. So you level up. You’ll be Maximum Strength Yuko. Nobody will be able to bring you down when you’re at full power. Not even Sumida or Yabase or Yamori.”

			“Nobody likes a doting father. Come on, quit it. I’m serious.”

			I was genuinely incensed, but Mr. Morimiya just said, “I’m your father. I’m supposed to dote on you,” and happily slurped his noodles.

			“And Yamori’s got nothing to do with me.”

			“Oh right. She’s only my enemy, not yours. Yamori? More like Ya-lessy. I wonder if she’s moving anytime soon. Preferably to Mars.”

			“Your company’s got a branch on Mars, does it?”

			“Well, no, but  . . . ”

			Jeez. Mr. Morimiya’s insults were on the same level as a first grader’s. But complaining alongside him had brightened my mood. I could have gone on eating somen with him forever.

			 

			

			The next day, the atmosphere in our classroom was the same. 

			Moe looked ashamed, and when Sumida and Yabase were around, Fumina wouldn’t come near me, though when they were out, she’d talked to me, saying, “They’ve really got it in for you.”

			At lunch, Sumida invited Moe and Fumina to eat with her in the classroom, so I decided to face the school cafeteria. For a moment, I’d considered eating with someone else, but if I tried, I knew it would cause trouble for them. It would be easier for everyone if I left.

			The cafeteria was raucous, not like 3-2’s classroom at all. We were high school students. Plenty of kids were eating alone. It wasn’t like junior high, where eating alone stressed us out. I got along well with Fumina and Moe, and I liked hanging out with them. But sometimes it was nice to be alone and not have to care, not have to keep up my end of the conversation.

			I absently studied the college pamphlets I’d grabbed during our future counseling sessions and started in on my bowl of tamago-don. I’d brought a sandwich with me to school, but the enticing scent of the broth in the eggs goaded me into ordering a bowl. The broth was on the strong side, and the eggs were light and fluffy. The cafeteria’s best meals were always the rice bowls.

			How was the cafeteria at Sonoda, I wondered. I flipped through their pamphlet—maybe college meals were nicer than high school meals. The photo in Sonoda’s brochure made the cafeteria look like some kind of fancy restaurant. As I sat there staring at the photo and thinking about how different college would be, I sensed someone in front of me.

			I looked up and found Ms. Mukai standing before me. “What are you doing?” she asked.

			“I’m not doing anything,” I said, thinking back through the day, wondering if I’d somehow broken a rule. 

			“No, I’m asking why you’re eating alone,” she said in her detached way, taking the seat across from me.

			“No reason, I just—”

			

			“Are you sure there’s not something going on?”

			“No, there’s not.”

			Ms. Mukai’s presence made me nervous. I took a sip of water. 

			“At first I thought your fight with Miss Tadokoro was run-of-the-mill, but it’s gone on quite some time now.”

			“Yeah.”

			“I know fights between girls can be tricky, but don’t you think it’s been long enough?”

			“I guess so.”

			“Even if it started as a normal fight, it seems like it’s only gotten worse.”

			“No, it’s fine. It’s a normal fight, really. I mean, the kind of thing people fight over.” I smiled a little, trying to show her it wasn’t a big deal.

			Ms. Mukai studied me, trying to determine if I was telling the truth, and then she said, “You’re not bothered by it?”

			“No.” I shook my head slightly. I truly wasn’t. I did want our fight to be over. But objectively, being with other people meant these things were bound to happen, and I knew that.

			“I suppose you’re not. But I do wonder if it’s all right to let the situation continue as is.”

			“Maybe I’m used to friction, since I’ve lived with so many people.” I meant it as a joke but saying it out loud made me realize that my relationships to this point had been relatively smooth. Rika, Izumigahara, Morimiya. I’d lived with so many different people since my birth father left, but I’d never fought with any of them.

			“Friends have an outsized weight in high school, though, don’t they?” Ms. Mukai said without a hint of a smile.

			“That’s true.”

			I’d never given much thought to the importance of my high school friendships, but I didn’t want my relationship with Fumina and Moe to end; I knew I would be lonely without them.

			“You act as if this is happening to someone else, Miss Morimiya, but it’s happening to you. Are you all right?”

			

			“I’m fine.”

			“I suppose if you’re certain, then that’s that.”

			“I’m fine, really. It doesn’t bother me. This sort of thing heals with time. We’re in a rough patch right now, but I hope you’ll leave it be, or, um, I guess keep an eye on it, please,” I quickly added.

			Ms. Mukai stared intently at me and then said, “You’re very strong, Miss Morimiya.” 

			 

			When Sumida and Yabase saw me walk back into the classroom, they grinned.

			“We heard you had lunch with Ms. Mukai, Yuko.”

			Gossip always spread like wildfire. A lot of people were entertained by my situation, and they wanted to make it worse.

			“I was eating in the cafeteria, and she had a question for me. That’s all,” I said as I headed to my seat.

			“Were you tattling on us? Too bad for you, our homeroom teacher’s a woman.”

			“That’s right. If she was a man, you could probably charm her to your side, but Mukai’s an old hag. Plus, we heard a first year asked you out. Gosh, you’re popular.”

			Yabase’s announcement made a bunch of other girls start whispering things like “Wow” and “Boys really do love her.”

			If I ignored them, they’d double down—I knew I had to respond. “Nobody asked me out,” I said, trying to feign indifference as I pulled my textbook out of my desk. 

			“Boys are just crazy about you, Yuko. Was it twice your mom remarried? Guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” Sumida said. She’d probably heard about Rika off some kid who’d been at my same junior high. I didn’t go out of my way to talk about my home life, but I didn’t try to hide it either, so a few kids knew I’d had different dads over the years.

			“Two whole times! And now your mother’s gone, too.”

			“Must be so hard for you. Bet you don’t even know who your real dad is.”

			

			Sumida and Yabase laughed, but the rest of the classroom grew suddenly quiet and tense.

			They’d touched on my family. Everyone was looking down, pretending something else had caught their attention. Apparently, they all thought talking about my home life was taking it a step too far, though I personally wasn’t bothered or hurt by them bringing my parents into it.

			“And now you’re living with that young dad of yours, right? You really can pull them in.”

			“Yuko, are you and your dad doing it? Gross!”

			They kept at it, unaware of how quiet the other kids around them had grown. Everyone was pretending not to listen, but in reality, they were all ears. I wondered if, at the very least, I should clarify the facts.

			I turned toward Sumida. I knew everyone was paying attention. My story wasn’t anything special—why did they all care so much? This was the kind of tragedy that came of having a revolving door of guardians. I opened my mouth and gave as straightforward an explanation as I could.

			“Okay, so, the mom who remarried twice, she was my second mother, so we’re not related by blood. I know who my birth parents are. My mother died when I was little, and my father moved overseas, so that’s why he’s not around. I have two moms and three dads, that’s a fact. And what was the other thing? Oh, right. My dad right now. You’re implying we’re close in age, but he’s already thirty-seven. And besides that, he’s a weirdo, not the kind of guy anyone would fall for. He’s nice enough to look after me, that’s all. Now, did I get everything?”

			The second I finished, voices erupted around the room. “Amazing!” “What? Is that true?” Sumida and Yabase looked taken aback. They must’ve realized they’d pushed too far.

			“It’s not amazing,” I hurried to add. “My parents changed. That’s all.”

			“She’s so strong,” I heard someone say. The boys behind me were whispering back and forth.

			

			“Stronger than I ever imagined.”

			“Of course she is! Wouldn’t you be if you’d lost so many parents?”

			Maybe Ms. Mukai was right. Maybe there was strength in me. But it didn’t come from the way my family had changed again and again. My strength came from living with Rika after my dad left. She always let me do what I wanted, which was fun, but it wasn’t easy. Back then, I was focused on surviving, and to do that, I needed my resolve. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			12

	
			Oh no, we only have eight hundred yen left for the month. And five days to pay day,” Rika said as she dug through her bag and wallet. She was probably looking for loose change.

			“Rika, you know this happens every month, and you still go and waste too much money,” I said as I went through the pockets of her skirts in the closet. Rika always left stuff in her pockets, so sometimes I found a lot of coins in there.

			“What did I waste it on again?” she asked, her face deep in thought. I sighed.

			“You bought a purse last week, remember? Even though you already have one just like it.”

			“Oh, the gray one?”

			“Yes. The gray one with the pocket on the outside.”

			“It’s not the same as the other one! I don’t have any other purses like that. All my other purses are different designers and sizes!” Rika insisted, but all her bags looked the same to me. Why did she need so many colors and shapes and sizes, especially when some of them were practically the same? 

			“And then you bought that cardigan for me. Even though I haven’t grown any since last year, and the cardigans I already have are fine.”

			Rika bought me new clothes almost every month. But now that I was in fifth grade, I didn’t have sudden growth spurts anymore, and I thought the clothes I already had were fine.

			“Are you being serious, Yuko?” Rika asked, stopping her search for coins to study me intently.

			“I am.”

			“But you’re a girl, you shouldn’t talk like that. We don’t buy clothes just because we’ve gotten too big for our old ones. We have to think about this year’s fashions. I’ve told you for ages, you can’t be stingy when it comes to looking your best.”

			“I’m not so sure about that. I won’t die from wearing last year’s clothes, but I will die if I don’t eat. Anyway, you’re forbidden from buying clothes next month,” I said, putting force into my words.

			Rika looked cowed and said, “You might be a kid, but you talk like a little old woman. Fine, fine, I won’t buy any clothes.” She stopped her search and turned on the TV. She put on a big fuss about not having money, but I knew she was fine. I, however, wanted to find at least a hundred more yen. One by one, I peeked into every purse Rika had shoved in the closet.

			I found an unsent letter in one of the purses deep in the closet and pulled it out to show Rika. “You’re always leaving stuff in your bags. You better hurry up and send this.”

			“Huh, oh, that. Yeah. I’ll send it tomorrow.”

			“It’s almost time for me to write my next letter, and this has to be out before that one goes out.”

			“Sorry. I’m sorry.”

			“I wonder if he’s getting them. We haven’t gotten a single reply.”

			“I wouldn’t worry. I bet Shū is really busy with work, and it takes a long time for a letter to get to Brazil,” Rika said, her eyes fixed on the TV.

			 

			It had been seven months since Dad left. Afterwards, I wrote him a letter every single week. I told him how school was, and what living with Rika was like. There was so much I wanted to tell him, and some weeks, I went on for pages. I didn’t know how to send a letter to Brazil, so I asked Rika to send them for me. She always promised she would, but sometimes she forgot the letters in her bags or in one of the desk drawers. I didn’t think the forgotten letters were the reason why Dad hadn’t sent a reply, though. Rika told me, “Adults don’t write that many letters,” and “He can’t possibly be used to Brazil yet, he hasn’t got time to write you.” Dad always made sure I knew I was really important to him, so the idea that he couldn’t make time to write me even one letter? I found it hard to believe. Life overseas must be more difficult than I imagined. Rika and I were having enough trouble getting used to our new lives right here in Japan. 

			About two months after Dad left, Rika announced “We’re never going to make it on child support alone,” so she got a job, and a month after that, she said “I can’t make the rent, and this place is too big for the two of us anyway,” so she moved us to a smaller apartment. Our new home wasn’t even five minutes from our fourplex, but it wasn’t the same at all. There were only two bedrooms, and the living room and kitchen were both super small. Plus, the building was old, and the outside walls were gray, and the concrete steps were full of cracks. The first time I saw it, I almost said “I don’t want to live here” out loud, but Rika was working so hard. I couldn’t say something like that.

			She told me this place was half the rent of our old place, so I figured now that we’d moved, our lives would get easier, but it was the complete opposite. Whatever money we had left after necessities Rika spent immediately. By the end of my first summer with her, she’d used up our entire savings, and every month since had been nothing but her groaning, “Money’s going to be tight this month.”

			 

			I reached into an inner pocket of the purse where I’d found the letter and discovered a coin. “Oh, found some! Fifty yen!” 

			“Great! That makes our total cash holdings eight hundred fifty yen!” she exclaimed, taking the coin from me. “We’re rich now!” She switched on our heated carpet.

			“No. Fifty more yen means we can still only spend a hundred seventy yen a day.” I frowned and turned the heated carpet to the lowest setting. November was nearing its end, but the temperature wasn’t so bad that we had to crank the heat up yet.

			“A hundred seventy yen, huh? I wonder if that will be hard.”

			“Of course it’ll be hard. We still have rice, so we can make that, at least, but main dishes? Maybe I’ll ask the landlady if we can have some vegetables. Then we buy eggs and chicken and make do with that.”

			“I’d rather have toast for breakfast.” Rika always complained like this whenever our finances got thin.

			“Then I’ll ask for some bread crusts. That bakery over in the shopping district always puts out bags of bread crusts, and they’ll give them to you for free.”

			“What? They don’t make you buy anything else? They just give you the crusts?” Rika asked, frowning.

			“Well we don’t have money, so what choice do we have? I’ll go down and ask the landlady about some vegetables. You go to the bakery for the bread crusts.”

			“Being poor is the worst. Especially when it’s cold. The poor sinks right into you, you know?” Rika grumbled, but I didn’t think she actually minded. That was why she could waste money every month. Rika always lived life to the fullest—being my mom hadn’t changed that.

			Starting a job hadn’t dampened her spirits, either: “I was worried I wouldn’t be a good fit at an insurance company, but it turns out it suits me. I get to talk to all sorts of people, and my boss likes how friendly I am.”
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			Behind our apartment, there was a single-story house surrounded by lush plants and trees. This was the landlady’s. She was even older than my grandma and grandpa, and her husband had passed away years ago; she’d lived alone ever since. When Rika and I moved in, we went over to say hi to her, and I’d talked to her a few times since when I came to give her the rent.

			The day we met her, she’d been really nice, commenting how hard it must be for a young single mom. Rika was super young. I was nervous the landlady would find out we weren’t blood related. Back then, I thought you had to be blood-related to be a real parent and child.

			On the last day of our first month, when I went to give her our rent, I asked, “Do you think my mom is too young?”

			“I think your mom dresses young, Yuko, but I know she must be older, right?” the landlady said with a hearty laugh.

			Rika was thirty at the time, so she wasn’t all that old, but I rolled with it and said, “She loves makeup and fancy clothes.” 

			This was how my conversations with the landlady went, and her serenity and generosity made me feel like all our troubles, no matter how big, would soon disappear.

			The landlady was always happy to see me—I wondered if it was because she lived alone; she told me she was losing her hearing, but she still rushed to the door whenever I rang her doorbell. And every time I came, she always gave me vegetables from her garden or sweets she’d gotten from a friend.

			I hadn’t seen my grandma and grandpa in so long, and I suspected that was why I loved going to our landlady’s house.

			 

			

			The day after I found the fifty yen coin, I walked straight to the landlady’s after school—I had promised Rika I’d stop by and ask for vegetables.

			She led me into her living room and poured out some hot tea for me. “It sure has gotten cold. Is your apartment okay? It’s so old, I know it must be drafty.” 

			“We’re okay. We have a heated carpet.”

			I bit into the big, soy sauce flavored rice cracker she’d given me. It made a pleasing snap, and the landlady laughed and said, “You’ve got some good teeth there, Yuko.”

			She fetched some bok choi and daikon wrapped in newspaper from her landing and told me, “I’ve been thinking of giving up the vegetable garden after this year. I can’t take care of it anymore.”

			“No! That’s so sad. I’ll help you!”

			“But you have school, Yuko. Plus the vegetables grow so much, and I can’t eat them all on my own. I always have leftovers.”

			“You could give some to your son.” He lived with his wife not fifteen minutes’ drive from here, and I’d met him several times.

			“I still have too much, even after I give him vegetables. You’ve been a big help, taking some off my hands,” she said, and then she reached down to rub her legs. She’d hurt her back a while ago, and whenever she stood up or used the stairs, she looked like she was in a lot of pain. 

			“I’ve stewed some bok choi with fried tofu, and some daikon, too. Take it with you when you go.”

			“Oh, thank you! We really appreciate it.” I’d never had to tell the landlady that Rika didn’t have money—she gave me the vegetables without my having to ask. But I wanted her to know how much this bok choy and daikon were helping us. So I smiled and said, “We only have eight hundred fifty yen right now, and yesterday, mom and I were wondering what we would do for food.”

			The landlady said, “It’s a good thing your family doesn’t have money.”

			

			“Why?”

			“Because if you had a lot of money, you could buy anything you wanted, and then you wouldn’t have any need for my scraggly bok choy and daikon. And I’d be in trouble if there was no one to take it.”

			“That’s true.” There were a few—a very few—good things about not having money.

			“Oh, I’ll walk Pochi for you, okay?”

			Pochi was the landlady’s mid-size dog. Ever since she hurt herself, she’d stopped going out, and if Pochi knew I was over, he immediately started howling at me to take him on a walk.

			“Oh, thank you. That’s a big help.”

			“Okay, we’ll be back soon.”

			“Make sure you wrap up nice and warm!”

			“I will.”

			I tied on the scarf the landlady had given me a while back and left the house with Pochi.

			We headed out to the main boulevard and followed our usual route down the hill along the river. I walked Pochi about once a week.

			The landlady had told me Pochi was already old, just like her, so when we walked, his pace was steady; he never got too excited or pulled too hard. He and I moved at almost the exact same speed.

			“Oh, look at all the leaves,” I said to him, taking in all the fallen red and orange and brown along the river. “Autumn’s almost over.”

			Pochi made a single low humph and I felt like he understood me; I always told him all sorts of things on our walks.

			“Look. The sun’s already setting even though it’s just past five.”

			The leaves fell and fell, and the sun sank sooner—the world was barren, and the wind was piercing. Signs of the oncoming winter were scattered all over the place.

			“I wonder if it’s going to get colder soon.”

			I sat down on the bench that overlooked the river. In the middle of our walk, we stopped there and watched the sunset. That was our rule. As the sun drew closer to the water, the ripples began to sparkle and shine. Behind me, I heard voices.

			“We have to run, Saki. We have to get back and start getting dinner ready.”

			“Is Papa getting home early today?”

			“He is.”

			“Yay!”

			The mother and daughter passed behind me, their shopping bags rustling and their feet hurrying.

			“Up!”

			“You can walk a little more, I think.”

			“Up! Up!”

			At last the mom grew tired of her daughter’s whining, and I heard her grunt and say, “Wow! You’re getting so heavy!”

			Why was it that people walking home in the evening always left warmth in their wake? Rika had said when it gets cold, the poor sinks right into you, but I didn’t think that was all. In winter, the loneliness of being left behind sinks in, too.

			The days got dark sooner, which meant I had less time to play with my friends. Mina had had cram school today, and—what was it?—I think Kanade had said she couldn’t play because it was her dad’s birthday.

			Dad’s birthday was in September. Had he celebrated it alone this year? Sometimes, he popped into my head. And one memory of him was enough to reawaken all the others. The way the airport looked when we saw him off, his face when I told him I was staying in Japan. That time we went to the zoo together, and my first day of school. His big arms when I was really little and begged him “Up! Up!”

			The memories poured out, and I couldn’t stop them. I wanted more than anything to go back to when he’d still been here. But of course that was impossible, so the only way I could get relief was to cry.

			I asked the landlady to let me walk Pochi because it was good exercise and because I wanted to do something for her, since she did so much for me. But the best thing about my walks with Pochi was that I could sit here like this, with him at my side, and cry. If I’d tried to cry at home alone, I had a feeling I’d never leave the apartment again. And if I held it all in and never cried, I knew I’d eventually have a breakdown. Beneath that open sky, staring at the river, though, I sensed that in crying, my tears and memories would gradually flow away.

			I wasn’t unhappy. I liked living with Rika. But I was so lonely, and I wanted to see Dad. I couldn’t just snap my fingers and make my emotions disappear.

			When the river’s surface deepened from orange to a darker shade, Pochi gave one sharp bark.

			“I know, we have to get back.” The landlady always worried if I took too long.

			No one else was around. I’d chosen Rika, not Dad. If I’d chosen him instead, though, I knew a different kind of loneliness would have come to me. All I could do was live the life that unfurled before me. And crying solved one of my problems—it let me push myself forward, let me say to myself, Now’s not the time for tears.

			“Okay, let’s go.”

			When I stood, Pochi gave another bark, more excited than the first.
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			By late December, we almost never saw the sun anymore, only endless cloudy days. After lunch on the last day of autumn term, under the heavy gray sky, I walked from school straight to the landlady’s. I wanted to show her my report card.

			“Wow, Yuko! You’re so smart!” she said when she saw my grades.

			“You think so?”

			My last report card had been the one I’d showed Dad. Now, I’d lost five of my “Superior” marks, and my math was down to “Needs improvement.” Our homeroom teacher always told us that we should be studying for our own benefit, but knowing there was one less person to show my grades made me less excited to learn and study.

			“My grades keep getting worse, though,” I continued.

			The landlady smiled and said, “I bet your teacher isn’t putting a lot of thought into it. She’s giving you a grade because she has to. It doesn’t mean anything.” To prove her point, she read the teacher’s comments out loud. “‘Yuko is now our student representative to the library and works really hard and takes her responsibilities seriously. She’s always kind to her friends, and serious in her studies  . . . ’ You see, it’s all textbook. Nothing specific.”

			“I guess so,” I said, nodding and sipping the hot cocoa the landlady had made for me.

			Last year, I’d always been pleased by what my teacher said about me, but now that I was a fifth grader, I was starting to realize how similar her comments were to the ones she gave my friends.

			

			My comments from this term and Satsuki’s comments from last term were almost identical. The difference was the position: “Morning announcements” instead of “library.” Satsuki and I were very different people, but our homeroom teacher had to write comments for thirty-eight students, so maybe having the same comments over and over was inevitable.

			“I do wish she’d been a little more attentive in her comments, though,” the landlady said. “With you, Yuko, hmm, let’s see. You’re always polite to your neighbors and you always say hi to everyone, and you help your mother and walk this old lady’s dog, you’re always cheerful and bright, and you’re a cutie, too.”

			I blushed fiercely. “Please stop, it’s embarrassing.”

			“But I’m telling the truth. Well, doting parents, you know,” she added, seeing how red my cheeks were.

			“Doting?”

			I didn’t know that word, and I wondered if she was making fun of Rika. I stared at her, confused.

			She started peeling an apple for me and explained, “Oh, a doting parent. That means a parent who thinks their kid is amazing, maybe more amazing than they really are, and so the parent maybe spoils them a bit. I know we’re not related, but I was talking about myself. I’m the doting parent.”

			I hadn’t been around any of my blood relatives since Dad went away. But if that’s what doting meant, then Rika was definitely a doting parent.

			I stuffed my cheeks with apple slices and said, “This apple is really good!” It was crisp and firm, and the center was golden with sweet juice. “I feel so spoiled when I get to eat fruit at the kotatsu in the middle of winter. My feet are all toasty, and I get to enjoy a sweet treat.”

			“When you get to be my age,” the landlady said, biting into her own apple slices, “all sorts of things start to go wrong with your body. I’m glad my teeth are still good.” And then, like she’d only just remembered, she said, “Did I tell you? I’m going to a home in the new year.”

			I didn’t understand exactly what that meant, so once I’d swallowed, I asked her.

			“A home, dear. I mean an old folks’ home. My legs are so bad now, it’s hard for me to move around, and even though that bone I broke last year has healed, I still can’t do a lot because of the pain.

			My class had once visited an old folks’ home to volunteer. There’d been so many old people, and we sang songs and played board games with them.

			“Is an old folks’ home a place you go to every day? Like school?”

			“No, no. I’m going to live there. There are doctors and nurses to help me out, and they’ll feed me to. It’ll be a lot easier than living here all alone,” she said, sounding happy at the thought. It was true that her legs had been getting worse—she had to walk with a cane now, and she had trouble going out anymore. But she still seemed so healthy. She cooked well and often, and she was a good friend to me.

			“But you don’t have to go to a place like that. That nice lady already comes to help you sometimes. And I’m happy to go shopping and stuff for you,” I suggested.

			“I’ll feel better about it if I’m asking nurses to help me instead of my son and daughter-in-law,” she said.

			“You will?” I asked, though I didn’t think she was lying to me. She was saying an old folks’ home would be easier, but I thought that was weird.

			“I think so. They hire pros to take care of their residents. And if I ask my son and his family to help, we’re bound to get under each other’s skin, but that won’t happen with hired help.”

			“I’m not so sure about that.” I found it hard to believe anyone would prefer a stranger over their family.

			“Now then,” the landlady said, heaving herself to her feet with a grunt, “there’s something I want to give you.” She went to her old-fashioned dresser and pulled open one of the drawers, where she withdrew a fat envelope. Then she eased herself back down at the kotatsu and handed it to me. “This is for you.”

			

			“Can I open it?”

			“Of course.”

			With her nod, I opened the envelope and discovered a stack of money. All the bills were ten-thousand-yen notes.

			“What is this?” I asked, looking up at her with shock. I’d never seen so much money in one place before.

			“What do you mean? It’s money of course. Two hundred thousand,” she said, like it was nothing, but when she named the sum, my voice turned into a squeak.

			“Two hundred thousand?”

			“That’s right.”

			“But why is there so much? And why is it for me?”

			“Because I want you to take it. I’m leaving this house, and I want to make sure I’ve cleaned everything out,” she said, and sipped her tea.

			“Cleaned? But you don’t have to clean up money. I mean, you can’t. I can’t take this.” I resealed the envelope. Rika and I didn’t have money, I knew, but this was too much—we couldn’t take it.

			“This is the favor I’m asking you before I go to the old folks’ home. I’m saying you can take it.”

			“I can’t. Mom will be mad!”

			“No, no, this isn’t for her. You have to keep it secret. I’m giving it to you, Yuko.”

			“No, you can’t. I can’t!” No matter how much I refused, the landlady wouldn’t take it back.

			“It’s up to you, whether you use it or not. All I’m doing is asking you to take it.”

			“But—”

			“You see, money never gets in the way of life.”

			“Then that means you should take it with you!”

			The landlady cackled. “Maybe it does. But it’s already yours, Yuko. Maybe it will help you if you’re ever in trouble, if you have no other choice. Or maybe there will be something you want to do—you can use this money for that,” she said, pushing the envelope back into my hands.

			

			“We’re done talking about this, okay? Put that envelope in your bag. Now, about your winter break—”

			 

			During winter break, I helped the landlady tidy up her house. Apparently, a lot of old folks’ homes were at capacity, which meant she’d had to choose one that was really far away. Pochi was going to move in with the landlady’s son.

			The cleaner and emptier the landlady’s house became, the more I knew I needed to be strong. Winter term was coming on so fast. And after it was done, I’d be a sixth grader. I needed to go get bags of bread crust from the baker, and I needed to insist that Rika start planning her life and finances better. This wasn’t the time to be staring at the river and crying.

			After New Year’s, I went to see the landlady off; her son had brought his whole family along to take her away.

			“You take care of yourself, Yuko.”

			“Ma’am  . . . ” There was so much I wanted to say to her, but the words wouldn’t come.

			“Don’t make that face.”

			“But I don’t think I’ll ever see you again.”

			“Well, that may true, but I’m still alive. And as long as I’m alive, I’m going to pray for your happiness. I’ll be cheering you on from the sidelines,” she said, gripping my hands. Her skin was wrinkly and papery, but still so warm. I had a hard time letting go of her.

			It was difficult to say goodbye to a person, even when they weren’t your real parent. I’d told myself this was no time for tears, but they came all the same.

			The landlady and Dad, my grandpa and grandma. There were more and more people I could only meet in my memories. But I couldn’t spend all my time living in the past. The landlady was really, really old, yet she was starting a brand-new life. And me? I couldn’t keep writing letters to a father who never answered. We might have been father and daughter, but now we were apart—our time was over. My own life was right there in front of me, and I needed to focus on the people around me. As I watched the car take the landlady away, I promised myself that’s what I would do. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			I still haven’t used the two hundred thousand the landlady gave me. So I guess I still haven’t ever been in real trouble.
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			As soon as I finished my homework, I made my way straight to the dining room and asked, “What’s for dinner?” The scent of garlic filled the apartment.

			“Gyoza, of course. With lots of garlic and chives,” Mr. Morimiya said with a smug air. He was cooking in the kitchen. “Once they’re done, will you take them to the table?”

			“Gyoza in the middle of the week? But I have school tomorrow.”

			He passed me a big plate heaped with gyoza, and I brought them to the table. They looked crispy, just the right amount of browning, but their scent was overwhelming.

			“We’re going to have gyoza until your summer doldrums are fixed. I made fifty!”

			“You’re kidding. I’m not even in those stupid doldrums.”

			Mr. Morimiya carried in three more plates piled with gyoza and said, “Get ‘em while they’re hot!” 

			Just the sight of the mountains of dumplings made me feel full. 

			“I put in about double the garlic and chives. They’ll chase those doldrums right out!” he explained as he popped his first gyoza in his mouth.

			“But if we eat all that garlic, we’re going to stink!”

			“That’s okay, though, isn’t it? I put in more veggies too, so I don’t think they’ll be too heavy.”

			He was already on his second dumpling, so I tried my first. Despite the overwhelming scent, the dumpling went down easy. 

			“I guess good food is good food,” I said, and Mr. Morimiya nodded heartily.

			

			“Delicious, and they’ll give you so much energy. Gyoza are the perfect food. All we have to do is eat these and we’ll be able to drive back Sumida and Yabase and Yamori.”

			“Like I said, Yamori’s got nothing to do with me. And it’s not like Sumida and Yabase are after me because I’ve been down in the dumps.” As I spoke, I remembered how I’d explained my family to them today. Everyone’s faces lit with interest and sympathy. I’d wanted them to understand that none of this was a big deal, but telling people about my upbringing was always hard.

			Mr. Morimiya noticed I was lost in thought and piled more gyoza onto my plate. “Hey now, stop daydreaming, and hurry up and eat.” The dumplings were on the smaller slide—bite-size, in fact—which made me feel like I could gobble them down forever.

			“I don’t think this is the kind of problem gyoza can solve.”

			“But your odds are better if you’re full of energy and not all tired and limp.”

			“Having energy is good, true. But if I smell like garlic, people might hate me even more. What if the whole class starts avoiding me?”

			I sniffed the gyoza currently pinched in my chopsticks. It did look tasty, but the stink of garlic and chives went straight to my sinuses.

			“Then you’ll know people aren’t avoiding you because of your upbringing or your personality. It’s the garlic’s fault. And that’s a lot easier to handle.”

			“Are you kidding me? People avoiding me because I stink is way worse.”

			“You can blame it all on the garlic! Think of it this way—gyoza don’t just give you energy, they also become the source of why people hate you. That makes them the most useful food!” Mr. Morimiya clearly thought the case was closed, because he sat back and said, “Gyoza sure does make me want beer, though. Do you mind if I drink?” he asked as he stood to go to the refrigerator.

			

			Mr. Morimiya almost never drank. He’d say, “What if something happens and I need to drive you somewhere, Yuko? You see it all the time on TV shows, right? A mom drives her kid to the hospital in the middle of the night, and she beats on the door and yells, ‘My child is sick, please open up!’”

			If we did have an emergency, there were always ambulances, and besides, I was a high schooler. Parents usually only had to take babies to the hospital in the middle of the night.

			When I told Mr. Morimiya as much, though, he insisted on being sober, complete with grand gestures, “A parent needs to be prepared to sacrifice themselves no matter the cost.” But whenever we ate meals that called for alcohol—gyoza, oden, that sort of thing—Mr. Morimiya always went straight for a beer. Some sacrifice.

			“Go on,” I told him.

			“Well thank you, little lady,” he said and poured his beer into a glass. “Gyoza calls for beer. Do you want to try some, Yuko?”

			“I’m underage.”

			“Oh, right. I feel bad drinking alone, though.” 

			He said that, but he was already savoring his beer and reaching for another dumpling.

			His enthusiasm egged me on, and I gobbled another. One gyoza or a dozen, I’d stink either way. After dinner, I’d have a glass of milk to try and tamp down the garlic smell.

			“Foods in wraps, things like gyoza and spring rolls. I think they need to be atmospheric, you know?” Mr. Morimiya said. He was on his third plate. He’d probably eaten thirty gyoza already. But still he seemed to be relishing them.

			“‘Atmospheric.’ What does that even mean? Are you drunk?”

			“Not at all! I can’t get drunk at a time like this, with my daughter worrying about garlic stink and her friends avoiding her. What I’m saying is, you should never stuff gyoza or spring rolls completely full. You need to leave a little space, so they’ve got some atmosphere. Makes them go down easier.”

			“You think so, huh.”

			

			Drunk or not, Mr. Morimiya loved to go on and on about food. I, however, didn’t want to have to think about whether my gyoza was “atmospheric” or not while I was eating them. I nodded, but mentally, I was groaning at yet another food conversation. 

			“See, the space, it makes the gyoza light and crispy.”

			“I guess so.”

			Mr. Morimiya had chopped both the cabbage and chives fine I barely had to chew—the gyoza filling went down easy. He’d done a good job of draining the excess liquid off the vegetables, too, so though the gyoza were starting to go cold, they weren’t getting soggy. Atmospheric or not, I could tell they had been made slowly, carefully, and with skill. I thought about telling Mr. Morimiya as much, but I was afraid if I did, he’d double down on the food talk, so I stopped myself.

			“When you make them tiny like this, you end up eating so many,” I said as I grabbed the last dumpling. Somewhere along the line, I’d stopped worrying about the small of garlic.

			“I was worried fifty would be too many for the two of us, but looks like it was just right.” Mr. Morimiya drank the last of his beer, clearly relishing it.

			“And I’m stuffed, even though all I had was dumplings. No rice!”

			“Good! Tomorrow’s going to be a breeze for you!”

			“I hope so.”

			“Well, no need to panic. If you have a rough day at school tomorrow, I’ll make gyoza again. I bought enough ingredients for two batches,” Mr. Morimiya said, smiling broadly.

			The gyoza were delicious, but that didn’t mean I wanted them two days in a row. As I poured myself a glass of milk, I hoped things would let up in class tomorrow so we could have something else for dinner. 

			 

			The next day, Hayashi and Mizuno called out to me as soon as I walked in the classroom. 

			“Hey! Everyone’s saying he’s super cool!”

			

			“Who?”

			“Your dad! He’s straight out of a manga!”

			“It was all anyone talked about after class yesterday!”

			What was this all of a sudden? I didn’t know how to respond—Hayashi and Mizuno didn’t normally talk to me—so I headed for my seat.

			“And he cooks for you, too, right?”

			“I heard he’s a total gentleman, even looks after your friends.”

			They couldn’t possibly be talking about Mr. Morimiya. Where were they getting their information?

			Just then, from her seat, Fumina said, “I told them about going to your house.”

			“Oh, is that what it is? Well, he’s not cool at all,” I said, shrugging.

			“Really? But it must be nice. Having a stepdad who’s sweet and young,” Mizuno said dreamily, clearly caught up in her own imagination.

			“No, he’s such a weirdo—he can’t read the room and he’s way too easygoing. He’s nowhere near as cool as some manga character. I mean last night, he made the biggest pile of gyoza you’ve ever seen, and I ate so many. I bet I still smell like garlic. You should probably keep your distance . . . I did have milk to try and fix it, though.”

			Hayashi laughed in the face of my bluntness and said, “Well you’re a weirdo, too. I bet it’s from living with him. You start acting like him.”

			“I am nothing like him. No way.”

			I didn’t want to be lumped in with Mr. Morimiya, and while I tried to make my case, Sumida and Yabase entered the classroom. Their very presence changed the entire class’s atmosphere.

			“Talk to you later,” said Hayashi and Mizuno, hurrying to their own seats, despite the fact that a moment ago, we’d been laughing together.

			Eating gyoza was not going to fix my entire high school. I was just hoping that no one would run from me screaming “She stinks! She stinks!” I’d had another glass of milk this morning just in case.

			The rest of the day, whenever Yabase and Sumida weren’t around, kids who were curious about my family came up to me and asked a bunch of questions or said things like, “You’ve had it tough, huh.” 

			Moe even spoke to me. “It’s no fair Fumina got to meet him, and I didn’t. You have to have me over so I can meet him!” 

			But I still ate lunch alone and I still walked home alone. Things had eased a little, though. Every once in a while, my strange childhood had its upsides.
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			Are we seriously having gyoza for dinner again?” I practically screamed when I saw the table heaped with dumplings.

			“I told you we were yesterday. You need more power ups,” Mr. Morimiya said, like it was obvious. He patted the dinner table.

			“I’m going to smell so bad, though!”

			“Come on, Yuko. If you can’t make it through gyoza two days in a row, how do you expect to overcome anything else?”

			“Yeah, yeah. I mean, I am going to eat them.”

			Mr. Morimiya was already on his gyoza high horse, so I hurried to my seat before his head could get any bigger.

			“Okay. Dig in.”

			At the first bite, though, I tilted my head. “Um? I think the filling is off.” Come to think of it, I hadn’t smelled garlic at all when I came in today. I peered inside and saw shiso leaves and cheese and chicken.

			“It’s different! Today I tried my hand at ‘cool’ gyoza,” Mr. Morimiya said proudly.

			“Huh. Oh, this one’s potato salad,” I said as I bit into my second one.

			“Fun right? I made three kinds. The last one is shrimp and spinach.”

			“So this is why the apartment doesn’t stink today? I wonder, are they still gyoza if the insides are chicken and shrimp and potato salad?” I popped a shrimp dumpling in my mouth. The shrimp was perfectly plump, but it didn’t pack the same punch as yesterday’s garlicky pork.

			“I used gyoza wrappers, so it’s gyoza.”

			

			“I guess. But if there’s no garlic, how do they give you energy?” I wasn’t craving another pungent meal; I was asking because I was curious.

			“Because they’re gyoza! They look like gyoza, and when it comes to food, appearance is 90% of everything,” Mr. Morimiya explained as he ate another dumpling. He didn’t seem to want a beer today—probably because these weren’t real gyoza.

			I liked the shrimp and chicken gyoza, but they didn’t rouse my appetite the way yesterday’s did. Mr. Morimiya had changed up the recipe, which was suspicious. I asked, “I wonder, Mr. Morimiya. Did someone tell you you smelled like garlic today?”

			“Is it that obvious?” Mr. Morimiya asked, ducking his head.

			“You went on and on about giving me energy, but it turns out you were the one who needed it, huh.”

			I imagined him at work, everyone telling him he stunk and him getting all flustered. It was just like Mr. Morimiya, putting me “first” by telling me he’d make gyoza again, but then changing up the recipe so he wouldn’t have to stink like garlic.

			“Did people not avoid you at school today?”

			“They were already avoiding me,” I said testily.

			“Oh right. That would be nice, having the single ladies at work lay off for a while. A lot of women think I’m fit and a hard worker, right? They were so surprised today when I came in stinking of garlic,” Mr. Morimiya said airily.

			This was my kind, gentlemanly stepfather, huh? There were too many things in his one statement for me to comment on any of them, so I hummed.

			“So did the gyoza help?” he asked.

			“Not really.” I put a few shrimp dumplings on my plate. The potato salad ones took too much chewing, and the chicken ones were bland. Of the flavors he’d invented, I liked the shrimp the best.

			“That’s too bad. Guess I’ll have to go back to regular gyoza tomorrow.”

			“If you do, everyone at work will make fun of you again. Even though you’re . . . what was it you said? ‘Fit and hard-working’?”

			“That doesn’t matter. I can’t be worrying about how much people like me when I need to look after you,” Mr. Morimiya said, his expression serious.

			“I don’t care if your co-workers like you or not, but if I come to school reeking of garlic every other day, people are going to hate me.”

			“If we don’t turn your doldrums around, though, our only solution is getting you lots of energy. Or do you have another plan?”

			“I don’t, but time is the only thing that’ll fix all this. I just have to be patient.”

			There was nothing anyone could do to speed up the resolutions of these sorts of school conflicts. I had to wait for the rest of the class to move on.

			“Well, in the meantime, you can save up your energy in secret. That way you’ll be ready when the time comes.”

			“Why would I need to keep it secret? Besides, I did talk with my friends a little today.”

			“You did?”

			“Sort of,” I said, nodding lightly.

			“There it is! The gyoza worked!” Mr. Morimiya crowed, overjoyed.

			“The gyoza had nothing to do with it.”

			Things hadn’t changed because I’d gotten some sort of power from dumplings. People were tired of avoiding me, that was all. Moe wasn’t angry with me anymore, and now that Sumida and Yabase had heard about my family, they were having a harder time going after me.

			“I think it’ll be about ten more days until everything’s back to normal.”

			“You think so?”

			“So I’m telling you, I don’t need more gyoza.”

			“Really? But if we keep eating gyoza, we could shorten that ten days to three.”

			

			“No need.”

			Because there was no need to hurry. I’d spend school breaks alone and walk home alone. Being alone wasn’t all that painful or lonely. The situation wasn’t ideal, but I’d found that the time to myself was helping me relax more than I’d expected. At school, I was usually with my friends, and at home, Mr. Morimiya was around. Being truly alone, I’d tasted what it was to have all the things that weighed on my head and heart lifted. Maybe this was what people meant by “taking a breather.” 

			Mr. Morimiya interrupted my thoughts. “You have the potato salad ones, Yuko,” he said and began shoveling dumplings onto my plate.

			“Why?”

			“It doesn’t really go with the gyoza. The potatoes are too chewy, and I don’t like the flavor when it’s warm like this.”

			“Well, I don’t like it either.”

			“But girls like potato salad. So here you go.”

			What a selfish, stupid reason. For a man who was supposed to be my father, he was being awfully cheeky—I envied his ability to be brash.

			“Fine, yeah. Whatever.”

			I didn’t have the energy to fight back, so I drank my tea and finished off the potato salad gyoza.

			 

			Mr. Morimiya kept making gyoza: he made it with elephant garlic instead of the regular kind because elephant garlic stank less, or if it was Saturday, he made a normal batch with tons of garlic, or if he thought we needed a lighter meal, he’d make gyoza stuffed with vegetables or cheese instead. My dumpling days went on and on, and in the meantime, Sumida got a college boyfriend, which became the only thing she and Yabase talked about. People gradually lost interest in my homelife, too. Then, at the end of September, Moe and Fumina invited me to walk home with them.

			“Um, I’m sorry I turned it into such a big thing,” Moe said once we were out the school gates.

			

			“It wasn’t your fault.”

			That was the truth. When you put a bunch of kids all the same age in the same room, there are bound to be fights, even when no one’s done anything wrong.

			The three of us turned toward the station, though our conversation was stilted. I was enjoying walking home with my friends again. But why? We weren’t talking about anything important, so I think I was excited simply because they were my friends. I wanted to tell them all the stories they’d missed, and I wanted to hear their stories in turn.

			Our fight would have resolved like this, with or without the gyoza. Most problems lead themselves back to normalcy, regardless of the solutions you try.

			And our resolution meant I could ask Mr. Morimiya to free me from the gyoza. By now, he’d completely forgotten his original goal of giving me lots of energy and was just testing to see what ingredients tasted good in a gyoza wrapper. I was sick of dumplings, original flavor or otherwise.

			 

			The next day after school, Fumina, Moe and I walked to the station together, and then I grabbed the bus back to my neighborhood. When I got to my apartment, Hamasaka was out front.

			“What are you doing here? Do you live nearby?”

			There were a couple other kids from school who used the same bus as me, but I lived at the furthest stop—everyone else got off before me. Hamasaka’s being here was strange.

			“I live near the school. I came on my bicycle.”

			“Bicycle? But it’s so far. And you still somehow beat me here.”

			“Well, yeah. I mean, I can skip all the traffic in front of the station, and I don’t have to stop at every stop like a bus, and I don’t have to follow a route—I can come straight here.”

			“Wow. I didn’t realize bikes were that convenient . . . But why are you here?”

			“I was hoping to talk to you,” he said, and then quickly added. “It’s nothing big, I promise.”

			

			“Oh, okay. Well, in that case, there’s a small park behind the post office, and I’m pretty sure there’s a bench there. Standing here will get awkward, so let’s go there.”

			I didn’t think any of our classmates would pass by, but if we were here, I knew Hamasaka would end up meeting Mr. Morimiya. And if Mr. Morimiya saw us, I knew he’d say something totally off base, and smile while he did it. That would be the absolute worst, which was why I suggested the park.

			It was nearly six o’clock so there weren’t any little kids around—the park was quiet. A month ago, it would’ve still been light at this hour, but now the sunlight was barely noticeable. Autumn always sped into winter so quickly I couldn’t believe it. 

			Hamasaka brushed off the old bench under the tree, sat, and said, “Parks are so quiet when nobody’s around.”

			“Yeah.” 

			I sat down next to him. What did he want to talk about, I wondered. I didn’t think he was going to ask me out again, and I had no other ideas.

			“So um, Miyake told me. That it was my fault.”

			“What was?” I asked, unsure what he was talking about.

			“You know. That whole thing. Sumida hassling you, and you and Tadokoro fighting.”

			“Oh, that. Well, it’s all fixed now.”

			“I’m glad. But how did the fight start?”

			“Well  . . . ”

			“Miyake said it was because of me, and it’s been bothering me.”

			With everything resolved, I didn’t want to excavate it all over again, but Hamasaka kept insisting. Eventually, I explained to him how Moe had wanted me to be a go-between for her. Putting the whole thing into words now, I couldn’t help but marvel how something so stupid had turned into such a complicated fight.

			Hamasaka seemed to understand; he hummed and uh-huh-ed at all the right places. After, he said, “That’s it? That’s why you asked me to meet you in the art room.”

			

			“Yeah. But Moe’s got a boyfriend now, and she and I are getting along again. So the fight’s over.”

			“I wish you’d told me what Tadokoro asked you to do. Why did you hide it from me?” Hamasaka asked, an odd expression on his face. That wasn’t the question I’d expected. Did that mean he thought I should have told him about Moe’s crush?

			“I figured you’d probably say no to Moe . . . and then you’d feel bad about it. About her.”

			“I wouldn’t have dated her, but I don’t think anyone’s ever bummed to find out someone has a crush on them.”

			“I guess that’s true.”

			Once he said it, it was obvious. There was nothing terrible about telling someone a friend of yours had a crush on them.

			“And if you’d told me, then I could have talked it out with Tadokoro.”

			“Maybe.”

			Had I been in the wrong? I’d been thinking Moe was being rude to Hamasaka. but hadn’t I stolen her chance to let him know how she felt? And hadn’t I stolen his chance to know about those feelings?

			My thoughts churned as Hamasaka continued. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not mad. But you were having so much trouble at school, and I was surprised when Miyake told me it was because of me.”

			“It wasn’t your fault.”

			“Maybe that’s true. And maybe if you had told me, I would have gone off and tried to solve it myself and ended up making everything worse for you.”

			“I don’t think you would have. I was overcomplicating everything.”

			“Yeah. And you’re not exactly a smooth operator.”

			“What are you talking about? I know how to handle myself.”

			“You’re kidding right?” Hamasaka said, frowning.

			“No, I’m serious. My parents have changed so much that I’ve gotten pretty good at reading people.”

			

			“Where exactly is that know-how? Because I don’t see it,” Hamasaka teased, cackling. Night had fallen, and the quiet darkness of the park swallowed his laughter.

			“I don’t get it. I’ve always gotten along with everyone.”

			With Rika and Mr. Izumigahara and Mr. Morimiya. I’d always managed to build a relationship with all my parents. Wasn’t that what people meant when they said someone could handle themselves?

			“Well, I don’t know first-hand, but I’m betting all the parents you lived with took really good care of you, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“So that’s how you’ve made it this far, even though you’re kind of oblivious. It actually seems like it might be an advantage, you having all those parents.”

			“You think so?”

			No one had ever been jealous of my upbringing. All my friends had always lived with their birth parents. Surely that was the best situation.

			“Well, I better get home. I bet my ma’s making dinner and worrying that I’ll be late for cram school.”

			“Okay.”

			Hamasaka and I stood at the same time.

			“Sorry for making you talk with me about all this,” he said.

			“No, no. I’m glad you came. I’ll see you at school.”

			“Yeah. See you tomorrow.”

			Once we were out of the park, Hamasaka straddled his bike. “Be careful walking home, okay? Or, um, I guess you live right there.”

			“Yeah. Have a safe ride home.”

			I watched him pedal away and then hurried to our apartment. I was sure Mr. Morimiya must already be home, making gyoza yet again. I’d told him yesterday that everything was back to normal and he didn’t need to make them anymore, but he was convinced that more gyoza equaled more opportunities for me.

			When I walked through the door, though, it wasn’t gyoza I smelled but the fragrant scent of curry. I walked into the kitchen and found Mr. Morimiya stir-frying vegetables and ground pork. “What, no gyoza?”

			“Nope. Dry pot curry.”

			“How come?”

			I was relieved to be free of dumplings, but I was still surprised to find Mr. Morimiya making something else—he’d been so obsessed with gyoza.

			“Because everything’s good at school. Now wash your hands, change, and set the table.”

			“You know, you don’t have to tell me to do any of that. I’d do it even if you didn’t say anything.” So annoying. I made a face and headed for the bathroom.

			Mr. Morimiya’s dry pot curry was rich with tomatoes and onions. My mouth watered at the scent, so different from a standard curry roux—spicier and more fragrant.

			“The best thing about dry pot curry is that you don’t have to stew anything,” Mr. Morimiya said as he came to the table. “Now, dig in.”

			“I didn’t know that. It looks good.”

			I shoveled down my dinner—it had been so long since last we had anything that wasn’t bundled in gyoza wrappers. It was nice to eat without having to wonder what exactly was inside.

			“Wow, this is good. Zingy. Really complex.”

			“Isn’t it? I seasoned it with ketchup and curry powder and Worcester sauce and bouillon and soy sauce. And I used a lot of everything.”

			“So I don’t need gyoza power-ups anymore??”

			“I don’t think so. You’re getting along so well now, I thought maybe you’d had enough. There’s no knowing what teenagers will do if they’re too powerful.”

			“I wouldn’t say I’m over-powered, but I do feel lighter than before.”

			School was a lot easier and more enjoyable now that I was hanging out with my friends again. And whether it was because things were back to normal or because I was grateful we were finally eating something other than gyoza, I was starving. I devoured my dry pot curry.

			Mr. Morimiya said, “I think I need about five years before I touch gyoza again. But if the doldrums come back, I’ll definitely make them for you.”

			I’d had my fill too. Five years was pushing it, but I could stand for about six gyoza-free months. “No doldrums, I promise,” I told Mr. Morimiya—I needed him to understand that more dumplings were unnecessary. 

			“I’m glad. You look so happy today.”

			“I do?”

			“Although maybe that’s because you’re free of the gyoza,” Mr. Morimiya said with a smile.

			“That’s not it,” I said—I was glad he’d given up on the power-ups, but I was more grateful for what he’d done to support me in the first place. I told him about talking with Hamasaka earlier that evening. 

			“Huh. Well, this Hamasaka sounds like a nice young man.” 

			“I guess he is.”

			“Although I do think he’s right. If you’d told him all this right away, I don’t think things would have gotten so bad.”

			“But I really did think it would be weird for him. And every option seemed like it would end badly. Not that it was my place to decide that,” I added, remembering what Hamasaka had said. It was between him and Moe—I should have handed the reigns over to him.

			“That’s right. But you know, you can be a little presumptuous, Yuko.”

			Mr. Morimiya used “presumptuous” like it was an everyday word, but I didn’t know it, so I asked him what it meant. No one had ever called me “presumptuous” before.

			“It means there’s a part of you that assumes you know what’s right.”

			“No way. I’m not like that. And you’re one to talk,” I protested.

			“Knowing your own faults is important, though, and they’re the kind of thing only a parent can tell you. What choice do I have?” Mr. Morimiya said haughtily.

			“What exactly about me is presumptuous?”

			“Well, think about the laundry detergent,” Mr. Morimiya began ticking off examples. “I wanted to buy the pods because I said they were easier to use, but you said they were a waste of money, and we should buy the powder. And I think it’s a pain in the ass to have to wash our rice, so I wanted to buy the kind you don’t wash, but you said it was too expensive, and we should buy normal rice.” He looked at me expectantly.

			“That’s not presumptuous, that’s saving money!”

			“But we don’t have money troubles, so why not get a few more expensive things to help with chores? Yet still you insisted and said we ‘shouldn’t go for convenience. We can’t waste money. We should value hard work.’ You see, you’re the one who decided saving money was for the best. And that? That’s presumptuous.” He pronounced the word “presumptuous” with such joy.

			“Then why don’t you buy the rice you don’t have to wash?” I threw back.

			“Because the normal rice tastes better.” He was so blasé. 

			“What the hell?”

			“What I’m trying to say is that you think being careful with money is better, and I think spending a little more for convenience is better. Can you see how both things might be true?”

			“I guess.”

			I didn’t think being thrifty was the end-all-be-all, so I didn’t think trying to save money was all that presumptuous either. But I understood what Mr. Morimiya was getting at.

			In the ranks of importance, friends didn’t come first. And if you don’t know what’s meant to be most important, then you should prioritize doing the right thing. But I wasn’t so talented or wise that I knew what the right thing was. 

			“Well, next time I pick up laundry detergent for us, maybe I’ll buy the pods,” I said.

			“You will? Yes! I’ve been wanting to try them. I think it’s amazing how you can just pop one in the washer and go.” Mr. Morimiya seemed genuinely pleased, even though I almost always did the laundry.

			“I’m happy you’re happy.”

			I let Mr. Morimiya’s chatter go in one ear and out the other and turned back to my curry. The heat of the sauce was perfect. And he hadn’t used only onions—there were shiitake mushrooms and carrots and spinach and green peppers and eggplant. The curry brimmed with finely diced vegetables.

			“You do like to take the time to do things right, though, Mr. Morimiya,” I said.

			“What do you mean?” he asked, confused.

			“I mean that this curry is delicious.”

			“Isn’t it? With gyoza, it’s the atmosphere, but with curry, all the ingredients need to cohere, I think—”

			And he was off again. Dumplings weren’t the only thing he could go on and on about. I listened to his treatise and cleaned my plate. The curry was spicy, but the sweetness of the onions and carrots provided a nice balance. Mr. Morimiya must have sweated them down a long time. In good times and bad, I had someone who made dinner for me. And that, more than any one dish, was what gave me strength.
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			In mid-October, autumn deepened all at once. Not a trace of summer’s heat remained, and even in winter clothes, I was often cold.

			I felt like we were racing toward the end of the year faster than we had before. Probably because graduation and college entrance exams were waiting for us. We were sinking into a winter darker and colder than usual. But school marched on with one event and then the next, and the annual choir festival at the end of fall term was on the horizon. Starting in junior high, kids at our school got strangely worked up for the choir festival—the high school seniors especially. They obsessed over everything, because they knew it was their last chance to win a prize for their class.

			We had plenty of students who were embarrassed to sing in front of everybody, and others who just took music class because it was easy, so they didn’t care. But when it came to the choir festival, even they, for whatever reason, really dug in. I wondered if it was because the magical sensation of singing together somehow overcame the complex emotions of budding adulthood.

			 

			Near the end of homeroom, Tahara, our class president, asked “We want Morimiya to accompany, right?” Several of my classmates broke into light applause. Throughout high school, the accompanists for the choir festival were almost always the same people. The pieces we performed were always surprisingly difficult, and not many people were up to it, which meant there weren’t many kids to choose from.

			I’d been in charge of the accompaniment every choir festival since our final year of junior high. That was the year I also started learning piano. While that was later than most kids, I practiced every day. And before I knew it, I was pretty good, so even with only six months of lessons, I was already up to the task of playing piano for the choir festival. At home, I played on an electronic keyboard. I was used to using a light touch with the keys, so I knew I’d have to practice with the piano in our music room.

			After class, Ms. Mukai handed me the sheet music and said, “All the accompanists are meeting with Ms. Kikuchi in the music room after school, so you’d better head there as soon as homeroom is done.”

			Our class, class 3-2, was singing “One Morning.” Last year, one of the senior classes had sung it, too, so I’d heard it before. The song started out slow and gentle and then swelled with energy and feeling, the kind of magnificent song you’d expect for a choir.

			I wanted to try it right away. Looking down at the sheet music, my heart quickened at the idea of playing out the melody I could already hear in my mind.

			“You’ll be all right? I know you’re busy, what with entrance exams being so close.”

			“Yes, I’ll be fine.”

			The choir festival was November 20, so I had a month to practice. I was confident I’d be able to play it by then.

			“All right. Just be sure you don’t get so busy that you neglect your studies,” Ms. Mukai warned. 

			The accompanists from every senior class gathered in the music room after school. The music teacher, Ms. Kikuchi, would give us several lessons before the choir festival. Our classmates would need to practice their choir parts without accompaniment for a while, so we would practice separately.

			The accompanists were Kubota from 3-1, Shimanishi from 3-3, Tada from 3-4, and Kawai from 3-6. Our class assignments might have changed, but we were all the same accompanists as last year.

			“I understand Hayase is accompanying 3-5. Has anyone seen him?” Ms. Kikuchi asked us.

			

			Hayase. I didn’t recognize that name. The other accompanist last year had been Miyako, but apparently, she wasn’t doing it this year.

			We waited a few more minutes, but Hayase never appeared, and eventually Ms. Kikuchi lost patience and said, “Well, this isn’t good. Can someone go find him?”

			“I think he went home,” said Shimanishi bashfully.

			“What? Did he not know about the meeting?”

			“No. I think he has his piano lesson today.”

			“Oh, so he’s already practicing? Well, that’s good then. We’re only deciding the practice schedule today, anyway,” Ms. Kikuchi said briskly as she passed around a handout. We would have practice after school until the choir festival. Our first practice would be all of us together, and then we would break into pairs for the rest of the practice times. My name was down three, no, four times.

			“We’ll meet again in three days to do the group practice, so learn as much as you can between now and then,” Ms. Kikuchi said, and then dismissed us.

			 

			“Wake up!” came a voice from right next to me, and I looked up, startled, to find Mr. Morimiya standing there.

			“Jeez, you scared me.” I’d been practicing “One Morning” ever since I got home from school, and I hurried to pull off my headphones.

			“I’ve called you about three hundred times now. Dinner’s ready. And it’s already cold,” Mr. Morimiya said, frowning.

			“Sorry. I’m sorry.”

			I thought he was exaggerating, but when I looked at the clock, I found it was almost eight. I’d been practicing piano that whole time, so I didn’t notice Mr. Morimiya getting home or making dinner.

			Once we were at the table, he said, “It’s the dreaded choir festival season, I see.”

			“Don’t call it that. Oh, this looks good.”

			He’d made mushroom rice, salmon grilled in foil, and miso soup. All the ingredients and scents reminded me of autumn. I inhaled a big whiff, clapped my hands together, and declared, “Let’s eat!”

			“How long will the choir festival prep go on?” Mr. Morimiya asked as he sprinkled diced green onions over his mushroom rice. “You always hole up in your room at this time of year, and you don’t answer, even when I knock. I hope it’ll be over soon.”

			“Well, the festival is on November 20, so we have a month to practice.”

			“Gosh, that’s so long. Thirty days of darkness. You should have some green onions, too, Yuko.”

			“Yeah, thanks,” I said, accepting the small dish of onions from him. Mr. Morimiya always liked adding toppings and condiments to his food, and diced green onions were the most common option in our home. “And don’t act like it’s the end of the world. I bet you got all fired up about the choir festival back when you were in high school.”

			“The choir festival. Hmm, I think the seniors kind of half-­assed it because it was right before entrance exams.”

			“Really? I bet everyone was excited and you just didn’t notice.”

			That was Mr. Morimiya to a T. I had a feeling he’d been kind of detached from his high school classmates.

			“Maybe not. But it didn’t matter. I don’t like to sing,” he said blandly.

			“Oh. That’s kind of sad.”

			“Don’t give me that face,” he said, frowning; he added more onions to his mushroom rice.

			Alongside the mushrooms, he’d added thin slices of fried tofu and hijiki. The subtle broth had flavored all the ingredients, and each individual grain of rice smelled richly of mushrooms. The fresh, sharp flavor and crunch of the green onions made a nice accent. I added more to my rice as well. “The onions really complement the rice. I could live on this alone. Okay. I’m going to hurry up and eat and then I’ll practice a little more before bed.”

			The festival was coming. I’d get to use the grand piano in the music room, and at the end, I would unite my accompaniment with everyone’s voices. I was so excited.

			I shoveled down my rice, and Mr. Morimiya only shook his head and sighed.

			 

			Hayase was there when we had our next practice three days later, so all six of us were present.

			I heard from Kubota that Hayase had been studying piano for a long time and was aiming for a music college, so I’d imagined him absorbed in every single detail of the piano. But the boy before us was bulky, with big, burly arms and legs, and he was brimming with energy—he looked like someone more suited to swimming or basketball. Miyako had broken a finger, so that was why Hayase was accompanying his class instead. What kind of music would those thick, blunt fingers produce? I stared at his fingertips.

			“Today, I want to know how well each of you plays, so I want you to go through the whole piece—it’s okay if you make mistakes. And listen to each other’s performances, because that will be good practice for you as well. Will you start us off, Miss Kubota?

			Kubota sat at the piano. Her class had chosen a song called “Rainbow.” The melody was light and tricky, but Kubota’s slim fingers found it easily. She’d been studying piano since the first grade, so I wasn’t surprised that she could already play the whole thing perfectly with only three days’ practice. 

			When she was done, we all applauded and Ms. Kikuchi said, “The contours of the melody were a little thin, but well done. Let’s see, next, Miss Morimiya.”

			I could muddle my way through “One Morning,” but I knew I wasn’t nearly as good as Kubota. I sketched a bow and sat to play, acutely aware of my own inferiority.

			Playing on a real piano was nothing like my keyboard, and using my usual pressure meant I wasn’t hitting the keys with enough force. There were a lot of key changes in “One Morning” and the melody transformed with each verse, but I was so absorbed in trying to press the keys harder, that I stopped even thinking about the song’s evolving emotions. I was too used to my electronic keyboard, though, so each press was stubbornly weak; most of the notes barely sounded at all.

			When I finished, Ms. Kikuchi said, “It’s okay. It’s the first three days.”

			She’d praised Kubota, so I knew her response meant my performance had been terrible. I bowed my head and apologized.

			Shimanishi was next, and not only had he already memorized his score, but he also played it perfectly. All the fortes and pianos and legatos and staccatos were already in place, and he’d made the piece his own. Tada’s class was trying their hand at gospel, and she was struggling to grasp the rhythms. But she had her fundamentals down, so I wasn’t nervous for her. I was amazed by how talented everyone was. “Okay, next is Mr. Hayase.” How would he play? I listened with bated breath as Hayase approached the piano—he didn’t have his score with him. The bench was raised too high for him, but he just hunched over and dove right in.

			His class was singing “Ode to the Earth.”

			With his first note, the air in the music room transformed. Hayase played effortlessly. The notes came one after another in perfect order, and even in the quiet moments, “Ode to the Earth” filled the room. Hayase unleashed a lively lush song, his long, thick fingers dancing across the keys. From the first bar, I was entranced by his performance.

			This was a concerto. Hayase’s music was so deep and rich that I could almost hear the orchestral accompaniment, the choir singing. Its resonance overwhelmed me, sinking straight into my core. He was astounding. I was immersed in the music. I’d never heard anyone play like that before.

			The sound transported me—I imagined myself in some concert hall somewhere. The moment Hayase finished, I couldn’t help but clap, and I turned to Kubota and said, “He’s incredible! I mean, wow!”

			Kawai from 3-6 was last, but I didn’t hear a note of her performance. Hayase’s song was still ringing in my ears. 

			

			“Pairs practice starts tomorrow,” Ms. Kikuchi said. “Make sure you check the schedules I gave you. If there’s a day that doesn’t work for you, you can trade with someone else. I look forward to working with you all—I know you can play even better than what we heard today.”

			You can play even better. Hayase had played so beautifully—how was it not perfect already? But if his music could be even more accomplished, I wanted to hear it.

			 

			Kubota and I walked together from school to the station. She said, “Hayase’s really good at piano, isn’t he?”

			“He is.”

			“I didn’t know there were still people who could play like that.”

			The November sky was considering sunset, though it wasn’t yet five o’clock. No trace of the day’s warmth remained in the air, and my hands grew cold, so I stuffed them in my pockets.

			“I heard up till now, he’s always wanted to focus on his own practice, which is why he’s never accompanied before. The only reason he’s doing it this year is because Miyako broke her finger. Apparently, they had to convince him,” Kubota told me.

			“Huh.”

			“He and I took lessons at the same place up until second year of junior high, but by then he was better than the teacher, so he quit. I guess he’s going somewhere else now. I hear it’s about an hour on the train.”

			“Wow. That’s impressive.”

			“I think you’re more impressive, though, Morimiya.”

			“Why?” I asked, tilting my head.

			“You’ve never had lessons, right? And you can still play accompaniment even though you’ve only got an electric keyboard at home. I think that makes you more impressive than Hayase.”

			“I took lessons in junior high. Besides, I started practicing every night the second I got the sheet music. I’ve been practicing so much my dad’s already sick of it.”

			Kubota flipped her long, perfect hair and smiled. “Your dad must be weird. I’ve never heard of a parent being mad because their kid practiced too much.”

			Yesterday, Mr. Morimiya had pouted at me and said, “It’s so loud, Yuko, so annoying. My ears are already ringing with it.” Which was a load of crap; I was using the keyboard with headphones, so there was no way he could actually hear my playing. I think he was more irritated with the fact that I was so obsessed with piano that I wasn’t getting anything else done. I decided I should make dinner—I hadn’t done that in a while.

			“I’ve got to stop by the supermarket. You go on ahead,” I told Kubota when we got to the station, and we waved and parted ways.

			 

			Kubota wasn’t the only one who thought my road to piano was strange. They all wanted to know how I’d learned. Maybe because everyone thought piano was for rich kids. Maybe it seemed beyond me, given I’d had so many parents and had lived through times when I’d had to go beg for bread crusts at the end of the month.

			But from my first year of junior high to my last, every single day I immersed myself in piano.
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			In sixth grade, my two best friends started piano lessons. Kanade had a private tutor coming to her house, and Mina was learning at a Yamaha store. Sometimes at Mina’s house, I watched the two of them duet. Pianos sounded so different from when we learned the melodica at school—they were heavier and more resonant. From the high notes all the way down to the low ones, Mina and Kanade made all sorts of music just by moving their fingers. All I could think about was playing myself.

			“I wish I could learn piano,” I told Rika over dinner one night—I hadn’t really thought about the consequences of telling her, though I knew pianos were expensive. It was early August, which meant Rika was enjoying the bounty of her paycheck by making us Hamburg steak and soup—an extravagant dinner as far as we were concerned. 

			“Piano?” she repeated, her soup spoon halfway to her mouth.

			“Yeah. Mina and Kanade are both learning. And I heard them playing together and it was so cool. It made me want to play, too.”

			“Piano, hmm?” Rika thought for a moment and then said, “Well, I don’t think that’s going to be possible.”

			“Why not?

			“Pianos are super heavy, so I don’t think we could have one in this apartment. Plus they’re loud. You need a soundproofed apartment or your own house, otherwise you’ll bother the neighbors.”

			“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

			I’d thought we could buy one and be done with it. But if we had to move in order to make a piano a reality, I needed to let the idea go. And once I understood that having a piano was beyond us, I forgot about it.

			Until one month later, when Rika said, “We’ll figure out piano lessons for you.”

			“How?” I asked, surprised.

			“Don’t worry about it. I want you to be able to learn,” Rika said, in a tone that brooked no argument. So she wasn’t joking.

			“But you said we’d have to move. And pianos are expensive.”

			“I know there are cheap electronic keyboards out there, but I have a feeling a real piano would be better to learn on. I’m going to make sure you have that opportunity.”

			“You don’t have to.” I was certain pianos were too expensive for us. And I didn’t want to make us worse off just to learn. I shook my head.

			“Don’t you hold back on my account. You want to play, don’t you, Yuko?”

			“It’s okay. I’ve got my melodica.”

			Rika, however, ignored my protests. “There’s not a person alive who would substitute a piano with a melodica. It’ll take some time, but leave it to me,” she declared.

			A piano, and a home you could have a piano in. I didn’t think we could afford either of those, so what exactly was Rika planning? I couldn’t imagine any solutions—we barely had enough to keep food on the table.

			But after that day, from time to time, Rika would say things like “Your piano’s on the way, I promise” and “Wait just a little longer.”

			Six months passed that way. And then it was the day of my elementary school graduation, and after dinner that night, over cake, Rika said, “I’m so proud of you for graduating. I know it’s taken a while, but I’m giving you a piano as your graduation present.”

			“What?”

			

			I looked around the room, but there was no piano in sight. I turned back to her suspiciously, but she smiled and said, “It’s not here. It’s your present and it’s inside the big house that comes with it.”

			“House? We’re moving?”

			“That’s right. Don’t worry, it’s nearby. Not even ten minutes by car. And you’ll be in the same school district, so you don’t have to worry about that, either.”

			We were moving? To a house with a piano? What was happening? As I blinked in confusion, Rika triumphantly added, “Moving day is tomorrow!”

			That next day, four movers in uniforms arrived at our door. When we moved to this apartment, a friend of Rika’s had helped us, and we’d moved all our stuff ourselves. In comparison, this move felt like a whole undertaking.

			One of the movers was a woman, and she spent her time carefully and neatly packing all our dishes and clothes into boxes. The movers were all so fast that I didn’t have an opening to help—all I could do was stare, helpless and flustered.

			Our narrow rooms were packed in the blink of an eye, all without us lifting a hand. Our boxes and packages were then put into a truck that disappeared into the distance, and a taxi came. Rika told me we were using the taxi to go to our new house.

			It was all so sudden. The taxi and all those movers. Every­thing was so abrupt that in the mix of it all, I forgot about the piano. I wasn’t sad to be moving, since I’d still be going to the same junior high as all of my friends. In the two years we’d lived in our small, worn-down apartment, I’d grown used to it, but without the landlady around, I didn’t feel any attachment anymore. I had bigger questions: I began to wonder if Rika had secretly been saving money and that was why we were able to move. I’d hadn’t suspected at all. This was all so strange, especially knowing that Rika wasn’t particularly bold or eccentric. She didn’t do stuff like this. Or maybe she did. I brimmed with unasked questions as we got in the taxi.

			We drove about ten minutes west, toward the richer part of the city and into a residential area known for being tranquil. Maybe we were renting an apartment around here. I thought a new home might be nice, but not if it came at the expense of our meals and daily needs. The taxi turned onto a street of big houses and stopped in front of a house that was even larger and better decorated than the rest. 

			“We’re here. Out you go.”

			“Here? Here?!”

			“That’s right. Here. This house and its piano, and all the things you’ll need for junior high, they came along with your new dad,” Rika whispered in my ear once we were out of the car.

			A piano and a house and . . . wait. A dad? What did she mean? What did she mean she’d gotten me a new father?

			My mind was a whirl of confusion, but Rika walked into the house without a hint of hesitation. I was afraid if I didn’t follow her I’d get lost, so I ran to her and kept close.

			There were two big cars in the drive. The yard was huge, covered with pebbles that surrounded a bunch of magnificent trees. The property was protected by a stone fence, and once we were through the gate, I couldn’t even see the outside world anymore. Were we really going to live here? My head was on a swivel, I couldn’t stop looking, but I still didn’t understand what was happening. We passed through the yard, and when Rika opened the door to the entryway, a well-dressed woman was waiting to show us to the living room—a room so big our entire apartment could have fit inside. The furnishings were clean, not cluttered. Add in the tasteful light fixtures and curtains and house plants and the room looked like a painting. I might have been a kid, but I could still tell that all the things in here were good quality.

			There was a man sitting on the huge leather sofa in the middle of the living room, and when he saw us, he stood and said, “Welcome, Yuko.” His hair was salt-and-pepper, and he wore silver-rimmed glasses. He was thick set with wide shoulders and a square face. Standing there in his beige cardigan, I guessed he was in his fifties. He looked old to me.

			

			I already knew this must be the man who would be my father. But I still couldn’t find a way to understand what was happening—or how it was happening.

			Filled with trepidation, I looked up at Rika.

			“This is Shigeo Izumigahara. He and I registered you and I into his family last week. That means we’re married. Which makes him your father, I think,” Rika explained simply. Then she plopped down on the sofa and said, “Moving is so exhausting.”

			Mr. Izumigahara indicated I should sit, so I gingerly sat down next to Rika. The dark brown sofa was big and plush, and once I was sitting, the woman who’d shown us in brought us tea. I stared at the dainty, floral-print cups. There was also a plate of cookies. As the woman set down her tray, Mr. Izumigahara introduced her: “This is Ms. Yoshimi. She does lots of things for us, like cooking and cleaning. She’s very nice, so you can ask for her help with anything you need, Yuko.”

			Did that mean Ms. Yoshimi was a servant? She didn’t look like the servants in the fairy tales I used to read—she looked like an ordinary woman. A thin, tidy woman. She was maybe a little older than Mr. Izumigahara, and the idea that a kid like me would ask her to do chores was unthinkable.

			Over tea, Rika talked about how the move went and how my junior high was only fifteen minutes’ walk from here; Mr. Izumigahara listened quietly, humming to show he was paying attention. I was eager to clarify what our situation was now and what exactly was happening. But I had a feeling it wouldn’t be good to ask right this second, so I’d have to wait until it was just Rika and me.

			Once Rika was done talking, Mr. Izumigahara showed us the rest of the house. On the second floor were Mr. Izumigahara’s bedroom, a room filled with books, and a room at the far end. He told me, “This is yours to do with what you’d like.” The inside was already furnished with a desk and a bed and curtains decorated with tiny pink flowers.

			“I hope you like it,” Mr. Izumigahara added.

			I still hadn’t absorbed the fact that we would be living in this house or that this man would be my father. Yet he’d already gone through the trouble of getting a room ready for me. All these decisions had been made for me, and I still didn’t know if I should be overjoyed or trying to refuse.

			On the first floor, the kitchen and dining room were next to the living room, and on the other side of the hallway was a Japanese-style room and another room with a massive, closed door.

			“And here’s the piano,” Mr. Izumigahara said, opening the heavy door. “This room is sound-proofed, so you can play whenever you want, as much as you want.

			In the middle of the room was a wine-colored grand piano, glossy and glistening and magnificent. The powerful sight of it made me forget every single worry and question I had.

			“Wow!” I breathed.

			“Do you want to try?” Mr. Izumigahara asked, opening the piano’s fallboard.

			“I don’t know how,” I said, even as I hesitantly pressed a key. It felt heavy, and when it finally sank all the way down, the piano let out a gentle note—so much more, so much richer than my melodica. Playing a piano with my own fingers felt more magical than I’d ever imagined.

			 

			Once we’d seen the whole house, Rika and I went up to my room, where I immediately said, “Hey! Hey! What’s happening? Seriously, what’s going on? You have to tell me.”

			Rika laughed like she’d pulled off a prank and then sat down on the bed and asked, “Are you surprised?”

			“Surprised doesn’t cover it. I don’t know what’s happening!” I eased myself onto the edge of the bed—there was no way this room could actually be mine.

			“What’s happening is that now you get to play piano every day.”

			“Piano?”

			“That’s right. I know you wanted to learn,” Rika said, completely unfazed. I wondered if maybe she didn’t understand how big this change was, how a piano didn’t begin to compare. 

			

			“But I’m not talking about the piano, I’m talking about him. Who is Mr. Izumigahara? What do you mean you’re married? Why are we living here?” I asked, not giving her time to answer. Graduating elementary school had been a big change all on its own, but now I was swept up in a change so big it was like a storm surge, and I knew there was no way I’d be able to calm down.

			“Stop asking and let me answer. Um, Mr. Izumigahara is one of the best clients my insurance company has. He’s the president of a real estate agency—a small one, though—and he was telling me how he had a piano . . . He’s very sweet and gentle, and I figured that was good enough, so I married him. We registered last week—we’re not having a ceremony.” Rika’s explanation was breezy, like she was explaining the plot of some TV drama.

			It turned out Mr. Izumigahara was younger than I’d thought—forty-nine—but he was still a lot older than Rika, who’d just turned thirty-two, and I couldn’t imagine them as husband and wife. “If you’re married, does that mean he’s your boyfriend?” 

			“Well, yes, I suppose he is my boyfriend. But you know, you don’t have to be boyfriend and girlfriend to get married—some people use things like go-betweens to introduce them to someone they can marry.”

			I’d heard about go-betweens before. But up until yesterday, Rika hadn’t even hinted she was dating someone. And now she was married all of a sudden! And to that guy? I didn’t understand. “Are you in love with him?” 

			“I don’t know about love, but he’s not a bad man,” she said.

			“So as long as someone’s not bad, you’ll marry them?” I couldn’t help raising my voice.

			“I don’t know what you’re so worked up about. I told you he’s a good person, so what’s wrong with me marrying him? I poured my heart and soul into making sure you could play the piano, so stop fussing about it,” Rika said, irritated.

			“The piano?”

			“That’s right. You wanted one.”

			

			And that was true—I did want a piano. But I didn’t think Rika should have gone this far to get me one. I wasn’t sure a piano was worth getting me a new dad and changing our whole lives.

			I murmured, “I know I said I wanted one . . . but I wasn’t asking you to get married just so I could have one.”

			“Marriage isn’t that big a deal. When I buy you clothes or purses, you’re never happy, but then you said you wanted a piano. I knew I had to make it happen for you. Now, stop worrying over the boring details. I wanted to give you the chance to learn to play. That’s all. And starting tomorrow, you can play as much as you want. But you have to let me listen,” she said, beaming and satisfied.

			When Rika became my mom, she and I had already been friends for six months. Now, though, I had a father I’d never met before. How was I supposed to accept this new life, to swallow such a huge change?

			But I was still a child. I’d have to accept it, the same way I’d had to accept that I couldn’t live with Dad in Japan. To be a child is to go along with whatever choices your parents make for you. And this was just another reminder of that fact. 

			 

			I learned what people meant when they said “do a one-eighty.” 

			Everything changed the day we moved into Mr. Izumigahara’s house. Before, our breakfast was a simple piece of toast, but after, we all gathered around the dining room table and ate the meal Ms. Yoshimi had made for us. Rice and miso soup and grilled fish and greens boiled in dashi stock—a well-balanced breakfast. Ms. Yoshimi was already hanging out the laundry to dry—we wouldn’t have to do chores anymore.

			Rika had quit her job and didn’t have anything else to do, and my housework went down to zero, too. By the time I got home from school, my room was already clean, and the fresh laundry was neatly folded on my bed. Ms. Yoshimi even set the table for us. She went home after she finished cleaning up dinner for the night. 

			I felt guilty having Ms. Yoshimi do all these things for us, so sometimes I tried to carry my dishes to the kitchen or wipe down the table, but she always gently refused me, saying, “This is my job. You sit right there, okay?”

			It took me about two weeks to realize that every time I tried to help, I was actually getting in Ms. Yoshimi’s way; gradually I managed to force myself to sit and watch. But a part of me kept saying, You can’t get used to this.

			Our new lives were so distant from our old ones that I spent every day unsure of myself. This life was blessed. Yet before, when it was me and Rika, I’d had so much more freedom. Nobody forbid me from doing anything, but somehow the house was still stifling. The only thing that banished my nerves and reservations was the piano.

			The day after we moved in, Mr. Izumigahara had a piano teacher come to the house to teach me. I had lessons with her twice a week. Rika had upended her whole life just so I could learn the piano. I couldn’t afford to slack off—I practiced all the time. And whenever I worked hard at the keyboard, I was able to forget my unease. 

			Mr. Izumigahara turned out to be as kind as Rika said he was. He didn’t try to force me to act like we were close, like a father and daughter. He simply asked from time to time if I was getting used to our life here. And when I called him Mr. Izumigahara instead of Dad, he never got upset. 

			He always ate breakfast with us, but work kept him busy, so he usually didn’t get home until after I was already in bed; he worked Saturdays a lot, too. He and I didn’t spend all that much time together, which meant that our relationship didn’t change much, even after weeks of living in his house.

			A kind gentle father. Lots of money and no worries about food. And a piano to play. I had a hard time processing all the sudden changes in our lives—a new home, a new father—but I certainly wasn’t unhappy either. I forced myself to accept it. I didn’t imagine I would ever feel completely at ease in his house the way I might have with even distant relatives, but eventually my mind and body grew used to the idea that this was my life now.

			 

			Three months into living with Mr. Izumigahara, just before summer vacation, I woke up thirsty in the middle of the night, so I went downstairs to get a drink of water from the kitchen. There, I noticed a glow spilling from the piano room. I figured I must have forgotten to turn the lights off, but when I went to the cracked door, I could hear the sound of the piano.

			When I opened the door, I found Mr. Izumigahara inside, peering beneath the piano’s lid.

			“What are you doing?” I asked, and Mr. Izumigahara startled, turning to me with an embarrassed expression.

			“I’m, uh, tuning the piano.”

			“Tuning?”

			“A quick tune.” He opened the lid wider so I could see.

			“That’s amazing, Mr. Izumigahara,” I said. I thought only professionals tuned pianos, so I was genuinely impressed.

			“No, no. I’m just an amateur. I learned by watching experts. I like this kind of fine handiwork—repairs, things like that. This piano’s very old—my previous wife played it from the time she was a little girl. So I was worried it might go out of tune easily.” Mr. Izumigahara hurriedly gathered up his tools like he’d been doing something wrong, even though the piano was his.

			“Do you play, too?”

			“No, not at all. No one’s played this piano since my last wife passed away, so I’m sure it’s happy you’re playing it now.”

			Not too long after we first moved in, Rika told me that Mr. Izumigahara’s previous wife had gotten sick and died. He’d never spoken about her to me, though, and I didn’t know what to say.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, hanging his head. “Maybe it’s scary, hearing you’re playing a piano that belonged to someone who died.”

			“No, not at all. I was wondering if it’s really okay for me to play it, since it’s so important to you.”

			“Of course it’s all right! I’m grateful you’re playing it.”

			“Well that’s good. But doesn’t it make you sad? You must think of her when you hear it.”

			“Oh, she passed away more than ten years ago, now,” Mr. Izumigahara said gently.

			My birth mother had passed away ten years ago, too. I didn’t have any memories of her, couldn’t remember her. But sometimes it hurt me still, to think I’d never meet her.

			“Does ten years let you forget?”

			“No, I still remember her. There’s nothing more painful than losing someone dear to you. But with time, new joys and experiences come along. And knowing that, I find that I can go on, or, I mean . . . Well, I suppose that’s enough for today,” Mr. Izumigahara said, closing the piano’s lid.

			I wondered what his first wife had been like. I wondered what he thought of me. I wanted to talk with him more. But he said, “Now, it’s late. You’d better get to bed. You’ve got school tomorrow.” So I left the piano room without learning anymore.

			 

			The first month in our new home, Rika talked about how she was in heaven, but by the third month she was saying, “It’s suffocating here. So uptight.”

			 

			One Sunday afternoon in mid-September found Rika and me on the couch. She was sprawled out, nibbling a cookie, and she said, “I’m so bored, I feel like I’m dying.” 

			I took a sip of the iced tea Ms. Yoshimi had made for us and said, “I wonder if you can die of boredom.”

			“Can you believe there’s nothing to do? I spend every day like this, sitting on the sofa, drinking tea.” Rika made a face. “You’re lucky you’ve got school.”

			“You could get a hobby? Or take lessons?”

			“I don’t think it’d be enough.” She lowered her voice and said, “Hey, why don’t we run away, just the two of us?”

			“What are you talking about? You mean you’d divorce Mr. Izumigahara?”

			“Well, that’s not a bad idea either.”

			“But what about the piano? You worked so hard to let me play.”

			“Well, Mr. Izumigahara is rich, so if we divorced, he’d probably give me enough to buy you a piano.”

			“That’s a messy plan.” I frowned at her; sometimes Rika said the most ridiculous things. 

			“But you don’t love him, do you, Yuko? So you wouldn’t be sad to leave him.”

			Rika lazed deeper into the sofa and yawned. Whenever she first sat down, she’d complain, “This sofa is so squishy, it’s hard to sit on,” but after five minutes, she’d pull her legs up, cross them, and sink right in.

			“I don’t love him, but I don’t hate him either. Besides, I think he’s a good person.”

			I didn’t think “love” and “hate” were emotions you could feel about a father you’d only just met. All I knew was that Mr. Izumigahara wasn’t a bad person. Rika had said as much before, and it summed up my attitude toward him.

			“I suppose that’s true. But I think if we stay here, I’ll go crazy.”

			“So then find a way to stay here that won’t make you go crazy,” I suggested, even though I already knew she couldn’t.

			“Now you’re lecturing me. And I bet it’s this house’s fault. Let’s leave. It’ll be you and me again. We’ll have so much more fun together. Come on, Yuko. Let’s go,” she said, hitting her fist into her palm like she’d struck on a magnificent plan.

			“I don’t want to.”

			“But why not? Is it because you don’t want to be poor again?”

			“I don’t care about being poor. But I love that piano. I’m sure. I want to keep playing piano here.”

			Rika sulked and grumbled, “All pianos are the same, though.”

			At dinner that night, Rika started to pour sauce onto her fried mackerel, but Ms. Yoshimi stopped her and said, “It’s meant to be eaten plain, Ma’am.”

			Rika acted like she hadn’t heard Ms. Yoshimi and smothered her fish in sauce. I heard her whisper to herself, “I can’t do this.”

			When I got home from school the next day, Rika was gone.

			The idea that she might actually have gone through with her plan surprised me, and I grew nervous. But a part of me had been preparing for this. I’d realized there was no way Rika could go on being unhappy here—once she had a plan, she always acted on it. I knew the pain she experienced in this house was more excruciating for her than worrying about food at the end of month. And this was Rika. She’d adopted me from my biological father. I was sure that once she’d had some time away to clear her head, she’d come back. I had to believe she would.

			The next morning, Mr. Izumigahara hung his head and said, “Yuko, I’m so sorry. I want you to tell me if there’s anything troubling you, anything you need at all.”

			“I’m okay,” I said quietly.

			“But you’ll stay with me, won’t you?” he asked, turning a worried gaze on me. What else could I do but nod?

			 

			After she left, Rika visited me often.

			Time and again she begged me to go with her and told me life was no good without me, but my response was always, “Then come back.” She’d make a pinched expression and say, “I can’t.” Rika might have left, but she came back almost every day. Not in the mornings or at night but in the evenings, and she talked to me about all sorts of things. With her still around, I didn’t feel the slightest bit lonely—in fact, my life didn’t change at all.

			Once Rika left, though, Mr. Izumigahara started coming home earlier, and he was home more on weekends and holidays. That, however, didn’t mean we interacted more. If there was nothing to talk about, Mr. Izumigahara didn’t talk to me, and he didn’t invite me to go places with him, either.

			Rika had done everything she could to give me the one thing I wanted, and she made sure to tell me how much she loved and cared for me. But the stronger her love, the more brittle and fickle it became.

			I had a home where someone would sit in the next room and quietly listen and appreciate me as I played that magnificent, well-loved piano.

			At the time, that knowledge was the only thing that gave me peace.
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			In the practices leading up to the choir festival, we accompanists were paired in various configurations, but somehow, I was never paired with Hayase. I wanted more than anything to hear him play again, though, so I asked Tada if I could switch practice days with her. She happily agreed: “Playing with Hayase makes me realize how much worse I am than him. I hate it.”

			Two days after that first group practice, I went to the music room for pairs. Hayase was already there, though he wasn’t studying his sheet music or practicing—he was staring at the portraits of famous composers on the wall.

			“Hello,” I said, approaching him.

			“Hi,” he said. He glanced at me but quickly returned to the portraits.

			I thought of first one question then the next: How long have you been playing piano? How do you normally practice? What’s your favorite piece? But he was staring so intently at the composers that I couldn’t ask him.

			Once he’d looked his fill, he said, “Hmm. There’s something about Rossini. The others don’t have it.” 

			“Have what?”

			Rossini. I remembered learning in music class that he was a famous opera composer. I didn’t know what Hayase was getting at, though.

			“Look. All these others look terrifying in their portraits, right? Beethoven looks like he’s in a bad mood, and Bach and Handel both look like they’re trying to come off as dignified and serious. They all look so gloomy, right?

			“Yeah, I guess so,” I said, tilting my head, still unsure what he was getting at.

			“But look at Rossini. He’s the only one who looks like he’s smiling. You can see it in his mouth and his eyes,” Hayase said, pointing at Rossini’s portly face.

			“You’re right.” All the music room portraits were terrifying, so much so that I remembered rumors from elementary school about how their eyes would follow you at night. But on closer inspection, Rossini did look friendly.

			“I like him,” Hayase said.

			I wondered if that meant Hayase liked playing opera scores. Before I could ask him, though, Ms. Kikuchi came in and cut us off. “Sorry, I’m late. Homeroom went on longer than I’d meant. Well, let’s get to it. We’ll start with you Miss Morimiya.”

			“Yes, Ma’am.”

			I sat before the piano and spread my score out on the stand. My gaze traveled the keyboard from the lowest notes to the highest and I exhaled and told myself, Okay, let’s do this. I put my fingers to the keys.

			“One Morning’s” tranquil beginning gradually grew faster and livelier as the song went on. I played, imagining the voices that would join me, trying not to let the song get too harsh or too fast. Unlike the first time I’d played for Ms. Kikuchi my fingers no longer slipped on the keys, but I was still struggling with the key changes. I let myself be carried by the emotions in the song and managed to make it all the way to the end.

			When I finished, Ms. Kikuchi said, “You’ve certainly improved.”

			“Thank you.”

			“You’ve cleaned up many of your mistakes, but there are a few places where you tend to play too softly, so let’s focus on those first.”

			“Yes, Ma’am.”

			“And I’m sure you’ve realized you’re slowing down at the key changes. Let’s look at this measure.”

			While Ms. Kikuchi was giving me advice, I sneaked a glance at Hayase.

			

			I wanted to know what he thought of my playing. Was I so terrible he couldn’t stand to listen? But Hayase looked utterly distracted—he was staring out the window, and I had no idea what he was thinking.

			“All right. Now you, Mr. Hayase.”

			He came to the piano, and the moment he sat he began to play. He didn’t take time to gather himself or force his shoulders to relax. He simply placed his fingers on the keyboard, and the song began.

			From beginning to end, his performance was stunning. He never made mistakes—his notes didn’t tremble or muddle into one another. Each and every note resounded with its own energy. His performance had already seemed perfect two days ago, yet somehow today it had become even more dynamic, even more particular, and as I took in the song, my entire body shivered with the thrill of it.

			After practice, once we were out of the classroom, I turned to him and said, “You’re a wonderful pianist, Hayase.” His performance was so powerful, I just had to tell how moved I had been.

			“Oh, you too, um  . . . ”

			“It’s Morimiya. From 3-2.”

			“You’re pretty good, too, Morimiya.”

			What about my performance was good? Compared to Hayase, I sounded like a complete beginner. I shook my head. “That’s sweet of you to say. But I need to practice a lot more.”

			“Are you sure? Back when we had the group practice, I thought you gave the best performance.”

			I couldn’t help laughing at his praise—he couldn’t possibly mean that. “I was the only one who made mistakes.”

			“It’s not about the mistakes, though. You’re not used to that piano in the music room, but you still played so lightly, so gently. Like it was an old friend.”

			“An old friend?” I repeated, looking up at him. Walking side-by-side with him made me realize how tall he was.

			“Yeah. Normally, when people play pianos they’re not used to, they go too hard, right?”

			

			“I guess.” The reason I’d played so lightly was probably because I practiced on an electronic keyboard at home. It was so different from the piano in the music room, I probably hadn’t held back.

			“I liked it. The way you played.”

			“Really?”

			“Really. I liked your performance.” Hayase’s spoke honestly and without hesitation, and my face flushed red in an instant. My heart had never beat this fast all those times boys asked me out on dates.

			 

			Over dinner, I remembered again what Hayase had said to me. What would my performance be like if I had a real piano to practice on instead of a keyboard? Surely it would be better by now. And how would it be, to play something Hayase liked even more? My mouth whispered of its own accord: “I wish I had a piano.”

			“A piano?”

			“Yeah, a piano.

			Across from me, Mr. Morimiya said, “You mean a real one? You know, if I had a better salary, I could buy you three or four pianos.”

			Suddenly I realized what I’d said. I’d been so rude! I hurried to correct myself. “No, no. Don’t mind me. My keyboard is more than enough. I like my keyboard.”

			Mr. Morimiya drained his miso soup and then said, “I suppose an acoustic piano and a keyboard don’t compare, do they. An acoustic is probably better.”

			“They sound basically the same. And an electronic keyboard has its advantages. I don’t have to push the keys very hard, so my hands don’t get tired, and I can use headphones with it, which means I can play late at night without bothering anyone.”

			“Why are you defending it all of a sudden? I know you want a real piano, Yuko.”

			“No, I don’t. I’m grateful you bought me the keyboard. The thing about the piano popped into my head because it’s almost the choir festival, and I’ve been listening to the grand in the music room a lot. Pianos take up too much space, and they’re so loud, I know it would bother the neighbors.”

			I gave excuse after excuse until Mr. Morimiya sighed and said, “All right already, I get it.”

			“Oh. Sorry. I’m upsetting you, aren’t I?”

			“You just told me what you wanted. I don’t understand why you always hold back,” Mr. Morimiya said quietly.

			“Because . . . because you already do so much for me.”

			“I don’t do nearly enough.”

			“But you gave me a home, and you make dinner for me. I don’t have to struggle. I mean—”

			“That’s the bare minimum, though. Parents have an obligation to make sure their kids live lives free of suffering. Oof. It sounds cold-hearted when I put it that way.”

			I had to look away. I wasn’t trying to hold back, and I wasn’t trying to make him feel like we weren’t a real father and daughter. But I’d only known Mr. Morimiya three years, and I wasn’t so young and naïve as to think I could take the comfortable life he gave me for granted. 

			“I’m sorry,” Mr. Morimiya said. “That didn’t come out right at all. Oh, no, don’t cry, Yuko.” Only then did I realize I was crying.

			I wasn’t sad. But in that moment, we had shed light on the fact that we were living a life where we tiptoed around each other and never once connected on a deeper level. And I was helpless to fix it. 

			“I’m fine,” I tried to say, but when I opened my mouth to speak, the tears came even harder. All I could do was shake my head.

			 

			The moment I walked into the dining room the next morning, Mr. Morimiya said, in a tone much breezier than usual, “Morning! I made toast!”

			“Thanks.” I said, sitting at the table. “It looks really good.” I immediately regretted my compliment, because the toast looked the same as yesterday’s toast, and yesterday I’d said that looked good, too, which made me feel like a liar.

			

			Over breakfast, Mr. Morimiya talked nonstop, as if he sensed any silence would spell doom. “It’s nice weather today. Or maybe it’s not. It’s pretty cold out there. Did you see the supermarket in front of the station is featuring foods from Hokkaido?” I needed to keep him going, so I answered with all the appropriate “uh-huhs” and “oh, cools.”

			“November already. A year flies by like that, doesn’t it.”

			“Yeah.”

			“The older you get, the faster time flies.”

			“Kind of unbelievable, right?”

			“And it’s almost your choir festival. I’m looking forward to it.” Realizing what he’d said, Mr. Morimiya suddenly hunched in on himself.

			Normally I’d respond, “No you’re not. You’re the one who keeps complaining how annoying my piano is.” But this time, I couldn’t, so I nodded and said, “Yeah. It’s soon.”

			We were tiptoeing so carefully with each other that neither of us could manage any teasing or joking. We struggled to find a topic that didn’t fill the air with tension. I decided to finish breakfast as soon as possible so I could go get dressed for school. I rushed through my toast, and the whole time I wondered if yesterday’s toast had been as hard to swallow.

			 

			At lunch, Fumina asked, “What’s gotten into you? You’re really out of it.”

			“Am I?”

			“You are,” Moe said around a mouthful of onigiri. “You didn’t even hear when Ms. Suzuki called your name in English class.”

			“Oh. Mr. Morimiya and I had a fight, or, not a fight, a misunderstanding,” I said honestly.

			All through class, I kept rehashing the night before. I wished I hadn’t said I wanted a piano, because if I hadn’t said anything, things wouldn’t have gotten messed up, but then I’d start thinking about how maybe the fact that Mr. Morimiya and I only ever talked about superficial things meant our relationship wasn’t actually as good as I’d thought, and round and round the thoughts went.

			“Mr. Morimiya is your dad, right?” Fumina asked.

			“Right. So I’m saying that things aren’t going well with my dad right now.”

			Fumina and Moe traded a look, and seeing their faces, I burst out, “It’s weird, right? I’m high schooler. It’s weird to be fighting with my dad at this age.”

			If he were my birth father, we would’ve had eighteen years together. I didn’t think much could sour a relationship that long. Eighteen years of bonding meant you wouldn’t stop getting along over any little old thing. 

			“No, no, no, you’ve got it all backwards,” Moe said, laughing.

			“Backwards?

			“The fact that you’re this worried about a fight with your dad is way weirder,” Moe said, making a face. “Me and my dad don’t get along at all, and I almost never talk to him, not even to push his buttons.”

			“Me and my dad barely talk,” Fumina added. “And whenever we do, it always turns into an argument, and it just goes on and on. I hate it.” She pretended a shudder.

			“What? But they’re your real dads, right?”

			“Well yeah,” Moe said. “But my dad is still a slob. And he’s such a pain.” She stuck out her tongue.

			“A slob? A pain?” I didn’t think I could live with the kind of person they were describing. “You’re pulling my leg, right?”

			“I don’t know if I’d call my dad a slob,” said Fumina, “but he’s definitely a pain. I make sure I’m always in my room by the time he gets home so I don’t have to see him at all.”

			“If I found out my daughter was saying something so terrible about me, I don’t know if I’d be able to stand it,” I whispered. 

			“You’re lucky,” Fumina went on. “Your dad keeps things clean and he’s not stubborn, and he’s still so young.”

			“Seriously,” Moe agreed. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to trade dads for a month or so?”

			“No way. You can’t be serious.”

			

			“She is,” Fumina said. “I’d trade, too. I’m moving out after graduation, and my dad keeps going on and on about all the things I have to do while I’m still home with them. It’s suffocating.”

			“That’s not so bad, Fumina,” Moe said. “After my dad gets done with the bath, he wanders around in his underwear, even though its freezing. Total perv, right?”

			“Totally. Dads. How do they not realize they’re old already? I wish they’d learn to read the room.

			Moe and Fumina seemed excited to complain about their dads, but I felt bad for those men. More than that, though, hearing how easily Moe and Fumina badmouthed the people they lived with made me acutely aware of how deep blood ran.

			 

			A week after the incident with Mr. Morimiya, we were still on pins and needles around each other.

			Dinner wasn’t quite as uncomfortable as it had been, but I spent each evening searching for a subject we could bond over and Mr. Morimiya kept trying schemes to put both of us at ease. It wasn’t right, I thought, that we were both being so cautious.

			Two weeks before the choir festival found us sipping tea and eating cream puffs Mr. Morimiya had bought for dessert. Out of the blue, he said, “Yuko, I know you want to practice. You don’t have to keep sitting here on my account.”

			“I’m not forcing myself to be here. I can play most of the accompaniment by now, so I don’t have to practice so much.”

			“Well, that’s good.”

			“And you know, you don’t have to keep buying dessert for me.”

			“They dispatched me today, and I noticed these on sale on my way back. That’s all.”

			“Is it really though? Because yesterday you brought home a Swiss roll, and the day before that it was flan.” I was trying to get him to understand that he didn’t have to keep buying me all these sweets, but then I started to worry I was being too demanding.

			“Huh. I hadn’t realized. The company keeps sending me to places near bakeries lately,” Mr. Morimiya said with a thin smile.

			This feeling. I didn’t know how to describe it. It wasn’t the same as the awkwardness between us when I first started living with him. And unlike when the girls in my class were ignoring me, I didn’t think things would be smoothed away by time. It was only Mr. Morimiya and me in this apartment. With no one else as a buffer, I sensed that we wouldn’t be able pretend like nothing had happened. Maybe we should open up and talk about everything, explain to each other what we believed a father and daughter ought to be. The idea terrified me. I feared if we said everything we needed to say, we wouldn’t be able to stand each other anymore—neither of us actually knew what it was to be parent and child. The seam of our relationship hadn’t ripped all at once—no, this was the strain of threads slowly pulling themselves apart with wear and tear. When and how could we mend it? Or did we simply go on living like this, finding some way to bear the weight of not being a real family? 

			I finished my tea, went back to my room, and started playing “One Morning.”

			Thankfully, my dark mood had no effect on my keyboard’s ability to play. When I pressed the keys, the notes still sounded out the correct melody, though my performance was maybe a little subdued.

			Practice for the choir festival was halfway over, and three days ago, we accompanists had started practicing with our class choirs. Everyone sang so beautifully to my piano that sometimes I wanted to stop playing so I could listen to them. My classmates had internalized each vocal part. Their voices layered on top of each other, never falling out of tune.

			People said nice things about my accompaniment too: “You’re playing really good, Yuko.” “You’re so amazing, I feel like we’re singing to a CD.”

			They say that music reflects the player’s heart, but maybe no one could hear that things were off with me. So long as I played the score correctly, my classmates would probably be satisfied.

			

			But still, I practiced. I had to memorize the piece well enough that I wouldn’t get any notes wrong. Or so I told myself as I started “One Morning” over again.

			 

			My fifth pairs practice was ten days before the choir festival, and I was supposed to be working with Shimanishi, but it was Hayase I found in the music room. “Did you have practice today?”

			“Got told I had to switch with Shimanishi,” Hayase said guiltily.

			“Oh. Okay.”

			“Are you mad?”

			“No, not at all,” I said, shaking my head. I got to listen to him play. I could never be mad about that.

			“That’s good, then. I think all the other accompanists hate me.”

			“Why do you think that?”

			“Everyone keeps trying to switch out whenever they’re paired with me for practice.”

			I knew that was because he was too good at piano. Unlike me, the others were all serious about piano. I suspected they couldn’t stand comparing themselves to Hayase.

			“You’re overthinking things. They don’t hate you.”

			“They don’t? But they’ve all been playing accompaniment for the choir festival since our first year of high school. Now here I am, coming in our last year. I’m a complete amateur. I know I’ve been playing ever since I was little, but accompanying is different.”

			He was serious. Even though he played piano with such a sharp edge, his personality was the opposite of cut-throat. He looked so adult, especially in his face, that he seemed unapproachable, but now that I’d gotten to know him, I didn’t feel that barrier anymore.

			Ms. Kikuchi came in and said, “All right. Let’s play. We’re getting to the last stages now.”

			Unlike all our previous practices, today, Ms. Kikuchi asked Hayase to play first. His performance was the same as always. How was it that his music always resonated so deeply with me? “Ode to the Earth” was a dynamic piece, but it was still suffused with a gentle light. Standing there next to Hayase, listening, the comfort of that light wrapped around me.

			When it came to my turn, though, I couldn’t focus at all. I tried to get into the piece, but stupid thoughts kept popping into my head. The moment I sat down at the piano, I started thinking about that night with Mr. Morimiya. I remembered how tense everything was, and the more I tried to chase off my nerves, the tighter they twined around me; they stayed with me through the whole piece.

			“You got all the notes right,” Ms. Kikuchi appraised, “but something’s still off.” Realizing her words might make me lose my confidence, she added, “I think you’re certainly good enough to go alongside the choir, though.”

			When we left the music room, Hayase said, “That wasn’t like you. Your performance felt upset.”

			“You think so?”

			“You know how sometimes people say ‘the lights are on, but nobody’s home’? Today was the first time I saw that in person.” Hayase sounded impressed, but I was disheartened.

			“Was it that bad?”

			“No, it wasn’t. But what’s going on?”

			“Nothing, I mean, well, I had a fight with my dad.”

			“That’s why you can’t relax? ‘Cause you and your dad are fighting?” He spoke with such surprise that his deep voice echoed through the hallways. Fumina and Moe hadn’t believed me either—maybe it was strange for a high schooler to get so upset over a fight with her dad.

			“Is that weird?”

			“It really is. People fight with their parents all the time, right? My mom and I are at each other every day.”

			The music room was in the north wing, and to get back to the third-year classrooms in the west wing, we had to leave one building and go to another—it was a long walk. We moved through the halls, listening to the singing that spilled from each classroom.

			

			“I think, I mean, that must mean that you and your mom trust each other a lot. That you know no matter what, you’ll have each other.” 

			“I’m not so sure. I think it means we don’t get along.”

			“There are people who don’t get along with their parents?” I asked, surprised, and now it was my voice that echoed.

			“Loads of people.”

			“Really? Um, is your mom your birth mom?” I asked, though I knew it was rude, but Hayase cackled.

			“Of course she is. Why wouldn’t she be? She gave birth to me, and we have the same face, but we never get along. My mom always thinks she’s right. It’s exhausting being around her.”

			I frowned at that. Fumina and Moe had complained about their parents, too. Like it was totally normal. I was starting to think that it was because parents and kids loved each other that they thought fighting was so normal. Were there any people who didn’t complain about their parents?

			“I guess I always figured parents and kids usually got along, even if they do fight from time to time.”

			“I’m amazed you believe that. The people you grew up with must have taken good care of you.”

			“You think so?”

			“Yeah. You’re the first high schooler I’ve ever met who was upset about a fight with her dad. What was it about, anyway?”

			“Um, well, all we have at home is an electronic keyboard, and I said I wanted a real piano, and then everything got weird.” I didn’t give Hayase any more information than that; I figured it would be awkward to explain that my dad wasn’t my biological father.

			“You play an electronic keyboard at home?”

			“Yeah.” I faked a laugh, like I’d let something horrible slip. With Hayase’s skill, maybe he didn’t think an electronic keyboard was a worthwhile instrument.

			“The first time I heard you play, I figured you must have a really good piano at home. You were so at ease with the grand in the music room, and you played it so well. The way only people who have good quality instruments play.”

			

			“Are you serious?” I had no idea what to say in the face of his praise.

			“I’ve never played a keyboard. Sounds like they’re pretty good.”

			“I’m not so sure.”

			“What do you mean? It’s what you play, so it must be.”

			“I guess.”

			I had a feeling that if Hayase actually tried a keyboard, he’d feel like he was playing a toy. I chuckled weakly again.

			 

			Four days before the choir festival, Ms. Mukai called me out of class during lunch break.

			I could guess why. I’d gotten a sixty on yesterday’s English quiz, and fifty on today’s social studies chapter test. All my quizzes and tests lately had been bad. I couldn’t seem to keep anything in my head—I blamed the tension at home.

			When I stepped into the teacher’s room, Ms. Mukai dove right in. “Miss Morimiya, I’m quite disappointed in your grades.”

			“I know. I’m sorry,” I apologized as I sat down across from her. The English quiz had been review, too, so everyone was supposed to get at least an eighty. I’d never gotten below an eighty on an English review quiz before. All my horrible tests were reinforcing just how important studying was.

			“And I understand you’ve been absent-minded in class.”

			“I . . . have been?”

			I’d gotten warnings a few times, sure, but now I grimaced—I hadn’t realized it was that bad.

			“Is this because of your choir festival duties?”

			“No, that has nothing to do with it,” I answered immediately. In fact, playing piano was the only thing that was saving me. If it weren’t for practice, I would have been even more of a wreck at home.

			“Then what is it? I understand you’re getting along well with your friends, and with your other classmates, too.” I was impressed she knew so much about what was going on in our classroom, but then she added sharply, “There must be a reason your grades have slipped so suddenly.”

			“A reason  . . . ” I tried to think about what I could say, and my eyes fell on a shelf in the teacher’s room. It was filled with copies of student handbooks and protocols for things like the entrance ceremony. Once the choir festival was over, our next major event would be our college entrance exams. This wasn’t the time for me to be slacking.

			“It must be serious, if you’re neglecting your studies.” Ms. Mukai said.

			“Um.”

			“So what is it?”

			I didn’t think I could avoid her questions, so I answered honestly. “Well, um, things are strained between me and my dad, right now.”

			Ms. Mukai’s expression grew solemn. “Strained? With your father?”

			“Um, yes, but not . . . like that. I don’t mean it’s bad.” She seemed to think something horrible had happened between me and Mr. Morimiya, so I explained the whole situation to her.

			“I see. It sounds like your father is worried about you, too. But I do find it odd. You weren’t bothered when you and your friends were fighting.”

			“I guess that’s true. It’s just that, I guess when it comes to family, it’s harder somehow. Mr. Morimiya and I both keep reading too much into things.”

			“And you call your father Mr. Morimiya, is that right?”

			“Yes, but . . . ‘Dad’ doesn’t really fit him.”

			Neither Mr. Izumigahara nor Mr. Morimiya had ever insisted I call them Dad. And now that I was older, the idea of calling someone who wasn’t related to me by blood Dad made me uncomfortable. The fact that both of these men were my fathers was irrelevant—Dad was a title reserved for the man I’d spent my childhood with.

			Now that Ms. Mukai understood the root cause of my poor grades, she was all business. Briskly, she said, “Maybe you don’t need to aim for a normal parent-child relationship—not that I’m sure there is a ‘normal’ in this case.”

			“What?”

			“It’s natural to worry about the people you live with, but your concern means that you care about each other, right? And care isn’t only about holding yourself in check.”

			“I guess that’s true.”

			“This sort of thing is a cycle. Just like friends, families are forged through their disagreements, through accidentally saying hurtful things and fighting about them. Don’t you think?”

			“I don’t know about that.”

			“You have a tendency to hold back, Miss Morimiya, but when you’re serious about an idea or a relationship with someone, disagreements are part of the package. Wouldn’t it be boring, if we were all fine with everything all the time?

			I remembered my graduation consultation with Ms. Mukai last year, when she’d commented on how seriously I’d thought about the path ahead of me. I wondered if this was the same, me taking a tiny step toward understanding family.

			“But the fact that you’re so upset about this fight with your father that your grades are slipping—especially when your tiff with your friends didn’t bother you at all—I think that means you must be even more comfortable with him than your friends are with their families,” Ms. Mukai said, laughing softly.

			“I don’t think so . . . Back when the class was ignoring me, he made me eat gyoza every day.”

			“Gyoza?”

			“Yeah. He has weird ideas about what I should be eating. When I’m unhappy, it’s gyoza. And for the first day of the school year, he makes katsudon for breakfast. And in the lead-up to summer, it’s fruit jelly every day. Now that I think about it, all those times he cooked weird, I got mad at him and told him not to worry so much, but I still forced myself to eat everything. Maybe he thought I actually liked the gyoza  . . . ”

			Ms. Mukai burst out laughing. “You two are quite the pair.”

			“I guess.” Somehow, I was laughing too. Looking back on all those meals, I saw how happy me and Mr. Morimiya were.

			“But now’s not the time to be neglecting your studies,” Ms. Mukai said, her face shuttering back to seriousness, though she’d been laughing only a moment ago. “Not when you have such a wonderful father. I want you to focus on your studies. Your entrance exams aren’t going to be giving you any slack.”

			“Yes, Ma’am,” I said, nodding resolutely.

			 

			That night, as I was cleaning up the dishes after dinner, Mr. Morimiya told me to sit down.

			“What is it?” I asked, wondering if he’d bought cake again.

			“Here,” Mr. Morimiya said, his face almost formal as he handed something to me.

			“What is it?” I said, even as I looked down and saw it was his bank book. Why was he handing me this?

			“Open it,” he said as he sat down across from me.

			“Can I really?”

			“Go ahead.”

			I’d never opened someone’s bank book before. Opening it seemed like breaking some kind of rule, but when I looked inside, I couldn’t help but gasp. His savings account was astonishing.

			“Eighteen million, nine hundred sixty thousand yen?! I had no idea you were rich!”

			“Of course I am,” Mr. Morimiya said, chuckling. “I went to a first-rate college, got a job at a first-rate company, and I work all the time.”

			“This is insane.”

			“It is, isn’t it.”

			“Why are you showing me this?” I asked, returning his bank book. I knew his finances were comfortable, so why the demonstration? 

			“Well, because I was thinking I’d use this to buy you a piano. Though, we’ll have to move to a sound-proofed apartment when I do.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What do you mean? I’m saying I’m going to buy you a piano and a place where you can play it.”

			“No way.”

			“Yes way. I know Rika worked her butt off to get you a piano, and she didn’t have any money. But I do—it’s only right I get you a piano.”

			“It’s not ‘right’ at all.”

			I didn’t think it was okay to buy something you wanted just because you had the money for it. “I don’t want to move,” I insisted. “I don’t need a piano.”

			“But if we keep on like this, I’m going to be the harshest,” he said quietly.

			“Harshest? Harshest what?

			“Your harshest parent. I know I can’t compare with your other parents.”

			“What are you talking about?” It had been bizarre enough when he’d pulled out his bank book—but this blew that out of the water. 

			Mr. Morimiya ignored my question and continued: “Mr. Mito was your birth father, so that nets him a lot of points. You even look like him. And he changed your diapers and made sure you ate and taught you how to speak—he’s the one who spent the most time taking care of you.

			“Because I was a baby.”

			“And Rika, she’s a mover and shaker. She’d do anything for you. She took you in from your dad, even though she wasn’t your birth mom, and she married a rich man just because she knew you needed it. That kind of fervor nets her a pretty high score. As a parent, I mean. Plus, women get points for having a maternal instinct.

			“There aren’t any points, though!” My interjection didn’t faze him at all—he kept giving his bizarre list of arguments.

			“Now Mr. Izumigahara, he has money. And I’d like to say that doesn’t matter, but education is expensive. Most education costs a ton of money. Not to mention he looks so dignified. People with gravitas like that, they get a huge advantage, even if they’re only polite with you.”

			“Who’s even judging any of this?”

			

			“What I’m saying is we’re all in the Yuko’s Parent Championship Cup. And for me, when I became your father, you were already in high school, so you don’t need me to teach you things, and on top of that, you’ve been doing half the chores for me. There’s no place for my parenting talent to shine. I know I’m not very fatherly, so that’s already a disadvantage when it comes to you grasping my full potential.”

			“What are you saying?” Mr. Morimiya was so serious that I was trying to keep a straight face, but in the end, I couldn’t hold back my laughter. “This is hilarious. What the hell is the ‘Yuko’s Parent Championship Cup?’”

			“Well, it’s a championship, right? You compare us all? Like, Mr. Mito was the best dad, and you had the most fun when you were Yuko Izumigahara.”

			“You really think I compare you?”

			“Of course. Who wouldn’t? I mean, I think about things like how that one girl I dated in college was my cutest girlfriend, but the woman I saw right after I got my job had the best personality.”

			“I’ve never met your girlfriends, but I can tell you that each of my parents has been unique. There’s no way to compare you all. Mr. Izumigahara was quiet, and he looked after me, but we almost never spent time together. Rika did everything she could to give me a piano, but then she went and left me behind right? Everyone shows their love in different ways, and that’s definitely true with all of you, too.”

			Mr. Morimiya nodded a little, understanding. “So . . . you don’t have a first place?”

			“No way. I could never choose,” I said without hesitation. It had never occurred to me to rank my parents. I was always focused on living the best life I could with the person right in front of me—it would be the same as asking a toddler if they liked their Papa or Mama better. I didn’t think people should go around choosing which of their parents was best, not even with adopted parents.

			“Oh. Well, that’s good,” Mr. Morimiya said with a relieved smile. He got up and headed to the kitchen. “I’m going to make some tea. I bought us apple pie for dessert today.”

			“Were you actually, genuinely worried about this?”

			“Of course I was. I was worried you’d want to replace me,” he answered as he poured out the hot water.

			“But I’ve never had the chance to choose my parents. Everybody always changed and moved without my say so.”

			“I guess that is true,” he said as he put a plate of apple pie down in front of me. The heavenly scent of butter drifted up from the glossy crust.

			“Does that mean, so long as I don’t run off, my place as your dad is secure? Even though I’m nothing special?” he asked as he sat and started eating immediately.

			“I suppose. Maybe.”

			“Oh come on. Help me out here.”

			I’d always suspected there weren’t many upsides to taking in a kid you weren’t related to—kids were expensive and put restrictions on your time. They were mostly burdens. Mr. Morimiya must be crazy to want to keep sacrificing all those things.

			“So you get that you don’t have to buy me a piano, okay? I like my keyboard.” I took a bite of pie, too. The sweetness of the apple, well-stewed and comforting, spread over my tongue.

			“No, I’m going to buy you a piano. I already showed you my bank book. It would hurt my pride as a father to take it back now. Besides, I’d like to hear what a real piano sounds like.” He popped a chunk of apple into his mouth, taking none of the crust with it. No matter the pastry, Mr. Morimiya always picked the fruit out and ate it first, though I thought fruit tasted better paired with the rest of the cake or pastry or bread. 

			“I really don’t need a piano. And moving is such a pain. Oh, I know what you can do instead.”

			“What?”

			“Buy me a coat.”

			“A coat?”

			“Yeah. My brown one looks like it was made for a little kid. I want a gray one.”

			

			Mr. Morimiya frowned. “A piano seems like a healthy ask. Pestering me for a coat? That’s not the same.”

			“Why not? It’s a lot cheaper than a piano.”

			“No, no. You can’t ask for just any old thing.”

			“What? Now that’s stingy.”

			“No, it’s not. A father has to lay down some limits,” Mr. Morimiya declared with a haughty expression. 

			“Even though you’ve got eighteen million in savings.”

			“It’s not about the money. I’d love to get you a coat, but it won’t do to spoil you. I’m laying down limits for your sake, Yuko.” Mr. Morimiya’s triumphant face was ridiculous. Moe and Fumina were right. Dads were so annoying. I muttered “stingy” again and dug into my pie.

			 

			The day before the choir festival, each class got an assigned time to practice in the gym. With the actual performance on the horizon, everyone was nervous.

			After Ms. Kikuchi heard my class’s performance, she told us, “The boys’ and girls’ parts are harmonizing well, and there’s a sense of unity with the accompaniment.”

			“One Morning” was famous for the strength of its lyrics and the elegance of its melody, but it only felt complete when the high voices and the low voices worked together. Now that we were in our last year of high school, the boys’ voices were deeper, and the girls’ voices were freer. The gym also made our song sound richer, at least to my ears. I’d accompanied the choir performances for years now, but this performance was the most worthwhile, I was sure. 

			After practice, Hayashi came up to me and said, “You’re really good at the piano.”

			“Thanks.”

			Miyake added, “Yeah! Before, I feel like we weren’t quite clicking, but now it’s great . . . Course, I guess you knew that already.” The other boys laughed at his awkward compliment.

			Toyo’uchi, who played the violin, jumped in too. “Seriously though. These past two days, your performance has really come into its own. It’s great to sing alongside you.” Everybody nodded in agreement.

			Here I’d thought nobody noticed I was off. But I guess some of my disquiet had come through, both at the piano and outside of practice. I couldn’t leave the lights on and then wander off—I had to be home. All of me had to be focused on my performance.

			As we walked out of the gym, 3-5 walked in, and Hayase stopped to say, “I could hear it! Your piano! You gave the music such intensity!”

			“You think so? Guess it’s thanks to my electric keyboard,” I said with a laugh.

			“Oh definitely. I tried playing the keyboard in the instrument room a few days ago, and I loved it. It doesn’t demand too much of you.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. When I go to college, I’m going to get a part-time job so I can buy myself a keyboard,” he said confidently. He was completely serious.

			Maybe electronic keyboards were kind of unprofessional and artificial, and their cheap sound quality couldn’t compare to a real piano. But the fact of the matter was that when I put my fingers to my keyboard, the sound made me feel at home.

			 

			After dinner that night, Mr. Morimiya came into my room while I was practicing. “It’s tomorrow, right? The choir festival?”

			“Yeah,” I said, nodding and removing my headphones.

			“And you’re going to be okay? With the playing?”

			“More or less. I just have to keep my nerves in check.”

			“All right. Let’s do this. I’ll sing it for you,” Mr. Morimiya said, straightening up.

			“What?”

			“It must be easier to practice when someone’s singing along, right?”

			“It is. But do you know it? The song, I mean.”

			

			“Of course I do. Go ahead.”

			“‘One Morning.’ The song.”

			“I told you, I know it.”

			“You’re absolutely sure. It’s definitely ‘One Morning?’” I said again. People didn’t usually listen to choir music in their free time. Mr. Morimiya couldn’t have heard it anywhere in his day-to-day. I was puzzled by his odd self-assuredness, but beside me, he was already breathing deeply in preparation. Apparently, he was really going to sing. I had no idea if he could carry a tune, but I figured there was no harm in playing it for him.

			I unplugged my headphones, turned down the volume, and began the accompaniment. The piano’s melody introduction started with triplets. I took care to keep the beat steady. When I hit the chord that lead into the vocal melody, Mr. Morimiya took his breath.

			 

			Let us depart

			On our magnificent ark

			Before the world drowns

			In the dazzling glow

			Of the morning before us

			Now

			Come

			Let’s go

			 

			“One Morning” was dynamic from the get-go, especially when paired with its powerful lyrics. Mr. Morimiya’s sturdy voice filled my room. I hadn’t expected him to sing very well, but his voice had a liveliness that pulled my accompaniment along with it.

			Just before the song really got going, there was a graceful key change. My fingers moved smoothly through it, and I played on.

			 

			Imagine

			Parting in tears

			Imagine

			

			Finding your courage

			Imagine

			Speaking of love

			And sometimes having 

			To face the world

			Alone

			What are journeys, journeys, journeys 

			But new beginnings?

			 

			Mr. Morimiya wasn’t singing either of the boys’ parts—he was carrying the melody. Handily and cooly, not a word out of place. I’d never noticed before how nice his voice was. Not low, but solid and level and relaxed. Every word was clear to me.

			 

			Spread your wings

			And face tomorrow’s

			Strange land

			A new land

			A strange new land

			And the joy of living

			The joy of living

			Seek your boundless freedom

			Your boundless freedom

			 

			The accompaniment and the melody both grew more and more majestic alongside the lyrics. The music swelled with the power of the poetry and harmonies until it finished with a final flourishing release.

			I played the last set of triplets, my fingers left the keyboard, and only then did Mr. Morimiya let out a whoop. “When I was singing it to myself, I kept thinking it was such a pretentious song, so full of itself, going on and on about journeys, but it’s so much better with the piano. I feel like I might actually sprout wings and fly away.”

			“I know . . . But more importantly. What the hell?”

			“What?”

			

			“What ‘what’? You’re a really good singer! You sang the whole thing perfectly! How did you know it?”

			Mr. Morimiya didn’t answer my questions, though, just bowed his head, chuckling with embarrassment.

			“Did you sing this back in high school with your choir?”

			“No.”

			“Then how? There’s not a lot of places you’d hear this song.”

			“I looked it up on the internet and practiced,” Mr. Morimiya said, shrinking in on himself like he’d been caught doing something wrong.

			“What? Why? Why would you practice it?”

			Only then did I realize he hadn’t looked once at the lyrics. And the key changes had never caught him up either. “One Morning” wasn’t the kind of song you could sing on sight, even if you were a good singer.

			“Well, it’s only natural,” Mr. Morimiya said, chuckling bashfully again, “that a father be able to sing the song his daughter is playing for the choir festival.”

			“No way. There’s not a dad in the world who would go that far.”

			“I suppose you’re right. I suspected as much when I first started practicing. But then I sang it and got swept up by it. Sometimes on the train on my way to work, I’d mumble the lyrics to myself. ‘Seek your boundless freedom.’ People looked at me like they’d seen a ghost.”

			“I’ll bet they did.”

			“Maybe I am a little a weird.”

			A little weird? He was very weird. But he’d sung “One Morning” so well.

			“Well, I was saving this for after the choir festival,” I said, opening my desk drawer and pulling out a score, “but I’d been thinking maybe I’d play you a song you sang at your choir festival.”

			“What?”

			“The song you sang your senior year,” I said. I plucked out the intro.

			

			The melody was leisurely and sentimental. There was something nostalgic about it—nothing like “One Morning’s” grandiosity.

			Mr. Morimiya kept talking through the introduction: “What is going on? How? How did you know we sang this?” But the moment the melody came in, he hesitantly slipped into the lyrics.

			 

			We never know

			The why of meetings and partings

			We never know

			The when of meetings and partings

			Where were you before now?

			How did you make it through?

			Two lives lived apart

			Under the same distant sky

			 

			The day after Mr. Morimiya showed me his bank book, I phoned his old high school.

			I told them that at my wedding, I wanted to show my dad how grateful I was to him by surprising him with the song he’d sung at his choir festival. Could they please tell me the name of the song? He’d been a senior there twenty years ago. I wasn’t sure what class he’d been in, but it was probably the accelerated learning class, the one with the smartest students. The teacher who spoke with me was so moved by my “surprise” that he looked it up for me.

			The song was “Threads of Fate” by Miyuki Nakanishi. I found the score easily enough at a music store. I’d heard the sweet melody before. A few play-throughs was all it took to memorize the main line. 

			 

			You the warp

			And I the weft

			The fabric we weave

			Might one day bind a wound

			

			You the warp

			And I the weft

			When the threads of fate

			Meet at last

			They call it happiness

			 

			Though at first Mr. Morimiya fumbled the lyrics, he soon grew more confident. His smooth baritone wasn’t just falling on my ears—it was sinking right into my skin. On the score, the ad copy said “Threads of Fate” was perfect for weddings. But the happiness of meeting your fated person didn’t apply only to lovers. That’s what this song made me realize.

			When we finished, Mr. Morimiya laughed. “I bet you’re the only daughter in the world who went out and learned the accompaniment for the song her dad sang at his final high school choir festival.” He asked me how I’d found it, and when I told him the story, he was even more surprised. “I didn’t know you were a mover and a shaker, Yuko.” Then, after a moment, he panicked. “You told them you were my daughter, and you were getting married? But I graduated twenty years ago. They must have thought we were both way too young. I bet they think I’m a real troublemaker!”

			“Don’t worry about it. It was twenty years ago—none of your old teachers can possibly still be there. The teacher who looked it up for me didn’t give it a second thought.”

			“He didn’t?”

			“Not at all. Now, you keep saying you hate the choir festival but look how well you sang that! You were amazing! I can’t believe it!” I was serious, and Mr. Morimiya beamed, pleased.

			“Well, I really like Miyuki Nakanishi. Play ‘The Wheat Song’ next! You know, her new song!”

			“‘The Wheat Song’? I don’t know it.”

			“What? No way! But it’s the new theme song for the NHK soap!” Mr. Morimiya frowned—he seemed genuinely disappointed.

			“Like I watch the NHK soaps!”

			

			“Well, then what Nakanishi songs can you play?”

			“I’ve heard some of her music, but I don’t know her well enough to play anything else. Maybe if I had the sheet music  . . . ” Then I remembered that “Era” was in our school music textbook. I was pretty sure that was one of hers. “I think maybe I can manage ‘Era.’”

			“Okay, let’s do it.”

			I pulled out my textbook and found the page, and Mr. Morimiya started doing vocal warm-ups. Apparently, he was planning to sing all night.

			I tried to whisper an unsubtle hint: “I’ve got the choir festival tomorrow. I wonder if I’ve practiced enough. But Mr. Morimiya sounds like he’s really into this.”

			Mr. Morimiya’s response was to grumble under his breath: “I’ve got a meeting first thing in the morning. I wonder if I’ve gone over the presentation enough. But I’ve got to help Yuko out with her practice.” Then, more loudly, he declared, “All right, let’s do this. When you’re going through tough times, you’ve got to sing. That’s what music is for!”

			Before I could think better of it, I said, “But you’re the one who said you didn’t like choir.” I wanted to keep playing, too, though. Not alone with my headphones but with someone singing along. More loudly, I said, “I guess you’re right. All right, here we go.”

			“Bring it on!”

			“Could you stop saying weird things before you sing?”

			The rest of that evening, we traded off songs the other knew and played and sang a bunch of them. I always loved being at the piano. Even with the choir festival looming, playing quieted my nerves and made my heart sing.

			 

			“I’m freaking out!”

			“I don’t know if I’ll be able to sing!”

			The kids in my class bustled and chattered as we stepped up to the stage after 3-1 finished. Hayashi was our leader, and she was doing some deep breathing, while Miyake, our conductor, was trying to quell his shaking arms. I wondered if Sumida and Yabase were nervous. They were both moving woodenly. Everyone was keyed up for our last choir festival.

			When I sat down at the piano, I could see Fumina at the edge of the stage and she mouthed, “You good?” I nodded. I’d spent all yesterday evening putting down the finishing touches with Miyuki Nakanishi’s oeuvre—there was no way this performance could go wrong.

			The announcer’s voice came across the loudspeakers: “And next is Class 3-2! Their song is—” Everyone on stage straightened up. I glanced down at the keys. Today I was playing the piano they kept in the gym. The big grand looked well-worn.

			 

			When I first moved in with Mr. Morimiya, he discovered almost right away  that I played piano, and soon after, he brought home a mountain of pamphlets on electronic keyboards.

			“I know you’ll probably never see me as your father,” he said honestly, “especially at my age. But I do want you to like me.” 

			I was disheartened. We were living together. Not as lovers or as friends but under the guise of a family. I didn’t understand why he seemed to think there was something strange in wanting me to like him. Maybe he was some kind of weirdo, and he was worried I’d find out. Part of me wanted to fight back his anxieties, to prove him wrong.

			Mr. Izumigahara had let me play a piano that was a memento from his late wife. Mr. Morimiya bought me an electronic keyboard with all the bells and whistles. So I’d been playing a first-rate instrument ever since I started learning. Which meant I had no reason to let any piano intimidate me. 

			I blew on my fingertips. Now then, the song is starting. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			20

	
			The first Sunday of winter vacation, Fumina came to our apartment to hang out. “Christmas and New Year’s are supposed to be fun,” she sighed, “but you’re studying for entrance exams and Moe said she’s probably taking a trip with her boyfriend. Why did I go for early admission? Now I don’t have anything to do . . . Oh, Mr. Morimiya, you really didn’t have to do that.”

			He bore a big tray into the living room where we were sprawled out and eagerly placed a spread of snacks and drinks in front of Fumina. “Here you go. Tea and cake. It’s roasted green tea.”

			“Thank you. Wow! There’s so much.”

			“Sorry. I know you girls thought I’d be at work, but they canceled our Sunday overtime.”

			Fumina and I clasped our hands in thanks. When Fumina had called to ask if I wanted to hang out on Sunday, I knew it would be freezing, and Mr. Morimiya had work, which meant I didn’t have to worry about him being weird, so I’d invited her over to our apartment.

			“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Fumina said politely. “You always make us snacks when I visit. I feel like I won the lottery.”

			“Yuko told me you were coming, so I went out first thing this morning and got everything—Japanese style and Western style. I didn’t know what you liked.” Brazenly, he plopped down on the living room floor with us.

			“You’re not going back to your room?” I asked.

			“I will in a second. I just wanted to know what you were talking about. I’d love to know your friend better!” He turned to Fumina. “Now, where were you? Oh! Moe! You were saying she was going on a trip with her boyfriend?”

			

			“Uh  . . . ” Fumina said hesitantly—this wasn’t exactly the kind of thing you talked about in front of your parents. “Well, yeah.”

			“I don’t think that’s a good idea. A trip with her boyfriend. She’s still in high school!” Mr. Morimiya said.

			I frowned. “I knew you’d say that. What are you implying?”

			“Nothing. I’m giving my opinion, that’s all.”

			“Well we didn’t ask for your opinion. Now, go on. Back to your room.”

			“But if I only ever bring you tea and leave again, Fumina here is going to think I’m just some waiter.”

			“Why would she think that? Besides, you’re butting in!”

			“But I worry about these things!”

			While Mr. Morimiya and I groused at one another, Fumina started to giggle. “I know what this is really about,” she said. “Mr. Morimiya is worried about you and Wakita.”

			“No, not at all,” he said, scratching his head with embar­rassment.

			“He totally is,” I said, turning to complain to Fumina. “He’s been like this all the time lately. Ever since I started dating Wakita, Mr. Morimiya here keeps telling me I’m getting home too late, even though I get home the same time I always have. And he keeps bugging me, telling me my makeup and jewelry’s too loud. And every night at dinner, he asks, ‘So who exactly is this Wakita character.’ I’ve had it up to here.”

			“Of course he is,” said Fumina. “Besides, it’s your fault for telling your dad you had a boyfriend. I’ve never told my dad about Nishino. He has no idea I have a boyfriend.”

			“He doesn’t?” I asked. Fumina had been dating Nishino since the start of last school year. I couldn’t believe she’d hidden it from her parents this whole time.

			“There’s no upside to telling him. If I did, all he’d do would be complain.”

			“I’m amazed he hasn’t caught on.”

			“My dad’s an idiot—no way he’d notice. You’re the odd one out here, telling your dad you’ve got a boyfriend,” Fumina said as she ripped open a packet. 

			“I didn’t realize. I guess I slipped up because he’s not my birth father.”

			 

			The day after the choir festival, Kubota and Tada, two of the other accompanists, invited me out to celebrate, so we stopped at a bakery for cake.

			“Such a relief the choir festival is over. Now it’s just entrance exams,” Tada said, her voice thick from the cream in her slice of mille feuille.

			“Are you planning on keeping up piano in college?” I asked.

			“I thought about going to a school with a music program, but I don’t really want to play professionally or work in music. I think Hayase’s the only one in our year aiming for a music school.”

			Hayase. Even the mention of his name set my heart pounding.

			My class took second place in the choir festival, and first place had been Hayase’s class. His performance was the highlight of the whole thing; the moment he started the introduction, silence fell over the gym. Everyone was entranced by his playing.

			The choir festival was over, but I still wanted to hear him play more. And I wanted to talk with him about anything and everything.

			“His girlfriend’s going to a music school, too,” Kubota added, and I perked up immediately.

			“What?” 

			“Hayase’s girlfriend. She’s a second year at a music school right now.”

			“Oh, I know her,” Tada said. “She’s an artist, you know. I once saw her play at a piano recital.”

			“Oh. I didn’t know that,” I said. 

			After that, the conversation wandered on to other subjects, but I didn’t follow. I hadn’t told Hayase I had feelings for him, but I’d been flirting with the idea of it. I thought we needed to be a closer first, though. This new information bowled me over, and I was so miserable I felt like I’d actually been dumped.

			It turned out that what they said about girls who played piano being twice as cute was true, though, because two days later, Wakita in 3-3 asked me out.

			Their classroom was right next to ours, and I’d never heard any of the other girls in my class say they liked him. I was pretty sure I could go out with him, and no one would complain. And if I was dating someone, maybe the loneliness of rejection would start to ebb. So I said yes to Wakita.

			At first, I was going with the flow. but dating Wakita wasn’t awful. Hanging out with him was different from hanging out with Moe and Fumina—more exciting. There’s something soothing about having someone tell you they like you. And when I was with him, I felt that same ease.

			 

			Mr. Morimiya frowned and said, “I can’t believe you’re saying these horrible things about me when I’m right here.”

			“Ha ha ha. I’m sorry. But don’t you think it would stranger for a girl in her senior year of high school not to have a boyfriend? I would worry there was something wrong with Yuko if she didn’t have a boyfriend, especially at a co-ed school like ours,” Fumina said, trying to soothe him.

			“What? But—” he lowered his voice to a whisper “—I never had a girlfriend in high school.”

			“Well,” Fumina said, trying to backtrack, “it was a different time. Nobody dated back then.”

			“No. Almost all my friends had girlfriends,” Mr. Morimiya said with a frown. “Do you think there’s something wrong with me?”

			 

			After Mr. Morimiya retreated, Fumina lowered her voice and said, “Hey. Hey! You have to tell me. Why did Rika marry Mr. Morimiya?”

			“Why are you asking?”

			“Rika’s so flashy and fashionable—I bet all the men like her. She’s just so . . . I mean she’s really different from him.”

			

			I’d shown Fumina pictures of Rika, and she knew that Rika had been married to my birth father, and to Mr. Izumigahara, too.

			“I guess they are really different. It is weird she married Mr. Morimiya, now you mention it.” 

			I’d only known my biological father as a little girl, but I remembered that he was nice, like a spring day, and everyone liked him because he always worked so hard to take care of them. And of course Mr. Izumigahara was rich, but he’d also been manly and easygoing. Compared to them, Mr. Morimiya was kind of clueless, and he could be so selfish sometimes, and hard to understand, too.

			Fumina continued, “Mr. Morimiya doesn’t seem like a bad guy, and he keeps your apartment so clean, but I don’t think that’s enough to make him popular with the ladies, you know?”

			“Yeah,” I said, nodding.
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			It had been more than a year since Rika left Mr. Izumigahara’s house, but she still came by to see me.	
She dropped by around the same time I got home from school and plopped herself on the sofa just like she had when she still lived there, exclaiming, “Oh, I’m so tired!” And Ms. Yoshimi put out tea and sweets for Rika, same as always. So no matter how much time passed, to me, it was as if Rika had never left at all.

			“How’s work?” I asked her, sitting next to her and sipping my tea. Ms. Yoshimi had brewed it dark and black and then chilled it and added ice. I never drank black tea until I moved to Mr. Izumigahara’s—before, we always had green tea or barley tea—but I found that the scent that drifted up from the leaves put me at ease.

			“It’s not as busy as the last place—I have time to breathe, which I like.”

			“That’s good.”

			Rika lowered her voice so that Ms. Yoshimi couldn’t hear. “It turns out I like working. I’m so much happier than I was when I was laying around here doing nothing all day.” 

			Living this life where I didn’t have chores or responsibilities made me uneasy, too. I didn’t have to make dinner or do the dishes. When I got home, my room was already cleaned, and my freshly laundered clothes were folded on the bed for me. I’d tried many times to do some chores, but Ms. Yoshimi always stopped me, saying, “You’ll put me out of a job.”

			I recognized that life with Mr. Izumigahara was easy. But with no housework of my own, I couldn’t relax completely into living with him. 

			“Hey, did you lose weight?” I asked suddenly. Rika had always been petite, but when she picked up her teacup, I saw how thin her wrist had become.

			“You noticed?” Rika asked with a grin.

			“I guess. You’re eating enough, aren’t you?”

			Without me around, Rika only had to support herself, but I was sure that she was struggling with her expenses a lot more than she had when she’d lived with us. I bet she was having trouble affording groceries at the end of the month.

			“Oh, don’t you worry about that. I’m on a diet! A diet! I’m divorced, you see. I have to find myself a new boyfriend.”

			“Oh. Okay.”

			That sounded like Rika all right. Apparently, she didn’t have any feelings at all for Mr. Izumigahara anymore. I felt bad for him.

			“Hey, why don’t you come with me?” she asked, the same as she always did when she left, but as ever, I shook my head. “So you’ve gotten used to living here, Yuko? You don’t want to go back to penny-pinching?”

			“That’s not it.”

			I’d never thought of the time I’d lived with Rika as a struggle. But Mr. Izumigahara had already lost Rika, and I had a hunch that it would be even more terrible if he lost me too. 

			He and I always had breakfast together, and usually dinners on the weekend though our conversations were still awkward. Regardless, I was acutely aware of the fact that he’d taken in Rika and me. 

			Besides, Rika marched to her own tune. We didn’t live together anymore, but we still saw each other, made sure the other was doing well, and talked about whatever we wanted to talk about. I believed this was a better situation for both of us. With my birth father gone off to who knows where, and Rika living separately, this was my life now. Maybe it was unnatural, but it suited me.

			 

			

			Rika and I went on that way until my last year of junior high. Her job got more demanding, so she didn’t visit as often as she had before, and sometimes I didn’t see her for more than a month.

			Whenever she did visit, I always mentioned it to Mr. Izumigahara the next day at breakfast. He was never irritated to hear about her—in fact, he always asked,” Oh? How’s she doing?”

			“She was good. She ate a whole bunch of cookies—told me we always have the best sweets. And then she went home.”

			Mr. Izumigahara laughed heartily at that. “What did you two talk about?”

			“Hmm. Mostly her job.”

			“Sounds like she likes it.”

			“Yeah. She said she’s having fun.”

			“I’m glad. Anything else?” I suspected Mr. Izumigahara was still in love with Rika. He seemed happy to know she was coming by, even if he never got to see her himself.

			“We talked about school a little.”

			“That makes sense. High school entrance exams are coming up. I’ve only got a high school diploma, so maybe it’s not my place to give advice, but I wonder, do you need to go to cram school? Should I send you?”

			“No need. My teacher told me my grades are already good enough to go to the high school I want.”

			“Well, that’s good to hear, but if you need anything at all, you be sure to tell me.”

			He was always saying that to me. I wondered if Ms. Yoshimi was behind it. She was always asking if I needed new pens or pencils or books for studying.

			“I’ve already got my piano lessons. I think if I added cram school, I’d get too busy. I’m happy to study on my own.”

			“And you’ve gotten so good at the piano!”

			“I really do love that grand.”

			Mr. Izumigahara smiled, blushing with embarrassment.

			 

			One day during my final term of junior high, Rika dropped by, same as always, but this time she showed me a photograph.

			“What do you think of this guy?”

			“What do you mean?”

			The man in the picture was tall and fit. But his eyes and nose were small, and his lips were thin, too—his looks weren’t striking. I stared down at the picture and said, “Well, I guess he’s kind of cute.”

			“He graduated from Tokyo University and now he works at a super important company,” Rika said proudly.

			“Is he your boyfriend?”

			“Heh heh. I suppose.”

			“You’re dating?” He wasn’t at all like the kinds of guys she usually went for and I was surprised.

			“That’s right. This is Morimiya. We went to junior high together. I heard about him at our class reunion, that he’d made it big. So I called him up, and now here we are!”

			I still found it weird that Rika was apparently taken with this bland guy—never mind TokyoU and the fancy company.

			“What do you like about him?” I asked.

			“He’s smart, and he’s good at his job, and he’s sensible,” Rika listed—so rational.

			“And that’s why you like him?”

			“Well, I guess he’s nice, too.”

			“Wow. He doesn’t sound like you at all,” I whispered, not quite believing it. Rika was his complete opposite.

			“And, well, I’m thinking of marrying him,” Rika said.

			“No way!”

			“Yes way!”

			“Have you thought this through?””

			“Of course! Third time’s the charm! It’s going to work out this time, I know it” Rika said brightly.

			Marriage wasn’t a big deal to Rika. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that the guy in the photo wasn’t right for her.

			“Why?” she continued. “Do you not like him?”

			“That’s not it.”

			“Mito was cool. Izumigahara was easygoing. So I figure next I should go for brains, right? A clever guy will do me good.”

			“So long as you love him, that’s good enough for me.” 

			Rika wouldn’t change her mind no matter what I said. I was sure she would still come and visit me here, even once she was married, so my life wasn’t going to change. I figured that was enough.

			 

			But after junior high graduation, while I was on spring break, Rika came by when Mr. Izumigahara was home, and she informed the two of us that she was on Mr. Morimiya’s family registry now, and then told us, plain and simple, that she wanted to add me to his registry, too. I’d had no idea that she wanted to take me along with her, and I was utterly speechless. But what was more shocking was that Mr. Izumigahara, without missing a beat, nodded and said, “Okay.”

			 

			After Rika left, I turned to Mr. Izumigahara and asked, “Did you know?”

			No matter how calm and collected he was as a person, I didn’t think there was any way he’d accept Rika’s remarriage and my leaving right on the spot.

			“Well, she’d mentioned here and there,” he said, looking guilty.

			I thought Rika was visiting just to see me, but apparently, she’d been talking with Mr. Izumigahara, too. It made sense, really—there was no way she couldn’t consult with Mr. Izumigahara on something as important as this. Adults were always doing things behind their kids’ backs.

			“I don’t know which situation would be best for you,” Mr. Izumigahara murmured. 

			“Neither do I.”

			I couldn’t claim that his house was the best choice. Even now, I still didn’t feel quite at home—something about the house didn’t sit well with me. But that didn’t mean I wanted to leave, either.

			“I know you’ve only been with me three years, Yuko. And you’ve been with Rika so much longer,” he said, sipping tea that had long gone cold.

			“That’s true, but  . . . ”

			“And Rika knows your real father. And she knew you as a child.”

			That point gave me pause. I didn’t think that just because Rika had known me as a little girl, that made her the most qualified to take care of me. But I didn’t say anything, simply listened as Mr. Izumigahara continued.

			“I care about you a great deal, Yuko. I want you to be happy. I know we haven’t known each other very long, but I think of you as my own daughter. And that’s why I’m so unsure of all this. I’m not confident that I can be a better parent to you than Rika can,” Mr. Izumigahara said, quietly and plainly laying out his thoughts. 

			Confidence. Did people actually need confidence to become parents? I’d certainly never seen someone who was convinced of their own parental capabilities. 

			My birth mother had passed away, my father went overseas, and Rika had left me behind. Mr. Izumigahara was still here, right in front of me. Would he really stop being my father just like that? Back in fourth grade, my parents had asked me to choose, but now, at fifteen, it seemed like I wasn’t going to get that same option.

			But then Mr. Izumigahara asked, “What would you like to do, Yuko?” If I told him I wanted to stay, I was sure he’d let me keep living here, that he’d keep taking care of me, same as always. But I didn’t know if that was for the best.

			“You’ve already decided,” I pointed out, and Mr. Izumigahara nodded. 

			“I suppose we have,” he said quietly.

			If Rika stopped coming to visit me here, I didn’t know if I’d be able to stand it. But if I left, I wouldn’t get to see Mr. Izumigahara anymore. There wasn’t much between us—no time or words or shared experiences. But I knew how deep his heart was. No matter how awkward he was around me, I could still sense how much he cared for me.

			I had no idea who would make a better parent. But I did know that I didn’t want to leave behind the woman who’d taken me in or the man who’d given me a home and a life. Shared experience didn’t matter—I couldn’t stand the idea of saying goodbye to either of them.

			“I’d be fine with either of you,” I said.

			If they asked what I wanted, if they made me choose, I’d go mad. Who or what was my family? Trying to answer that question would break something inside me. So I told myself it didn’t matter. Where I lived, who I lived with, it was all the same. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I believed anything otherwise. 
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			On January second, Wakita and I did our first New Year’s shrine visit together and then went to eat at a nearby diner. 

			“How’s the studying going?” he asked.

			“It’s okay, I guess,” I said, sipping my hot tea. The local shrine was small, but there’d been so many people lined up for their first New Year’s visit that I was frozen by the time we were done.

			“I’m surprised you didn’t go for early admission.”

			“Really? I guess I thought there was no need to rush.”

			“Yeah? I guess that makes sense.” Wakita had gone for early admission. The waiter came, and he ordered curry and rice. He told me, “We ate O-sechi all day yesterday and again this morning. I want something that sticks to my ribs. What about you?”

			“I, hmm, I think I’ll have onigiri. I had so much mochi at breakfast this morning, I’m still full.” I ordered one pickled plum onigiri.

			This morning at breakfast, Mr. Morimiya had said, “I can’t believe young people these days go on their first shrine visit of the year with their boyfriends or girlfriends. If people had any sense, they’d still go with their families. Japan’s changing, I guess. I hope the gods aren’t too shocked.” He kept grumbling all through the mochi he’d grilled for breakfast.

			“Mochi?” Wakita asked.

			“I think I had five.”

			“Wow! I didn’t know you had such an appetite.”

			“Well, my dad kept bringing out more and more. I think it was some hare-brained scheme on his part to make sure I was too stuffed to want to eat out with you.” I was still mad at myself for eating so much this morning—but the delicious scent of roasted nori around each rectangle of mochi had enticed me, and I just kept going.

			“I don’t think there’s a parent alive who can stand the idea of their daughter dating,” Wakita said. I almost pointed out that Mr. Morimiya wasn’t my birth father, but I stopped myself. I wasn’t trying to hide it, but Wakita and I still hadn’t talked about my upbringing. From time to time, Wakita had commented on how I was so straight-and-narrow that my parents must have raised me right; any opportunity for me to explain had already set sail. Besides, I didn’t really see the need to confess—people at school already knew, and sooner or later, somebody would mention it to him. I could explain when that time came.

			The waiter brought our food, and Wakita took a bite of his curry and then frowned. “I thought curry was supposed to be delicious no matter what you did to it, but this is terrible.”

			“It is?”

			“The meat is tough, and the roux is too thin. Look how it’s getting all over my rice.”

			“Maybe the kitchen’s slacking off because it’s still New Year’s holiday?” I said, taking a bite of my onigiri. Their rice was almost overcooked, and I didn’t think it would go well with curry.

			“I guess. Oh, oh, did you hear about Onoda in 3-4?” he asked, smirking.

			“What about him? I hadn’t heard anything.”

			“So he’s been saying he has to get a girlfriend before he graduates, no matter what, so ever since winter break started, he’s been running around asking out every girl in our class.”

			“Huh.” I didn’t know Onoda very well, so I stayed neutral.

			“At the fall term closing ceremony, he asked Tokita in 3-1, and at Christmas, he asked Sato in 3-2, and on New Year’s Eve, he asked . . . who was it? Well, anyway, he asked all three of them out, and every one of them said no,” Wakita said, laughing.

			

			“Wow.”

			“Oh, and there was this thing I saw on TV not too long ago. Did you know Japanese are the only population in the world that can digest seaweed?”

			“Wow.”

			“What, you don’t think that’s interesting?”

			“No, no, I do. It’s pretty cool.”

			Wakita always thought up a bunch of topics to talk about to try and keep me entertained. And I appreciated how hard he was working, but I couldn’t stop staring at the curry rice on his plate. He’d left more than half of it, and I couldn’t think about anything else.

			Mr. Morimiya always ate like every meal was the most delicious thing in the world, even when he complained about the food being bland or over-seasoned. Whether too spicy or too sweet, Mr. Morimiya always cleaned his plate. His talent for eating was a kind of gift. 

			 

			The day winter term started was so blisteringly cold I couldn’t help but hunch in on myself. Though it was our last term of high school, everyone was lifeless. A few students had stayed home to focus entirely on studying for their entrance exams, and the kids who’d gone for early admission were behaving themselves so that everyone else could study.

			Ms. Mukai seemed to understand the gravity of the situation—she kept announcements to a bare minimum and reminded us: “Your health is more important than anything. Of course you should be studying, but make sure you’re also getting plenty of sleep and eating well.” Some students studied through her announcements, books hidden below their desks, while others were nodding off. All our teachers kept telling us we were a team, we had to work together, but the actual end of high school was turning out to be terribly lonely. I wanted entrance exams over with so we could rid ourselves of this malaise, and I knew all my classmates felt the same. 

			 

			

			That night while I was studying, Mr. Morimiya knocked and said, “Hey, I brought you udon.”

			“Ooh, thanks! Although, you know I’m not hungry, right?”

			“You’ve got ten days to your exams, so I’ve got to make sure you’re eating enough so you can do your best.” He barged right in and cleared a spot on my desk for a tray with a bowl of udon and a cup of tea. Steam rose from the broth.

			“But we just had dinner.” It wasn’t even ten o’clock yet, which meant it had been less than two hours since we ate. I was still full, and I also knew if I ate something hot, I’d get sleepy.

			“But you’ve got a hollow leg for midnight snacks!”

			“Hollow legs are for dessert! Do you seriously think high school seniors studying for exams are thinking about midnight snacks?”

			“Of course they are!” Mr. Morimiya said, sitting down on a cushion on my floor. “I see it on TV and in manga all the time—moms bringing udon for kids who are studying hard.”

			“Did you eat udon late at night before your exams?”

			“No. If I ate at all, it was usually an energy bar or a banana. My parents were super strict—they thought kids needed to do everything on their own.”

			“I’d be fine with that.”

			Yesterday it had been onigiri and zosui soup, despite the fact that I wasn’t sick. Mr. Morimiya had brought me food while I was studying every night since the start of the New Year.

			“I’m a conscientious parent—I can’t make you do it all alone!”

			“But I go to bed at midnight, and if you keep bringing me food like this, I’m going to get fat.”

			“And what’s wrong with that? You can intimidate all the kids on the day of exams—you’ll show up fat and they’ll all think, ‘Wow, she’s totally relaxed, so relaxed she got fat! What’ll we do?’”

			“I’m the only person in my entire school applying to Sonoda. Everyone else in my exam room will be complete strangers. Which means they won’t know I got fatter.”

			

			“Same old Yuko,” Mr. Morimiya said. “You’re always a step ahead. You’ve gotten smarter with all this studying. No, the studying on its own wouldn’t do that. It’s got to be all these midnight snacks!” He smiled at me.

			“I don’t think the snacks have anything to do with it. Besides, my exam is just a Japanese section and an essay section. There’s not much for me to study.”

			I could already solve all the problems on the practice sheets I’d been given, and I’d had my teachers check over my essays multiple times—they all gave their seals of approval.

			“Studying for exams is never done, Yuko! No matter how easy the college, you’ve still got to spend your every waking moment studying for as long as you can!”

			“I guess.”

			“What am I saying is you haven’t got time to be chatting with me like this. I’m going to think about what I can make you tomorrow night, and then I’m going to bed. You better finish your udon before it gets cold.” So saying, Mr. Morimiya left.

			“Might as well,” I said, though I wasn’t hungry—I’d feel bad, leaving something he’d made specially for me unfinished. I picked up my chopsticks. First, I had a sip of broth, then I carried the noodles to my mouth. They’d gone soft while we talked, and I didn’t even have to chew them. Mr. Morimiya had added slivers of fried tofu and fishcake and green onions, and the soup went down easy and satisfying.

			I studied the fishcakes—three of them floated in the broth, each inscribed with the word “Victory.” “I didn’t know they sold stuff like this,” I murmured. There were a lot of gimmicky foods and goods for kids preparing for entrance exams. I imagined how excited Mr. Morimiya must have been when he found these fish cakes at the supermarket. The image made me smile. 

			“Delicious,” I said when I finished. I might not have needed the food, but I had someone who made me midnight snacks. And for that, I was grateful.
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			On the last Sunday before entrance exams, I went out with Wakita to a nearby shopping mall. “I figure you need a break,” he told me with a smile when he met me up at the station. 

			“You didn’t need to come all this way, though. I could have met you there.” He lived one stop from the mall we’d chosen, but he’d come all the way to my stop to pick me up.

			“Nah. This way, I get to be with you on the train so we can spend more time together,” he said, no hesitation, but I was annoyed and only managed to nod and say, “I guess that’s true.”

			The day was so cold, it was perfect for spending time at the mall. Inside, there was no trace of winter’s bitterness, and everyone was in a good mood, lively and loud. Wakita had gotten us tickets for the latest Star Wars, so we walked to the movie theater inside the mall. I hadn’t seen a film on the big screen in a long time, and I was excited—I’d never seen a Star Wars movie before, but the film was action-packed and suspenseful in turns, and I couldn’t look away from the screen.

			“What did you think?” Wakita asked as soon as we were out of the theater.

			“It was good! Really good!”

			“I’m glad,” he said, smiling with relief. “The story was so simple, I was worried you might be bored.”

			I didn’t know what he meant—the story hadn’t been simple at all. The scope of the film was grand, sure, but I could sense and respond to each character’s desires and motivations. Were there really people who found a movie like that boring?

			“I was debating between this and a Japanese film, especially because that one’s director is really good. But he shoots films in a really weird way, and I figured for a big screen, Star Wars was the better choice.”

			I nodded and said, “Cool,” and then I regretted not saying something better like, “Wow, you know a lot about film.”

			We walked around the mall, and I listened as Wakita talked. He was knowledgeable about more than just film—he knew a lot about music and literature, too. I’d learned a lot since I’d started dating him, but I never quite knew how to put myself into the conversation. I wasn’t really interested in the arts or in literature, and I was disappointed in my own lack of curiosity.

			This shopping mall was the largest in our ward, and in addition to the movie theater, it had all sorts of restaurants and stores. “Hey look, pianos,” Wakita said, pointing into a big music store. 

			“Wow! They have so many!” There were several different kids and brands, all lined up near the entrance, and a little girl was plunking out “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.”

			“You should play something, Morimiya,” Wakita said, but I shook my head. I wasn’t good enough to play in public like this, and I didn’t have that girl’s courage—I couldn’t be unselfconscious like her.

			“But you were so good at the choir festival,” Wakita said.

			“Thanks. But I’m still not good enough to play in front of all these strangers.”

			We went into the music store and started wandering.

			“I wish I was in your class,” Wakita said. “I wanted to sing along to your piano.”

			“Shimanishi is way better than me.”

			“You think so? Oh, look! A guitar. I was thinking of learning, once I’m in college.” He softly touched the neck of the guitar on display.

			“That’d be nice, being able to play guitar and sing at the same time.”

			“Yeah. I want to play like Jason Mraz.”

			

			I had no idea who Jason Mraz was. I should probably have asked, but at the same time, I was pretty sure his answer would bore me. So I nodded and said, “That’d be nice,” instead.

			“Yeah. I don’t know if I want acoustic or electric, though. What do you think?”

			“Dunno . . . Wait. Is that  . . .?”

			While we’d been talking, a familiar sound reached me: the deep resonance of a masterful piano performance.

			“Holy cow!” Wakita said. He dashed off, and by the time I found him, he was back at the pianos near the entrance, where someone was playing. The notes layered one on top of another into a lively melody, which spread through the air, drawing everyone in. Long fingers and strong shoulders. Hayase. I wanted to be closer to hear him play. I hurried to the side of the piano.

			“I know this song!” “Me too!” shouted the gaggle of kids who’d crowded close around the piano. They were absorbed by the power of Hayase’s performance. He stood hunched over the keyboard, playing the opening theme to the Anpanman TV show, though the arrangement was far more complex than the usual children’s song. I knew the song from when I was little—they’d never changed the theme, because the kids around us all shouted, “Anpanman! Anpanman!” In response, Hayase began swaying to the rhythm, and his playing grew more joyous still.

			A crowd quickly gathered, pulled in by the bright, bouncy rhythm; the adults listened raptly, and the children shouted with joy. Everybody was smiling.

			When Hayase played the last note, the crowd burst into applause. Everybody had been listening, both inside and outside the music store. 

			“Thank you, thank you,” he said, bowing. Then he then turned to a clerk and said, “Sorry. I know I probably overstayed my welcome, and I’m not even buying it!”

			Next to me, Wakita said, “Isn’t that Hayase? From school?”

			“Yeah. He’s an incredible musician.”

			“I think you’re way better at piano, though.”

			

			“I’m really not.”

			Hayase noticed us and came straight over. “Hi.”

			“Hi, Hayase. What are you doing here?”

			“Just wanted to try one out. They’ll let you play any piano you’d like here for free, so I come by a lot,” he said, like he was getting away with something.

			I wanted to tell him the truth, tell him, “You’re incredible. It doesn’t matter what you’re playing, you sound amazing Hayase.” 

			But all I managed was, “It was really good.”

			“I love when I can play for fun like this, play something light.”

			Play for fun like this. How did he normally play then? I wanted to hear more of his piano. I wanted to hear more of what he had to say. But Wakita said, “Well, we should go,” and Hayase said, “Yeah. See you later,” and walked deeper into the music store.

			I felt lucky to have stumbled on his performance. Or I tried to feel that way, but his song lingered in my ears and left me wanting to more. That’s how powerfully he played.

			 

			I got home right before nine, and Mr. Morimiya called out, “Stop right there, Yuko.”

			“What?”

			“Don’t give me that. You have your entrance exams on Wednesday.”

			“And?”

			“And what were you thinking, spending all Sunday out when exams are right around the corner?” he said, but he was already pouring me a hot cup of tea and setting it at the table.

			“I’m probably—no—I’m definitely going to be fine,” I said, laying my coat on the sofa and coming to the table. “Sonoda’s acceptance rate is one in three, and I’ve studied everything I’m supposed to study.”

			“I’m sure you’ve studied enough,” Mr. Morimiya said, sitting across from me with a sour face. “You’re going to get in. But it’s still your college entrance exams. You have an obligation to study as hard as you can to the very end.” It wasn’t like I was trying for TokyoU or anything. My acceptance was basically guaranteed, so I didn’t think he needed to be after me about studying.

			“I have an obligation?” I asked

			“This is probably the last time you’ll have to study for exams for the rest of your life.”

			“I guess.”

			“Well, you might have qualifying exams in the future, but a few tricks’ll get you right through them. College entrance exams are probably the last time you’ll study like your life depends on it.”

			“Probably. But I think I’m prepared enough. It’s not like I only just started studying for the first time in my life—I’ve studied plenty for school,” I protested. I knew I was ready.

			“There’s always more to study, Yuko.”

			“Probably, but—”

			“I don’t think you can afford to slack off. If you catch your breath, relax your shoulders, the next thing you know, your hands stop moving. You can’t take it easy when it comes to college entrance exams,” Mr. Morimiya said, his voice low. He took a deep drink of his tea.

			Was I . . . being scolded? When I was still a kid, my grandparents were always after me about every little thing: my posture or my words or being polite to the neighbors. I remember once my father got really mad at me, too, when I lost an excuse slip I was supposed to hand to my kindergarten teacher. But since then, I couldn’t remember a single one of my parents telling me off. Was that because I hadn’t made a single mistake worth fussing about, or was it because my new parents were always holding back?

			I stared into Mr. Morimiya’s eyes; they were almond-shaped, narrow and long, and the pupils within were deep and dark. He was always so bumbling, but his eyes were only ever quietly calm.

			

			 

			* * *

			 

			“With Shū, it was all passion, and with Izumigahara, I was attracted to his patience and his willingness to listen. And now I’m finally settling down with someone with common sense. I think he’ll be the best father you’ve had too, he’s so steady and decent.” That’s what Rika said when we moved in with Mr. Morimiya. 

			“Uh-huh.” 

			“Oh, don’t sound so down! He’s going to be your father!” Rika exclaimed, poking my shoulder, but I didn’t have any expectations of the man, nor was I interested in him.

			My mother had died, my father had moved overseas, and Rika jerked me around. I knew they were all good people. But sometimes I still simmered with anger and resentment. I wanted to see my mother, my father. How were my grandparents? I’d said goodbye to so many people. And my longing for the old days, my desire to see them, grew stronger with time.

			But if I held onto my pain, I knew my soul would dry into a hollow husk. There was no point in asking myself who or what exactly my family was. I had to go on living my life. I had to stop dwelling on my expectations and fears. The only thing that was changing was the place I was living and the people I was living with. As I went from family to family, my heart grew colder little by little.

			When I first met Mr. Morimiya, he said, “Nice to meet you, Yuko! Rika’s told me so much about you, I feel like I’ve already met you! Um, I’m Sōsuke Morimiya. Rika and I went to junior high together, and I’m thirty-five years old. I hope you’ll be willing to accept me as your father.” Then he bowed. 

			The man who was about to be my father was bowing to me. This was new and strange—usually I was the one who was asking for acceptance. The image of Mr. Morimiya bowing to me without hesitation, meeting my eyes—even though he was clearly nervous about suddenly having a daughter—stuck with me. I wasn’t sure of anything else, but I was sure that such a man wouldn’t lie. 

			 

			* * *

			 

			I stared at Mr. Morimiya. Suddenly, he put his hands to his middle and groaned, “Oh, my stomach hurts!”

			“What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine. But my stomach hurts. Oh, my guts are moving. I feel like I’m going to throw up.”

			“That’s not ‘fine’! That sounds like you’re really sick! Should I call an ambulance?” Now that I looked closer, he was pallid, too. I drew near him, but Mr. Morimiya shook his head and said, “It’s not bad enough to go to the hospital.”

			“Don’t be an idiot. Maybe you need medicine. Uh—”

			“I’m fine. There’s no medicine for what ails me.”

			“Well, you should at least lie down.”

			“Lying down’s not going to help,” Mr. Morimiya moaned, doubling over.

			“This seems really bad, we have to go to the hospital. I know there are places that will see you, even this late at night.”

			“No, no.”

			“Don’t say that. You’re pushing yourself too hard.” I rubbed his back, hoping it might help. It had to be serious, if medicine and sleep weren’t helping. There was only Mr. Morimiya and me here. If he fainted, I’d be in trouble.

			“So your stomach hurts and you want to puke. Not a cold. What would it be? Gastroenteritis?”

			“No . . . I’m fine. It’s settling down now,” Mr. Morimiya said, straightening up.

			“You mean it’s settling down for the moment. You should still see a doctor.”

			“No, I’m telling you, it’s not that kind of illness.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I’m not sick.”

			“Of course you are!”

			

			Stomachaches and nausea didn’t come on without some sort of illness. I continued to gingerly rub his back.

			Mr. Morimiya took several deep breaths, had a sip of his tea, and said, “No, I’m really not sick. You know how you were out all day today?”

			“Yeah. And?”

			“And the whole time  . . . ” he mumbled.

			“The whole time what?” I asked slowly.

			“I kept thinking, ‘This is bad. This is the worst.’”

			“You mean you were sick the whole time I was gone?”

			“No, not at all. You were goofing off right before your big exam! And I kept thinking, ‘I’m going to have to tell her off.’”

			“And?” I didn’t understand what this had to do with his upset stomach and nausea.

			“But I didn’t want to tell you off. I knew you’d be mad at me. You’d look at me with that angry face, and I can’t take it. But I couldn’t say nothing, you know? Because then I’d be dropping the ball, as your father.”

			“What?”

			“Life is already hard, and I started to think how much harder it would get if you didn’t give your all on your exams, whereas if I did scold you a little, the only bad thing that would happen is that you’d be mad at me, but then I started wondering if scolding would have any effect on you since I’m not your real father  . . . ”

			“Don’t tell me this is why your stomach hurts.” I stopped rubbing his back.

			“It is. You know at work, I can’t even tell off my subordinates for badmouthing me behind my back. And now here I am, bawling you out, and my stomach is in knots.” He held his middle tight.

			“What are you talking about? Are you actually serious?”

			“My guts are all out of whack. They hurt terribly. It’s true what they say—stress is the root of all illness.” Then, suddenly, Mr. Morimiya stood and stretched, as if his confession had fixed everything.

			“Wow,” I said. “You totally blew this all out of proportion. Hold on, I’ll make some more tea.” As ridiculous as his reasoning was, Mr. Morimiya’s stomach upset certainly seemed real enough. I took his cup back to the kitchen, and he called out, “Make it black tea.”

			“Black tea?”

			“Yeah. Then we can have it with that cheesecake you bought.”

			“You’re telling me your stomach doesn’t hurt anymore? And how did you know I brought back cheesecake?”

			“I’m all better. And while I was scolding you, I caught a glimpse of the bag from that cake shop. Made me hungry.”

			“I’ll bet.” I fought down the urge to tell him he was being conniving, put the cake on plates, and brought it back with the tea. I set everything out on the table, but then I had to stop and study the tray, confused.

			“What’s wrong?” Mr. Morimiya asked, relishing his first sip of tea—apparently his stomach ailment had completely disappeared.

			“I still don’t understand how you knew it was cheesecake. It could have been any kind of cake.”

			“Oh, that’s easy. I knew that Wakita character would want to shovel his face full of something sticky and creamy and way too sweet. And I knew you’d feel bad coming home empty-handed. So I deduced that you would stop for something simple and elegant.”

			“Huh.”

			“Bull’s eye. I should become a detective or something.” And then, gleefully, he dug into his cake. “Oh, this is good. I could have about eight slices of this.”

			“It does go down smooth, doesn’t it. And you’re absolutely right. Wakita and I had chocolate cake. Cheesecake is so much more refreshing.”

			I’d brought home a souffle cheesecake, which smelled delicately of cream cheese—it melted instantly in my mouth. The sharp flavor was perfect for a late-night snack.

			“You know,” Mr. Morimiya said, “I had a really cheesy dinner, but this still hits the spot.”

			“Cheesy?”

			“Yeah. I didn’t think you’d be out so late, since you have the exam coming up, so I made a massive doria casserole, enough for the two of us. And I ate the whole thing. Topped it with a mountain of cheese, too.

			“I didn’t know.”

			“I went all out. Filled the rice out with a good strong bechamel, and added shrimp and potatoes and salmon and mushrooms.” Mr. Morimiya sounded proud of his accomplishment, but now I suspected the reason his stomach had hurt so much was because he’d had too much dairy. “If you’d only stayed home like a model student and studied instead of going out with that Wakita character, you could have had some. I know! I’ll make it again tomorrow!”

			“No, some other time. After I’m done with my entrance exam.” I liked cheese, but I liked it more subtle. Like in the cheesecake. A doria covered in gratinated cheese sounded way too heavy for the day before a major exam.

			“It’s decided then. We’ll celebrate you finishing your exams with doria!” he declared, and then he polished off his cake.

			 

			On the day of my exams, the January morning was so cold that even turning on the heater didn’t seem to help. As I pulled my arms through the sleeves of my uniform shirt, my body was rigid—the tension might have been from the cold, or maybe because I was nervous about the day. 

			Once I was dressed, I went down to our dining room, where I found Mr. Morimiya carrying in a bowl of miso soup. “Morning! You’re just in time for breakfast!”

			“Morning—oh.” I studied the table with confusion.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I kind of expected katsudon.” He’d been willing to make it for the first day of school, so I was sure he’d go over the top and make it again for my entrance exams.

			

			“Absolutely not! You have a long day today. Katsudon would weigh you down. I made ginger rice to warm you up, miso soup with plenty of vegetables, and an apple. If you’re too full, you’ll get sleepy, so I figured this was enough.”

			“Yeah, this is perfect. Thanks.” My stomach had been clenching up in preparation for some oily meal, but now it relaxed. I sat down and swept up my chopsticks for my first bite. “Oh this is good.” The subtle spice of the ginger melded perfectly with the broth the rice had been cooked in. And since my stomach was still waking up, the ginger helped settle it too.

			“I know you’ll be okay, Yuko. Just do what you’ve always done.”

			“I will.”

			“Keep a level head,” Mr. Morimiya said.

			“I know. Although—” I smiled “—I really thought I was prepared. But here I am, still nervous.”

			“Of course you are! It’s the morning of college entrance exams.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Anybody who’s serious about their studies gets a little nervous. But it’ll be over before you know it.”

			“Yeah.”

			The miso soup was slightly sweet from the slices of fried tofu and bok choy and carrots and spinach Mr. Morimiya had added. Vegetables would be my strength today. “Okay. I’m off. Thanks for breakfast.” 

			Mr. Morimiya started pulling on his winter clothes and told me he’d walk me to the bus stop. I said, “You don’t have to do that. You’ll be late for work. I’ll be fine. No need to worry.” I didn’t think his coming with me to the bus stop would change the outcome of my exams. 

			He said, “It’s fine. I took an hour of leave.”

			“No, you didn’t.”

			“I did.”

			“You use up so much vacation time. If you’re not careful, they’ll fire you!”

			

			“It’s fine. All the parents in the office take leave when their kids get a fever or they’ve got some kindergarten event or whatever. I’m not doing anything unusual.”

			“I hope not.” He was describing people with little kids. Using leave for a high-school-aged kid came off as overprotective.

			“All right. Let’s go!” Mr. Morimiya declared, even though he was the only one ready to walk out the door.

			“This isn’t a field trip or something you know.”

			“You’re going someplace new and special. Not so different from a field trip.”

			“I guess.” I pulled on the gray coat Mr. Morimiya had gotten me for Christmas and opened our heavy front door. My nose wrinkled at the biting winter air.

			“I think cold weather brings out the best in us, makes us rally our strength.”

			“You think so?”

			“I do.” Mr. Morimiya chatted with me in high spirits as we left the apartment building—he had enough energy for the both of us. As we passed through the gate, he looked up at the sky; it was just after seven, and the morning sun was still faint. “Perfect weather for entrance exams—cold but sunny.”

			“Yeah.” I caught sight of the bus stop and froze. “Oh.” Wakita sat there on the bench.

			“Morning,” he called, and he stood as I approached.

			“Morning. Um, what are you doing here?”

			“You’ve got the exam today. I wanted to wish you luck!”

			“Oh. That’s . . . nice.”

			“Am I coming on too strong?” he asked.

			I shook my head. “No, no. I’m glad you’re here!” He’d come all this way so early in the morning. I really was grateful for his support.

			“Oh good.”

			“Thanks for being here.”

			Behind me, Mr. Morimiya spoke up: “Oi, you two.”

			

			“Oh, I forgot. Um, this is my dad. And this is Wakita.” They both bowed to each other.

			“Thank you for being good to my daughter.”

			“It’s the least I could do.”

			“Sorry you had to come all this way.”

			“Not at all.” While they stumbled through their conversation, the bus pulled up.

			“Okay, I’ve got to go.” I was nervous to leave the two of them together, but I couldn’t be late for the exam.

			“Good luck!” Wakita said, raising his fist hesitantly.

			“Thanks!” I stepped up into the bus and hurriedly turned. “And thanks Mr. Morimiya.” He nodded encouragingly.

			After I sat, I looked down at the two of them from the bus window and couldn’t help but laugh. I hoped Mr. Morimiya wouldn’t say anything too weird. I watched them both until I couldn’t see them anymore.
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			One week later, when I got home from school, there was an envelope labeled “Sonoda” in the mailbox. “It’s here, it’s here!” I said, hurrying into our apartment, the results clutched in my hand. 

			I was sure I’d passed, but my heart still pounded as I cut the flap with a pair of scissors. I didn’t know what I’d do if, by some one-in-a-million chance, I’d failed. I hadn’t thought of any other possible futures. I exhaled, telling myself there was no way, I’d definitely gotten in, and then I pulled out the paper—it said only, “You have passed the exam.”

			It was so blunt, I whispered out loud, “Does this . . . mean I’m in?” There were several other printouts in the envelope: how to send an acceptance, what supplies to purchase, an orientation schedule. As I looked through all the printouts, the reality that I’d passed finally sunk in. In April, I’d be a college student.

			I was relieved. The exam hadn’t been that hard, but still my sense of liberation was all-encompassing. I had no idea it would be so freeing, having no more trials left before of me.

			I had to tell Wakita. He’d come all the way to see me the morning of the exam, and he’d been cheering me along ever since we started dating. He’d texted yesterday, too, to ask if I’d heard the results yet, so I thought I ought to tell him right away. I pulled my phone out of my bag but then froze.

			Wakita was sweet, and I could tell he cared about me. When we were together, I was so happy there wasn’t room for anything else. I always wanted to give him my good news, and I wanted him to tell me his, too.

			

			But the person who’d supported me the most through the exam prep wasn’t Wakita. It was Mr. Morimiya—who, night after night, had made me study snacks even though he didn’t have to, and who stressed to me the importance of being ready even though it made him sick to his stomach to scold me. He was kind of a pain, but I still thought it was only right to tell him first. “He is my father, after I all,” I murmured. I slid the notice back in the envelope and put my coat back on.

			 

			The day before the exam, Mr. Morimiya’s midnight snack was omurice.

			“What’s this?” I’d asked when he thunked the plate down on my desk.

			“I know it’s a little heavy for a snack, but you do love my eggs,” he said. He’d written a lengthy message in ketchup over the face of the omelet: “You’re in the home stretch! You’ve got a big day tomorrow, so make sure you get enough sleep. Do your best, but also relax! And know you’ll pass!”

			“Well, that’s terrifying.”

			“People write messages in ketchup on omurice all the time!” he said, looking confused.

			“Yeah, but short messages. Like ‘Love you!’ or somebody’s name, you know? You covered the whole omelet in ketchup. It looks like someone was writing out a dying message in blood.”

			“Oh. Well, it was pretty hard, you know. I used a toothpick to write it, and it took me thirty whole minutes!”

			I started laughing and couldn’t stop.

			 

			Mr. Morimiya’s office was thirty minutes by train. The whole neighborhood was full of office buildings, so I’d never even gotten off at his station before. I walked onto the street and stared up at all the buildings. They all looked the same and they went on forever—I was sure I was going to get lost, even with the map on my phone. I walked about five minutes, looking for the right building name, and at last, the huge tower appeared. It was beautiful, which made sense given how often Mr. Morimiya said that he worked at a major company. It looks so professional, I thought to myself. I only ever saw Mr. Morimiya as a goofy guy, so the building felt incongruous.

			I decided to lean against the wall next to the entrance and wait for Mr. Morimiya—I didn’t want to get in the way of the workers as they left. The sky was already darkening, the late January evening drawing down. I’d been so intent on getting here that I hadn’t noticed the cold, but now, standing still, it chilled me to my very core.

			Mr. Morimiya had said yesterday that his company had declared today a “no overtime day,” and so, just after five, people started streaming out the door. Office workers and secretaries in suits chatted merrily as they walked out: “Let’s go out for dinner.” “You want to go drinking at that new place?” They were all relaxed and smiling, probably glad to be off work.

			Maybe it would be fun to work an office job, I thought as I watched the men and women. Fun to earn money I could use however I wanted, to go anywhere I wanted without worrying about a curfew. I knew company culture was strict, but I still wanted that kind of freedom. And I wished, too, that Mr. Morimiya had some friends he could go out to dinner with—he always came straight home from work.

			As I thought about office life, I glanced over at a group of five people walking together. Maybe in their thirties. They were all laughing—they looked like friends. And then I had to look again. There in the middle of it was Mr. Morimiya.

			“Oh, Yuko!” He hurried over to me before I even had a chance to hide—I hadn’t wanted to interrupt his time with his friends.

			“Um, hi.”

			“What’s wrong? Why are you here?” he asked, waving goodbye to the people he’d been with.

			“I, um . . . I didn’t know you had friends.”

			“They’re more coworkers. Wait, don’t tell me you think I’m some lone wolf,” he said with a laugh.

			“I kind of imagined it that way.”

			

			“What a thought! But seriously, what’s wrong?” He gestured for me to start walking with him.

			“Oh, I, um  . . . ”

			I’d imagined him walking out isolated even in the crowd. Now I felt silly showing him, but I pulled the envelope out of my bag.

			“Oh, it’s your acceptance letter, right?” he said as he opened the flap.

			“Yeah.”

			“You came all this way to show me?”

			“Yeah. I did.”

			“Wow. I feel like a real dad!” He pulled the acceptance letter out. “You did it! Congratulations!” he continued, but then he frowned. “Wow, talk about brusque. ‘You have passed the exam.’ That’s it? You worked so hard. The least they could do is congratulate you.”

			“I thought so too. Maybe if they wrote more, it’d get confusing?”

			“Maybe. I can’t believe you came all this way to show me.”

			“Well, you really helped me out, and I thought I’d use my allowance to treat you to dinner.” 

			Mr. Morimiya pumped his fist like he’d just won a race. “What are you treating me to?” He was so excited he was almost bouncing.

			“Is there something you want to eat?”

			“Anything’s great. I’m happy just to be treated.”

			“How about ramen?”

			“Ramen?”

			“Yeah. I remember you saying you always ate ramen alone, so I thought, you know.”

			“Ramen to celebrate passing your exams,” Mr. Morimiya said, tilting his head quizzically.

			“Is that weird?”

			“No, I think it’s fine. And you’re right, I’ve never eaten ramen out with another person.” 

			As we headed for the station, I started searching for a place to eat. There were a lot of restaurants along the way. They all wafted delicious scents into the air, and we grew hungrier.

			“Oh, how about there?” Mr. Morimiya asked, pointing at a place down the way, its yellow entry curtain fluttering in the wind.

			“I don’t know. Do you think it’s any good?”

			“I’ll take a peek. Wait right there.” Mr. Morimiya jogged up to the store, peered inside, and then gave me a thumbs up.

			“You think it’s good?”

			“No way of knowing from the outside, but the owner looks droopy, a real pushover.”

			“What?”

			“What I mean is he doesn’t look like a hard ass. The people who run ramen shops are always so scary, don’t you think? Being near them makes me lose my appetite. So I think this place’ll be good.” Mr. Morimiya had already decided for us, apparently, because he opened the door.

			The restaurant was tiny, with only bar seats and two tables, but there were already a few customers inside, and the enticing scent of miso and soy sauce filled the air.

			“It does look good,” I said.

			“Yeah, let’s eat!” 

			We took one of the tables and immediately ordered gyoza.

			“It’s nice to eat out sometimes,” I said.

			“It is. I usually know how the food I make will taste, and I can guess how yours will be too, but I get excited when I get to taste the cooking of someone I don’t know. I like to imagine what’ll be different.”

			“Well, they’re pros, so it’s bound to be better than our cooking.” The gyoza arrived just as I finished speaking. “Wow, that was fast!”

			“Wouldn’t expect less from a pro. Here, let’s toast.” He picked up his glass of water.

			“I’m not sure a toast fits the vibe here,” I said, embarrassed, but I picked up my glass.

			“Congratulations grad!” Mr. Morimiya declared, and then he drained his glass in one go. “Wow. Even a glass of water is tasty when you’re toasting good news. Now, let’s eat before the gyoza gets cold.”

			Each individual dumpling was huge, but Mr. Morimiya still fit a whole one in his mouth in one go. “Wow, these are good! I can never get them this crispy with our frying pan at home.”

			I took a bite. Once I broke the crispy skin, jus dribbled out, smelling wonderfully of garlic and chives.

			“These are definitely better than my gyoza,” Mr. Morimiya said. “So how does it feel? Now that you’ve passed?”

			“It feels . . . it feels like I can finally relax,” I said as our bowls of ramen appeared. “They bring out the food so fast here.”

			“Pros have the knack. I want to hear more about what you’re looking forward to about college, but let’s eat first. The noodles will go soggy otherwise.” We dug in, slurping up broth and noodles.

			“I always feel like I have to eat ramen as fast as I can,” I said.

			“Well, ramen shops always serve up fast, and ramen doesn’t taste good once it goes cold.”

			While we gobbled up our ramen, people began lining up at the entrance of the restaurant. “Plus,” I added, “there are always more customers waiting.”

			“We better hurry.” Mr. Morimiya slurped his noodles even more loudly and then suddenly burst out laughing.

			“What?”

			“This is way too rushed for a celebratory dinner.”

			“Yeah. We don’t really have time to chat,” I said and drank some of my broth. I was antsy; I didn’t want to make other people wait.

			“Maybe ramen is best eaten alone. Can’t talk with someone while you’re eating it. Guess this was a miss,” Mr. Morimiya said, his chopsticks moving at the speed of light.

			“We can talk at home.”

			“Sounds good. Let’s focus on eating. Oh, and let’s get cake on the way back.”

			“Okay.” 

			

			We both rushed through the rest of the meal, our cheeks growing red from the steam.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			24

	
			On March first, winter returned with a vengeance and a biting wind—and here I was thinking we were done with it. The sky was heavy and overcast, like it might start raining at any moment. Graduation day always came with terrible weather. 

			They’d placed space heaters throughout the gym, but I couldn’t feel their warmth. Even though the entire school was gathered for the ceremony, the silence was absolute—maybe it was the cold, or maybe it was too solemn a ceremony. I didn’t imagine I’d ever line up with my peers like this again, all of us in the same school uniform. Which made this graduation ceremony so much heavier than all the others I’d been to.

			When we finished singing the school song, the teachers began calling people up to get their diplomas. Or rather, they called up the class representatives, who received the diplomas for everyone. All the rest of us did was stand there.

			Ms. Saito was the homeroom teacher for 3-1—she was still young, and her voice was tinged with tears as she called her students’ names. Teachers are moved by graduation, too, I thought. I looked over at Ms. Mukai, wondering if she was also emotional, but her expression was utterly bland.

			 

			In homeroom that morning, Ms. Mukai gave each of us a letter. Everyone stirred with surprise—we hadn’t expected hand-written letters from a teacher like her. She always kept a cool line of separation between herself and her students. Her expression had been dispassionate, like she was simply giving us a handout.

			Almost every student opened their envelope at once. Halfway through reading hers, Sumida burst into tears and said to Ms. Mukai, “I didn’t realize how well you understood me!” 

			Next to her, Takei, was sniffling as he read his. Miyake went up to Ms. Mukai to shake her hand, saying, “I didn’t know you thought I was so amazing. I’ll live up your expectations.” 

			She replied, “Don’t let it go to your head.”

			In the back, Moe chuckled and said to me, “I thought she thought I was troublemaker, but it turns out she was really just worried about me. Her eyes are always so cold, though.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed.

			A lot of teachers have told me things like, You’ve had a rough go of it. You don’t have to push yourself so hard. You’re still you, even if your parents change. There’s nothing wrong with your upbringing. But what Ms. Mukai had written was, “You’re an extremely lucky girl—not many people have had so many loving parents.”

			Then, simply, brightly, Ms. Mukai said, “All right. Everyone line up to go to the gym. Tomorrow is a new day, and you will be a new person—you will each have a new and different place in this world. I’m sure you’re all very proud. And now, we begin your last and greatest high school presentation.”

			Class 3-1’s roll call finished, their representative took their diplomas, and 3-2’s roll call, our roll call, began.

			Ms. Mukai did not look at a roster—she looked at us as she called our names.

			Fumina Saeki. Moe Tadokoro. My heart clenched when I heard my friends’ names. This was really the end. I had no reason to be nervous, but I was sweating.

			In junior high, my name had been Yuko Izumigahara, so I’d been the second name on the list. Now I was fifth from last. With each school, my surname changed. What would happen to it now that I’d graduated high school?

			 

			* * *

			 

			

			Only two months into our new life with Mr. Morimiya, Rika disappeared. All she left was a letter that read, “Please don’t look for me. Rika.”

			“So this is a Dear John letter. First time I’ve ever seen one,” Mr. Morimiya said when he read it. 

			“But you know, she’s like a cat. She’ll wander back when she feels like it,” I said. I knew Rika better than Mr. Morimiya, and I wasn’t particularly worried.

			“You think so? I hope so.”

			“Yeah. It’ll be fine.”

			I believed that Rika found living with other people too confining, that she got bored doing the same thing day after day. She got lonely easily—couldn’t stand being by herself. But she also wanted to be free. She wasn’t really suited to marriage; she’d been trying to make a family for my sake. I suspected she would have been happier keeping lovers and living alone so she could do whatever she wanted. Back when Rika left Mr. Izumigahara, she came to visit often. I thought she’d do the same with Mr. Morimiya, so I didn’t have any misgivings. I didn’t feel left behind.

			But a month went by without a trace of Rika, and then two months—she didn’t even stop by to see me while Mr. Morimiya was out, and she didn’t text or call either.

			Once Rika caught hold of an idea, she lost sight of everything else in her life—it was easy for me to imagine a scenario where she disappeared and didn’t get in touch for a while. What struck me as strange, though, was that Mr. Morimiya didn’t seem particularly troubled by Rika’s disappearance either. He accepted it and said, “She’ll come back when she wants to.” I suspected he’d be unflappable no matter the situation. Maybe that was why he’d married Rika in the first place, in spite of her having a daughter, and why he was now comfortable living with me, just the two of us. That’s what I guessed, anyway, in the face of his composure.

			Eventually, Rika sent us a single letter. It said only, “I’m remarrying. Please fill out all the necessary paperwork.” She’d included divorce papers. Papers that held the power to change my family, my name.

			“So it’s come to this,” Mr. Morimiya said, flapping the bundle of paperwork.

			No surprises there, I thought when I read the letter. Rika had found a new person to love. I’d already guessed as much—and I’d already realized she wasn’t coming back. Even the lack of explanation was Rika’s MO. But leaving me behind? I’d thought she loved me, enough to take me away from my real dad, at least. And she’d cared about me so much that when I said I wanted a piano, she went through the trouble of marrying Mr. Izumigahara.

			Who had she met? She must love him so much that she’d stopped loving me. Surprisingly, I was more relieved than bitter or lonely.

			However, the divorce papers’ arrival did mean I had other things to think about now. Mr. Morimiya had no family ties to me. He wasn’t my real father, and he wasn’t married to any of my blood relatives. We weren’t exactly comfortable with each other, and I didn’t think of him as a father. Without Rika’s presence, living with him seemed unnatural somehow. But I was fifteen, and I couldn’t yet support myself or live on my own. What should I do? If I left, who could I count on? I didn’t know where my real father was anymore. I couldn’t go to Mr. Izumigahara now, either. Not after everything. Rika apparently didn’t want me anymore, so going to her would take courage. I had so many parents, yet I couldn’t turn to any of them. This was the reality of living with people I wasn’t related to.

			Maybe I’d ask Mr. Morimiya to let me stay with him a little longer while I tried to find a job and a place to live. That seemed like my only option.

			Next to me, he declared, “Okay, the papers are filled out.” While I’d been thinking, he’d apparently been signing, and he’d already pressed his personal seal to the papers, too. “City hall’s not open, so I’ll have to mail them. Might as well go put them in the mailbox right now.”

			

			“That was fast,” I said, surprised.

			“Better to make it quick,” he said, as if this were nothing out of the ordinary. 

			“You don’t want to try and find her? Win her back?”

			The chances of Rika returning were zero, regardless of whether Mr. Morimiya went after her. But even knowing that, I had to ask him all the same—everything was moving so fast.

			“No. There’s no point in searching for someone who doesn’t want to be found. Besides, there are more important things to deal with.”

			“But don’t you love her? What’s more important than that?”

			“I do love her. But you’re more important. Before I’m a person, before I’m a man, I am foremost a father. Once I send these papers, I’m not going to be that guy your mom married, I’m going to be your actual father. And that makes me a lucky man!”

			He was so excited, but I couldn’t see what was lucky about getting a daughter foisted on him, especially when we weren’t related.

			“So you and Rika married for love, and then her kid tagged along. And now, Rika, who you loved, has disappeared and all that’s left is her kid. You get that, right?” I wasn’t sure he understood the situation fully. He and I were both being left behind, so we were in the same boat in some ways, but I still felt bad for him.

			“Yuko, when I became your dad, I was already thirty-five. And Rika and I, it’s not like we had a shotgun wedding or something. I thought long and hard about becoming your dad before I decided to go through with it. You didn’t just ‘tag along’ when Rika and I got married.”

			“I guess, but  . . . ” I’d always figured he’d tolerated me because he loved Rika. He loved her in spite of the obstacle her daughter presented. I started to explain, but he spoke before I could.

			“Back when Rika and I were dating, she’d tell me about you sometimes. She said you had a good head on your shoulders, and that you were a great kid.”

			“Well that’s an overstatement,” I said, frowning as I imagined Rika exaggerating to him.

			“I’d say it’s about seventy percent accurate. But you know what she said? She said that ever since she became your mom, she had two tomorrows to look forward to.”

			“Two tomorrows?”

			“That’s right. Her tomorrow, and another one, one where there were so many possibilities and futures beyond her own. She told me that by becoming a parent, her futures had more than doubled. Don’t you think that’s incredible? Two tomorrows? And I thought, ‘I’ve got to be a parent, too, if it means I can have all those futures.’ I felt like I’d discovered Doraemon’s door to anywhere! But Doraemon’s fiction, and you’re real, Yuko, you’re here.”

			Rika wanted to marry Mr. Morimiya, and that was the only reason she’d tell him all those nice things—so he’d accept my presence. Feeling even more guilty than before, I said, “Rika talks a good game.”

			“No, she was right! Ever since you moved in, Yuko, I’ve had two tomorrows. Mine, and a tomorrow that’s so much more important than mine. And tomorrow comes every day! Isn’t that miraculous?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“No, it is. I can’t imagine giving up something so wonder­ful—no matter how tough times get, I get to experience more futures than just my own.”

			Did he understand what a huge decision he was making by taking me in? Living with a kid who wasn’t related to him?

			“I’m not planning on getting remarried,” he continued, “and I’m not going anywhere, and I won’t die until I’m plenty old. Because that’s all part of being a parent.”

			I was still hesitant, but with a declaration like that, all I could do was bow deeply to him and say, “Thank you.”

			 

			* * *

			

			 

			Three years of living with Mr. Morimiya. They felt somehow both long and short. I wasn’t sure if we were actually father and daughter yet—I still couldn’t imagine ever calling Mr. Morimiya “Dad,” even if I lived with him for many years more. But his was the only home I had.

			Mr. Morimiya had accepted his fate, and I had done the same. I was prepared. With each change in family, with each goodbye, my heart hardened. But now, things were different—I wasn’t fine with the idea of letting go of him. If, for some reason, something happened that meant he had to stop being my father, I would rage if I had to, scream and cry, even if it meant breaking myself—anything to prevent our parting. I couldn’t keep letting the world happen to me. I wanted to protect this life, this home.

			 

			“Yuko Morimiya.” When Ms. Mukai called my name, I stood and shouted, “Present!” Yuko Morimiya. A good name, a good sound. 

			If my last name ever changed again, it would be because I wanted it to change. And in the meantime, I knew who I was. I was Yuko Morimiya.

		

	
		
			PART 2
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			We stood before the apartment door and he sighed, “I had no idea having so many parents would be such a pain. I’m freaking out, and this is only the first one.”

			“It’s okay. The more parents we tell, the easier it’ll get.”

			“Really?”

			“Probably. Besides, Mr. Morimiya’s the first, and he’s so easygoing. I know he’s going to be happy,” I said with confidence.

			He’d already been overjoyed when, last night, I told him, “There’s somebody I want you to meet.”

			 

			“So it’s finally come to this.”

			“What do you mean ‘finally’? Are you saying you knew I had a boyfriend?”

			“Of course I did!” Mr. Morimiya said with a grin.

			“Oh. Well.”

			“But if you’re bringing him here, does that mean . . . ”

			“We want to get married.”

			Mr. Morimiya, without any hesitation, crowed, “That’s wonderful!”

			“You think so?”

			“Well, you’re only twenty-two, so maybe it’s a little premature, but I had a hunch you were thinking about marriage. Up until now, you’ve always told me about your boyfriends, but this one, you never said a word. So I guessed that you were serious.”

			“I wasn’t trying to hide him from you. But I’m glad you’re happy about it.”

			“Of course I am! Not that I’m pleased to be losing you. That’ll be hard, but the rest is all lovely,” he said with a smile. That was why I was sure it would be okay.

			 

			But with Hayase before him, Mr. Morimiya made a face. “Don’t tell me you’re planning on marring this guy.”

			“I am.”

			“But you broke up!”

			“We took a break, but we’ve still been dating this whole time.”

			Mr. Morimiya gave Hayase a once over, eyes traveling from his head to his toes.

			Hayase said, “I’m sorry we’re springing it on you like this. When I got back from the US last year, we officially started dating again. And we both knew we were serious about each other. We were thinking of our future.”

			Mr. Morimiya listened without expression, and then said, “Do whatever you want, but I’m against it.”

			It hadn’t even been three minutes since we walked in the door. I couldn’t believe he was saying no so quickly. “You haven’t even heard him out!”

			“Why would I? What kind of father would agree to marriage with a man who’s always gallivanting off all over the world? He’s just going to run out on you again!”

			“No,” Hayase said. “I’m planning on staying in Japan for the time being.”

			“‘For the time being.’ What does that mean? Before you know it, he’ll be saying he wants to become a pâtissier and run off to France to study. There’s not a parent in the world who would want their daughter to marry a flake like him.”

			“How do you know? And Hayase’s not a flake. There are definitely parents out there who would approve of him.”

			“I know because anybody would know. Let’s go ahead and ask every father in the world, shall we?”

			“I bet there are loads of dads out there who are nicer than you. They’d say yes right away!” I countered.

			“Those fathers aren’t nice!” Mr. Morimiya said brazenly. “They just don’t give a damn about their daughters!”

			“Why would you think that? A dad giving his blessing for his daughter’s marriage has got to care.”

			“Any man who actually cares about his daughter would say no to a moron like this!”

			“Um, please stop fighting,” Hayase said. “We, uh, brought cake. Shall we have some? I’m sure some sweets will improve your mood, Dad.” He opened the box of cake as he spoke. Hayase believed that good food would solve any problem, but I didn’t think cake was going to cut it this time.

			“I’m not in a bad mood! And I’m not eating any cake you brought!”

			“Oh. Well . . . do you want a piece, Yuko?”

			Sometimes Hayase’s inability to read a room got on my nerves. “No, I’ll have it later,” I said, shaking my head and shooting him a look that said, Shut up!

			“I don’t need your cake, and we’re done talking. It’s time for you to go.” 

			Mr. Morimiya began clearing the table. He’d set out black and green tea and madeleines and castella and red bean mochi dusted with toasted soy flour. Now he brusquely rushed all the food and drink back to the kitchen. He didn’t seem likely to change his mind, no matter what I said. I thought it wise to call it for today.

			“Well, I guess that’s that,” I said. “I just wanted you to meet him. And to hear about the engagement. But now you’re upset.”

			“I’m not upset.” He was clattering the dishes louder than necessary as he put them away.

			“No, of course you’re not, but still. We’ll talk about this some other time,” I said and began pushing Hayase out the door. I could tell I’d need to talk to Mr. Morimiya alone first.

			“Oh, okay,” Hayase said. “Well, thank you for having us, Dad.” He turned and bowed to Mr. Morimiya’s back, and then he headed for the entryway, where we put on our shoes.

			“I’m, uh, I’m sorry,” I told him quietly.

			“No. I get where he’s coming from, I think.”

			

			“I didn’t think he was going to be so stubborn about it.”

			“Ha ha! He reminds me of you!”

			Then Mr. Morimiya called, “I forgot to say!” and stomped through the kitchen, dining, and living rooms to us.

			“What?” I asked.

			“You have no right to call me Dad,” he snapped at Hayase, and then stomped back through the living room.

			After I saw Hayase off at the train station, I went back to the apartment and poured myself a glass of juice. 

			“I really didn’t expect it to go like that,” I said. Hayase had only spoken with Mr. Morimiya for five minutes, but I was exhausted and parched.

			“What did you expect?” Mr. Morimiya asked as he set out the slices of cake Hayase had brought. “Surely there’s not a father alive who would approve of his daughter marrying a drifter like him.”

			“Drifter? What are you talking about? And I thought you said you didn’t want cake.”

			“Vagrant drifters are the worst, but that’s not the cake’s fault.”

			“Uh-huh.” I sighed—I hadn’t even been able to get Mr. Morimiya’s blessing, and I’d thought he’d be the lowest hurdle.

			“Should’ve pushed you to find a new boyfriend while he was in the States,” Mr. Morimiya grumbled through a mouthful of cheesecake. “A good guy who wouldn’t go chasing after pizza and pianos.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			Wakita and I broke up less than a month into our first year of college. He fell for another girl and dumped me. Fumina had broken up with Nishino, too, and she said, “It’s terrifying right? You start college and suddenly you find out the world’s so much bigger!” But I’d gone to a women’s junior college, so I wasn’t all that excited. We had to cram four years of learning into two, which meant we had to start thinking about qualifying exams and the job market almost immediately, and I didn’t have nearly as much free time as I’d imagined.

			At the end of my first year of college, I started dating a guy who worked at the same fast-food restaurant I did, but we were over in about six months. I was starting to look for jobs for after graduation, but he was at a four-year college. Our life paces didn’t match, and we broke up. I wasn’t bereft, though—in fact, once I didn’t have to worry about making time for him, I felt like I had one less job.

			When I told Mr. Morimiya as much, he laughed and said, “That means it wasn’t true love. Once you’re out in the world, you’ll find real love.”

			“Did you? Once you were out there?” I asked him.

			“Hmm. I’m not sure,” he said, looking uneasy.

			“You’re going to be forty soon, you should find someone. I worry you’re going to get old all alone.”

			“But I have something more important than my love life.”

			“Being my dad? That’s just extra baggage now. I’m already twenty. You should think about yourself a little.”

			“Yeah, yeah. When I feel like it.” 

			But even after our conversation, I never did see him with a girlfriend.

			I graduated with a nutritionist’s certification and got a full-time job at a small restaurant called Yamamoto Diner. The restaurant also provided delivery meals to seniors, and it was my job to set the menus for those meals. When prep got busy in the afternoons and evenings, though, I helped out a lot in the kitchen, too, and soon after I started the job, I found myself wondering if this was what a nutritionist’s job was meant to be. My other friends from the program worked at companies and hospitals, and compared to them, my job at the diner didn’t seem to measure up. But I had people waiting every day for their meals to arrive, and the people on the restaurant floor always gave me compliments on how good the food I made for them was. I started to think that maybe this was the job I’d wanted after all.

			

			 

			On a cold day eight months into my job, Hayase showed up.

			Yamamoto Diner was in a sleepy residential area three stations away from Mr. Morimiya’s apartment, and on weekdays after seven o’clock rush, there was usually almost no one around the station.

			The sun set so early in December. “I know it’s only 7:30,” said the owner, Mr. Yamamoto, “but let’s go ahead and close shop. Looks like Mr. Morimiya’s not coming today.”

			All our part-timers went home at five o’clock, so it was just me and Mr. Yamamoto. He was an older man, and he liked to eat early—around 5:30—but his wife complained about that: “What are you going to do if you get fat? You can’t work a kitchen, then!”

			“Lately, Mr. Morimiya’s been saying he’s fed up with Japanese food. I’m sure he’s home right now eating something heavy and spicy.”

			“Come to think of it, he didn’t come yesterday or the day before, either.”

			Mr. Morimiya usually stopped by the diner two or three times a week. His train to work was on the same line, so he simply stayed on the three extra stops to come here. I’d told him not to go so far out of his way, but he said, “It’s too much effort, staying home and making dinner all by my lonesome.”

			Mr. Yamamoto said, “Well, if Mr. Morimiya’s not coming, no one is. Let’s go ahead and start clean up.”

			“Okay.”

			Ever since we hit December, almost no one came in the evenings on weekdays—more than half our business was in the meals we delivered now. The delivery service had been Mr. Yamamoto’s son’s idea, but there were so many elderly people in this neighborhood that it ended up being a hit.

			Mr. Yamamoto said, “I’ve been thinking come January, we should officially change closing time to seven, make it an hour earlier. Oh, wait, here’s a customer.” He hurried to tuck away the cloth he’d been using to wipe down the tables and turned his eyes to the door, and Hayase entered.

			It’d had been three years since the last time I saw him, at our high school graduation. But he hadn’t changed at all; I knew him right away. That tidy haircut and solid build. The sight of his wide shoulders and lanky arms immediately conjured the image of him, bowed over the piano.

			“Hayase,” I said, before I could think better of it, and he turned to me.

			“Oh, hello, um  . . . ” He had to think for a moment before he smiled and said, “Oh! Morimiya! Long time, no see.” His face was so chiseled that his smile made a valley between cheekbone and jaw.

			“Yeah, long time, no see. I didn’t expect to see you around here. What brings you?”

			The music school he’d gone to was in another prefecture—not close enough to be worth commuting from home.

			“I’m visiting family over winter break. Been enjoying myself by food touring.”

			“Food touring?”

			“It’s where you walk around and visit a different restaurant every day. What about you? Do you work here?”

			“Full time. Which reminds me, here’s your menu. Sit wherever you’d like.”

			“You know the gentleman, Yuko?” Mr. Yamamoto asked from the kitchen, glancing at the table where Hayase sat.

			“Yes. We went to high school together.”

			“Well, we’d better give him the special then. Do you have any preferences, sir?”

			Hayase answered, “I’ll eat anything but bananas.”

			Mr. Yamamoto made up the “special” using food we had left from the day, and I carried dish after dish to Hayase. Beef and potato stew, stewed flounder, stewed spinach, rolled omelet, and pork soup. Hayase smiled at the mountain of food and said, “Lucky! Glad we went to high school together.”

			“It’s just leftovers. But it is good.”

			“Good to hear.”

			

			“Enjoy!”

			Hayase ate a shocking amount, and with every bite, he told me how delicious the meal was and asked Mr. Yamamoto about his cooking process.

			“This pork soup is on the sweet side. What kind of miso did you use in it?”

			“It’s a brand from Kyushu, and they make it a little sweeter. And I’ve added onions and sweet potato, too.”

			“It’s really good. And the rolled omelet is so juicy.”

			“Isn’t it? I use more dashi broth than egg, that’s why. It takes skill to roll it though, because the omelet doesn’t firm up so much,” Mr. Yamamoto told him enthusiastically.

			“And this spinach is wonderful. There’s something mellow about it, like you fried up the leaves with something first. I think one of the best things about Japanese food is that it’s delicious even at room temperature,” Hayase said, his cheeks stuffed with stewed spinach.

			“Oh, Yuko made that one,” Mr. Yamamoto told him.

			“Wow. So you can cook like this and play the piano, Morimiya?”

			“I’m not that good at piano, Hayase, and the only thing I did with the spinach was add sesame oil.”

			“But it’s so cool. Knowing you play piano and cook makes you more like Rossini,” he said, taking my hand and shaking it.

			Memories from high school washed over me. Wanting to hear him play, the fluttering in my chest when he told me he thought my performance was good. All he’d done was touch my hand, but I felt faint, and at the same time, warm and comforted. It hadn’t been like this with Wakita or my boyfriend from the fast-food place—that’s why I hadn’t been sad to see them go. Apparently, it was as simple as a touch, finding the person you were meant for.

			“Oh, sorry,” Hayase said. “I was in Italy until recently, and now I keep shaking everyone’s hand  . . . ”

			Did I look too flustered? Hayase let go and I bowed shallowly. “No, it’s fine.” My heart was pounding, and I fanned myself, sure I was bright red.

			“Did you two date?” Mr. Yamamoto asked, emerging from the kitchen.

			“No,” said Hayase. “We had piano practice together for the school choir festival. Wait. Did you have a crush on me, Morimiya?” He asked so easily, so bluntly that I couldn’t even make excuses. 

			“Well, yeah  . . . ”

			He simply nodded and said, “I had no idea.”

			 

			We met up several times after that and eventually started dating. 

			It turned out that, like Fumina and me, Hayase had broken up with his girlfriend almost immediately when he started college. “I realized I was completely immersed in the piano,” he told me. “But I never wanted music to be this serious solemn thing. I wanted it to be lighter, brighter, you know. I wanted to play, but I wanted to enjoy my pizza, too.” He explained that the more he played, the closer he grew to the music, the more he realized he wanted something else.

			“I remember once I saw you playing at a music store. You played the theme from Anpanman. You looked like you were having so much fun.”

			“Oh, I remember that. You were with Wakita. Whenever I see a piano sitting around, I have to play. It’s a bad habit,” he said, smiling.

			“But it comes from love.”

			“Yeah. I didn’t touch a piano the whole time I was in Italy. It was horrible.”

			“You mean you weren’t there to study piano? Were you studying another instrument?” I’d assumed when he said he was just back from Italy, he’d been there to study music.

			“No, no. Not piano. Pizza.”

			“Pisa?”

			“Yep. I went to learn how to make pizza. I trained at a restaurant there.”

			

			His answer was so unexpected that it took me a while to realize he was saying “pizza,” not “Pisa.”

			“I want to be like Rossini,” he continued.

			“How do I know that name,” I wondered. And then I remembered that Rossini had been the one Hayase said was best, back when we studied the portraits in the music room together.

			Hayase said, “After Rossini ended his music career, he opened up a restaurant. Makes sense, winding up in food.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Beautiful music or delicious cuisine. I’ve debated which makes people happier, but when it comes down to it, I think it’s the food,” Hayase explained.

			I spent our time together asking Hayase all the things I’d always wanted to know about him, and just like that, six months passed.

			The year after we reconnected, as autumn was deepening and with only five months to graduation, Hayase dropped out of his music college. “I’ve saved up enough from my part-time job,” he told me. “I’m going to learn how to make Hamburg steaks now.” And then he headed off to America.

			His explanation came over a dinner of Hamburg steak—we’d stopped at a family restaurant on our way home from a date. “Pizza’s not enough to get you full. Spaghetti would work, too, I suppose, but sometimes I just want a Hamburg steak.”

			“That’s all well and good. But I don’t think you have to go all the way to America to learn how to make Hamburg steak.”

			“I honestly think we probably do Hamburg steaks better in Japan. But going to the US to learn how to make the real thing will help me come up with a better Japanese-style one, you know? It’s like with piano—you do better when you learn from the basics on up.”

			In the face of his brash decision, I asked, “And the future? What’ll you do?”

			“Start up a restaurant that serves delicious comfort food.”

			“What about your piano?”

			“I’ll play. I’ll keep practicing while I’m over there learning the art of the Hamburg steak.”

			“What are you talking about? That doesn’t make any sense.”

			“I know it’s a long way,” he said, as casual as ever, “but I’ll keep working part time at a restaurant, same as now. It’ll only be three months.” 

			And he packed a suitcase and set off.

			Up until then, Mr. Morimiya had always enjoyed my stories about Hayase, but when he heard that he’d quit college and gone to America, he frowned and said, “Well he’s no good.”

			“You think so?”

			“Changing your life goals isn’t inherently bad, but you shouldn’t do that sort of thing lightly.”

			“Maybe.”

			“You’re an adult now, Yuko, you should be dating someone who thinks seriously about the future. This is your chance to break up with Hayase, now he’s going to America.”

			But I didn’t—I went about my life same as always and waited for him to come back.

			 

			Three months later, at the end of January, he did, and he came straight to Yamamoto Diner, his suitcase still in tow.

			“Hi! I’m glad you’re still open!” he said, sitting down at a freshly cleaned table. 

			Mr. Yamamoto said, “I bet you’re craving some Japanese food,” and grilled him up a slice of salmon and a bowl of braised chicken and vegetables for the New Year.

			“I’ve realized a lot of things,” Hayase said, looking at me as he wiped his hands down with a moist towelette.

			“Like what?”

			“Like they don’t have Hamburg steaks in America, and I know what I want to do with my life. I want to open up a family restaurant. They’re the perfect mix of formal and fun, right?”

			“Really? I thought Americans must eat Hamburg steak all the time. Are you sure you just didn’t notice them eating it?”

			“No, I went to all sorts of restaurants looking, but they didn’t have anything like Hamburg steaks.”

			

			“But Hamburg steaks are so good. I wonder why.”

			“Never mind that, I’m asking you to hear what I’ve decided to do. I’m making a family restaurant—not a chain. One that’s all mine.”

			“Okay.”

			“And I want you to marry me.”

			“What?”

			I gaped, Hamburg steaks banished from my mind—he’d proposed marriage like it was nothing. 

			“You’ve got a nutritionist’s license, and your cooking is pretty decent.”

			“Oh, so that’s it. You want to marry me so you can make me be an employee at your restaurant.”

			“No, not at all. I love you. Don’t you think it would be wonderful? Opening a family restaurant we can fill with music and love?”

			From the kitchen, Mr. Yamamoto emerged with a bowl of miso soup and said, “How wonderful! Ah, to be young again.”

			I still hadn’t wrapped my head around what Hayase was saying. “A family restaurant is one thing, but marriage? Don’t you think it’s too sudden?” I couldn’t make sense of it—he’d been overseas until yesterday, and now he was proposing to me?

			“We’ve been dating for about a year. I think that’s plenty for marriage.”

			“We may have been dating, but you were in America for most of that.”

			“But it’s because I went to America that I’m sure—my feelings for you won’t change, not for the rest of my life. In the US, I was surrounded by all these girls, and they’re happy to take the initiative over there, but I didn’t cheat on you once.”

			“I think there’s more to marriage than not cheating, don’t you think?” 

			I did love Hayase, and I was confident my feelings wouldn’t change. But was love enough to uphold a marriage? Love seemed like it was only enough for lovers—not enough for a family.

			“Like what?” Hayase asked, tilting his head. “Money? I’ll work so hard you wouldn’t believe it. I’ll work under a chef until I get a chef’s certification myself, and then we’ll open the restaurant. Oh. Maybe I should’ve waited to propose until after I was a chef  . . . ”

			Mr. Yamamoto piped in, “Why wait? Marriage will give you strength! Now hurry up and eat before it gets cold.”

			“I’m not talking about money,” I said. “Love might not be enough, or . . . I don’t know how to explain. I don’t know what a proper family is.”

			“Neither do I,” said Hayase—I couldn’t believe it. He’d grown up with both his parents and an older sister.

			Mr. Yamamoto added, “I wouldn’t call my household ‘proper’ either. My wife’s terrifying.”

			“But becoming a family is hard,” I insisted. “Don’t we need more, I don’t know, preparation or something?”

			Hayase wilted. “Don’t you think getting married and having a family will be amazing? Don’t go talking about scary things like ‘preparation.’”

			“It can’t be as easy as you make it out to be. Life, a living, they can be complicated.”

			“Do they have to be? With you and me, we’ll have the piano and we’ll have delicious food. Even if we have to work really hard, I can’t imagine our lives will be anything but wonderful.”

			I tried to imagine it as he did. Making comfort food and listening to Hayase play. We would be together for tomorrow, and the day after that. Which did seem wonderful.

			He continued, “Besides, no matter how hard or awful the problem, it’s something you have to wait to fix until it comes along. And you can always change—that’s why I quit music school. We’re adults—we can live our lives however we want, however we think will suit us best.”

			I didn’t know what to do; I didn’t know if marriage was right for us. But I was sure that if I was with Hayase, he would always ease my worries and fears.

			“I agree with him,” Mr. Yamamoto said. “You don’t meet a lot of men like Hayase, guys who, no matter what you serve ‘em, clear their plates like they’re eating the best meal in the world. And it sounds like he won’t cheat on you.” Mr. Yamamoto laughed. “Now, come on, Yuko, hurry up and say yes. His meal is getting cold.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			Hayase got a job at a French restaurant, where he was quickly promoted from part- to full-time, and we started to make actual plans for the wedding. That was why we went to Mr. Morimiya for his blessing, but we’d run straight into a wall.

			And now Mr. Morimiya polished off his cake and said, “Normally cheesecake is always good, no matter where you buy it, but something’s off about this one. Not only is that boy a drifter, he’s got bad taste, too.”
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			On the third Sunday in April, I brought Hayase to see Mr. Morimiya again. 		
It had been two weeks since the first try. At home, I made sure to bring up Hayase at every opportunity. How while it was true that he ran off overseas and quit college and did whatever popped into his head, that also meant he was a mover and a shaker. How he was an incredible pianist, how his cooking was delicious, how he was charming. How we loved each other and how imagining a future with him made me look forward to tomorrow. But to all my stories, Mr. Morimiya made a disgusted face and said, “What an idiot.”

			Hayase got to the apartment just after noon, and Mr. Morimiya made a big show of saying, “What? He’s here again?”

			“I told you he was coming today. Now let’s sit down.”

			Last time, Mr. Morimiya lost his cool the moment he saw Hayase, so we hadn’t even gotten to tea. I was hoping we’d at least manage a chat over something sweet today. I showed them both to the dining table and put on some black tea. The cheerful mid-April sun streamed into the room, but I was still a little chilly.

			“I’m so sorry to stop by again,” Hayase fired off as he sat. “But I’m wondering, Dad, if you’ve perhaps changed your mind.”

			“In two weeks? No way! I won’t change my mind as long as I live,” Mr. Morimiya retorted sullenly.

			“Now come on,” I said, setting two plates of cream puffs in front of them. “Hayase’s not very good with his words. Here, try these. Hayase bought them for us.” I wanted to break the tension before things got too heavy. “There’s a new bakery in front of the station. When we passed by, it smelled scrupmtious. Now, eat.”

			“Don’t mind if I do,” Hayase said, taking a massive bite of his cream puff. “Oh this is wonderful. You should try it, Dad. Before the pastry shell starts to go soggy.”

			“Yeah, yeah. And hey, I thought I told you you have no right to call me Dad,” Mr. Morimiya sniffed. He took a resolute bite of his cream puff. I had one as well. The choux pastry was perfectly crisp, rich with dairy and a hint of sugar.

			“Well, then what may I call you instead?” Hayase asked, sipping his tea—he’d already finished his cream puff.

			“You don’t call me anything.”

			“But it will be quite inconvenient to talk with you if I don’t know what to call you. If I say Morimiya, there’s no way to know if I’m talking to your daughter or to you. What is your first name, if I may ask?”

			“Sōsuke.”

			“Sōsuke . . . hmm. Using your first name makes me feel like I’m talking to a lover, and I think Sō is too informal. And you’re not a grandfather, either—”

			“Don’t go messing around with people’s names.”

			“I think the only thing I can call you is Dad.”

			Mr. Morimiya apparently had no answer to that, so he stuffed the rest of his cream puff into his mouth.

			I turned to him and said, “Let’s put aside the question of titles for now. What I’m hoping today is that you’ll come to accept Hayase, even a little.”

			“I told you, I won’t. There is no way I’m going to give my blessing to a senseless drifter like him.”

			“And I told you, he’s not a drifter.”

			“If a man who goes chasing after pizza and Hamburg steak isn’t a drifter, I don’t know who is.”

			“Don’t be so mean.” We weren’t getting anywhere at this rate. I was close to losing my temper, but I managed to tamp it down. “You don’t have to accept him right away, you just have to listen,” I said, coaxing.

			

			But Mr. Morimiya was resolute: “I won’t change my mind, no matter what he says. You’re wasting your time. Give up already.”

			I felt helpless. “How can I give up? It’s us, me and him, that you’re opposed to.”

			“What are you implying?”

			“You’ve always wanted me to be happy and the fact that you don’t—you’re acting strange.”

			“No, Yuko. You’re acting strange!”

			“How am I acting strange?” I snapped. 

			Beside me, Hayase silently shook his head. “Um  . . . ” he began.

			“What?” Mr. Morimiya demanded.

			“Dad, no, um, Sōsuke, there’s, um, you have some custard. Just there.” He pointed to the corner of his mouth.

			“What?”

			“I tried not to say anything. I didn’t want to get in the way of such an important discussion. But then I imagined how embarrassed you’d be when you looked in the mirror later and realized you had custard on your face during a fight,” Hayase said bashfully. His embarrassment did not change the fact that he was being rude. 

			“Well I left it there on purpose! To break the tension!” Mr. Morimiya declared nonsensically. “Never mind. I’m going to bed.” And he went to his room and shut the door.

			 

			At the table, Hayase sighed. “Wow. I really can’t seem to get along with your dad.”

			“He’s not normally this stubborn.”

			“Maybe he would have been against it no matter who you brought home.”

			“On the one hand, that’s probably true, but on the other hand, I have a feeling he wants to avoid me marrying the kind of man who’d quit college and run off overseas,” I told him honestly.

			“Maybe I should’ve become a pianist after all,” Hayase said with a forced smile.

			

			“Maybe. But that wasn’t an option for you.”

			“True. I started thinking, back in college, when it was piano day in and day out. Music is wonderful. But you can’t exactly cut out eating to play all the time. I’d hear my classmates put their whole selves, body and soul, into a performance, and they were awe-inspiring—but that wasn’t the sound I was looking for. I wanted music that was gentler, that let a little light through. Music that’s full of passion or refinement is great, sure, but for me, it’s almost like I need to be distracted while I’m playing.”

			“Distracted by pizza and Hamburg steak?”

			“Right. Music’s at its strongest when you hear it over a good meal.”

			I wondered what Mr. Morimiya would think of this conversation. Would he laugh it off as ridiculous? Or would he think it was great? Would he approve? Not that it mattered if I couldn’t get him to listen. I imagined that if I had a mom, she’d be able to smooth things over, and that made me think of Rika. If we were talking to her, I knew she’d agree to my marriage without a single reservation.

			“We have to try again next Sunday, get your dad to agree,” Hayase said, but I shook my head.

			“Let it go.”

			“Why?”

			“I have a lot of parents. If we get the rest of them to give their blessings, Mr. Morimiya won’t be able to refuse.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah. He’s kind of a pushover. There aren’t a lot of advantages to having as many parents as I do, so we might as well make use of this one.”

			“Hmm.”

			“What? You don’t want to?”

			“No, I think we might as well,” he said. “Yeah. Maybe I’ll get better at explaining, too, if we go to your other parents and build up experience first.”

			 

			

			“Mr. Morimiya, I don’t suppose you know where Rika is now, do you?” I asked him the next evening while he was preparing dinner.

			“I haven’t heard from her once since I sent the divorce papers.”

			“Oh.”

			I set out some of the leftover side dishes I’d gotten from work. When I first started at the Yamamoto Diner, I usually ate dinner there as well, but once Mr. Yamamoto changed our closing time, I started eating at home again. I wouldn’t sit at this table with Mr. Morimiya forever. My departure was slowly becoming a reality, and every dinner with him was more precious to me.

			“Leftovers again?” Mr. Morimiya asked as he brought everything to the table.

			“They may be leftovers, but they’re a little taste of my work. You know if you ordered this for delivery, it’d run you six hundred eighty yen.”

			“That does make me feel lucky.”

			“I know.”

			Tonight’s side dishes were stewed taro and miso mackerel and miso daikon salad. I’d brought more than the two of us would need—the bounty made our dinner look all the more delicious.

			Mr. Morimiya took a bite of the taro and said, “You know, all Mr. Yamamoto’s food is so bland. I wish he’d try something punchier every once and a while—like gyoza.”

			“Our clientele are all retirees, so we don’t usually serve anything like that. But our food is all really healthy. And you’re forty-two, you know? You’ve got to watch what you eat.”

			“You mean I’m only forty-two. I’ve still got twenty years to retirement!”

			“Retirement may be a long way off, but once I move out, cooking for yourself’ll be a pain. Might be worth having a delivery service instead.”

			Mr. Morimiya frowned. “Could you stop dropping hints about your marriage into our conversation all the time? Just thinking of his face makes this whole meal taste bad.”

			“Well, I’m going to say something else you won’t like. What is it about him that you hate so much? You were so in favor of my getting married until you knew it was him.”

			“Everything! I hate everything about him! I don’t understand what you could possibly see in that drifter. Marriage is living a life together. If you don’t find someone steady and trustworthy, how do you expect to  . . . ” The words seemed to catch in his throat.

			“People in reliable, steady marriages still get divorced,” I said.

			Mr. Morimiya wilted. “I suppose.”

			“Oh come on, cheer up. You didn’t do anything wrong, you know? It was Rika who ran off on her own.”

			“You think so?”

			“I do. If I’m going to marry, I want to marry someone like . . . well, no, maybe not quite like you. You’re too fond of arguing. But you’re clever. And you’re not too handsome, so no need to worry about cheating, but you’re not ugly either. And your personality isn’t too shabby. I think you’re pretty all right.”

			“Flatter me all you like, I’m still not accepting that drifter. He’s not coming by again this Sunday, right? Smirking at me, carrying his droopy little bag of sweets with his big ugly body.” Complaining about Hayase cheered Mr. Morimiya right out of his funk.

			“Don’t worry, Mr. Morimiya. We’re going to try a few other folks before we go for your blessing again.”

			“A few other folks?”

			“I have a bunch of parents, don’t I? Hayase and I can’t spend all our time wearing you down. We’ll try with the others first.”

			“What a ridiculous plan. And it’s not right, putting me last. Though, I know I’m your most recent parent. No, wait. I’ve been your dad seven years now. Doesn’t that mean you should put me first?” Mr. Morimiya said, sounding perturbed.

			“Of course I put you first. You’re the GOAT.”

			“The goat?”

			

			“Sure. You know. Like Saburo Kitajima or Sayuri Ishikawa on the New Year’s song battle?”

			“So you’re saying I’m the best?”

			“Exactly.”

			“Well. I guess that means you’re getting the small fries out of the way first. Although if they all say no to him before you get to me, I bet that vagabond is going to run off again,” Mr. Morimiya said haughtily. He took big bite of his mackerel. “I think Mr. Yamamoto put some chili pepper in this. Goes well with the rice.”
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			My still-living parents were Mr. Morimiya, Mr. Izumigahara, Rika, and my birth father, Shūhei Mito, but with Rika having disappeared, I only knew where two of my parents were, and I lived with one.

			The other was four stops away from where I lived with Mr. Morimiya, then another fifteen minutes by taxi. Hayase took a deep breath as we stood before Mr. Izumigahara’s house. Today was the first day of Golden Week, and the temperature had suddenly skyrocketed with the start of the holiday.

			“Going to all your parents is nerve-wracking,” Hayase said. “Especially with a huge house like this.”

			“Mr. Izumigahara may look grim, but he’s really nice. Stop worrying.”

			Hayase laughed. “You know, before we went to see Mr. Morimiya, you told me he’d definitely approve, and everything would be fine.”

			“Ha ha. I did, didn’t I? But I promise, Mr. Izumigahara will be fine,” I said with a firm nod.

			 

			Two weeks ago, in mid-April, I wrote a letter to Mr. Izumigahara.

			In the seven years since I graduated junior high, I hadn’t contacted him even once. I didn’t know how to greet him. He remembered me as a kid, but I’d graduated high school and college, worked full time, and now I was getting married. Putting all that on paper seemed like it would take too long, but now that I was an adult, I also sensed I couldn’t just leave everything out. After much thought, I told him that I was as well as I’d always been, and that I wanted to visit to introduce him to the man I was going to marry. I soon got a reply from him encouraging us to come to the house. His handwriting was large but neat, and it reminded me of him—magnanimous but caring.

			 

			“It hasn’t changed at all—I mean of course it hasn’t. Buildings don’t change,” I said, gazing up at the house.

			On the other side of the gate, I could see the well-tended trees and garden. When I first came here as a little girl, the house had looked palatial, but as an adult, I now knew that there were bigger and grander houses out there. Maybe that’s why I wasn’t as intimidated to go in now—I’d only lived in the house three years, yet being here again felt like visiting close relatives.

			Hayase gave the house another once-over and asked, “You seriously never contacted him after you left? Even though we’ve got cellphones and text messages and stuff? Kind of unbelievable.”

			“I guess.”

			I’d written letters to my father in Brazil, but I never received any replies. My parents would always be my parents, but each of them had gone on to live new lives—as had I. Reaching out to them for something already lost was meaningless. Besides, there was no past that was more important than the present I lived in now. I knew that better than anyone.

			“I’m even more surprised you want to see him like this, after so many years of not being in touch,” Hayase said, clearly moved. Maybe delivering news of our engagement like this was a bit unexpected. But I had no doubt Mr. Izumigahara would give his blessing. One of the strengths of being parent and child was that no matter the gap in time or distance, you were always parent and child.

			This whole time, we’d been standing in front of the gate, talking, and before I could ring the bell, I saw Mr. Izumigahara coming toward us, calling, “Hi! Hello! Yuko, hurry, come in!”

			“Hello, Mr. Izumigahara,” I said, bowing. 

			Beside me, Hayase bowed deeper still and said, “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

			Only seven years had passed, but Mr. Izumigahara looked like he’d aged much more than that. He was fifty-two when I left the house, so he must be about sixty now, but he was so thin, and his hair was so white that he looked older.

			“Welcome. I’m so glad to see you!” He showed us through to the spacious, vaulted living room. The ceiling, the walls, the curtains, the leather sofa where Rika and I used to chat—it was all the same. Before I knew it, I was inundated with memories of the time I’d spent in this frozen room, and I said, “I’ve missed this place.”

			“Yuko, it’s been so long.” I knew that voice and turned to find Ms. Yoshimi standing there, her posture as perfect as ever.

			“Oh, Ms. Yoshimi! How have you been?”

			“Well, thank you. Now, please, enjoy,” she said, setting out the tea. Not a word or movement wasted, clothes simple, but of good quality. Ms. Yoshimi was as prim as ever.

			“This is . . . an insane house,” Hayase said, turning to look around the room.

			“Well, it’s quite old now,” Mr. Izumigahara demurred, smiling gently. He looked like he already thought fondly of Hayase, even though they’d only just met. He took a sip of his tea and turned to me with a smile. “Such a surprise, Yuko. I’ve always wondered how you were doing in your new home, but I never heard from you, and now, out of the blue, marriage?”

			“Um, yes. I wasn’t sure if you’d want to hear from me after so long, but I thought I should let you know about the engagement  . . . ”

			I hadn’t told any of my other parents anything—not about graduating or about getting a job. But I sensed that marriage was a major shift, one I had to let them know about. I was building a new life for myself—one not built alongside my parents. I knew they’d be relieved to know as much.

			“I’m so glad you did. It’s always a pleasure to get good news.”

			“I’m glad, too,” I said, relieved to see his beaming smile.

			“Now, Hayase,” Mr. Izumigahara said, turning to face him, “what do you do for a living?”

			

			“I work at a French restaurant. I’m still an apprentice, though.”

			“I see. And you aim to be a chef?”

			“Yes. I’d like to open a restaurant. The kind of place where you can listen to music.”

			“Music?”

			“Yes,” I said before Hayase could answer. “Hayase’s a great pianist.”

			“So were you, Yuko,” Mr. Izumigahara said. “I know. Why don’t you play something for us?” He stood. “I have a sound-proofed room—quite small though—with a piano. Would it trouble you much, to play something?”

			“No, I’d be happy to.” Hayase never turned down a request to play. A lot of people asked him once they learned he’d gone to a music college for piano performance. And every time he was asked, he played without hesitation. Heading straight for a keyboard came as easily to him as waving goodbye came to me.

			“You keep it in such good repair,” Hayase said, looking over every facet of the instrument.

			“I love to take care of it, all the more because I don’t play,” Mr. Izumigahara said, a little bashful.

			“You’ve even polished the keys. Right, what shall I play?” His fingers were already poised—with an instrument in front of him, he couldn’t help himself. 

			“I’m afraid I’m rather ignorant of music. I don’t know many titles. I would like to hear something I’ve probably heard before—that’ll be perfect.”

			“Well, then,” Hayase said, and he began, quietly, to play. The song was comforting, flowing and gentle, a romantic melody that made my heart sing. I’d not heard him play in some time, and somehow he’d gotten even better.

			“Oh,” Mr. Izumigahara murmured, nodding in recognition after the first few bars.

			Hayase was careful not to make the song too overbearing as he rounded the middle of the piece; somehow, that moved me all the more. The mellow reverberance of the piano room allowed the sound to surround me. Each keen note layered on the one before, making for a song that expanded out and out all around us.

			I’d once played this piano every day. Rika had brought me here solely so I could learn. But what I had obtained was more than a mere piano education here. Even with as stifling as it had been, I learned in this house what it was to live a peaceful, gentle life. I was able to experience the tranquility that came not from economic stability but from knowing there was someone quietly watching over me.

			Three years, my entire junior high school career. An emotional time, even for normal kids. Frightening and lonely and isolating and irritating. And back then, I did feel those emotions at times. But I was never neglected. As a girl, I’d thought playing the piano was what eased all my volatile moods. But it hadn’t been the piano. It had been the love Mr. Izumigahara felt for me, expressed day after day through the unwavering music of the piano. That, I sensed, was what Hayase’s performance was teaching me now.

			When the last note faded away, Mr. Izumigahara burst into applause. “Bravo! I was the very picture of spellbound! I know I’ve heard this song many times. What’s the name of it again? Where would I have heard it?” he asked, turning to look at Hayase.

			“I’m sure you’ve heard it in restaurants and stores.”

			“Oh, oh yes. I have heard it when I eat out at restaurants. What is it called?”

			“‘Comme au premier jour’ by André Gagnon. The melody’s so gentle that a lot of restaurants use it for background music.”

			“I see,” Mr. Izumigahara said, nodding.

			“Isn’t it wonderful?” I asked, “I get to marry someone who plays piano like that.”

			Mr. Izumigahara insisted we have dinner with him and ordered sushi to celebrate, plenty for all of us, and he served us drinks as well.

			“I had no idea you drank, Mr. Izumigahara,” I said—I wasn’t very good with alcohol myself and was sipping very slowly at my second beer.

			“I held back when you were living here. Didn’t seem right with a daughter your age in the house. Didn’t want to be a drunk dad to you.” He was bright red from the alcohol, but still he poured Hayase and himself another beer.

			“Oh, are you sure?” Hayase asked. “I never get hungover, no matter how I drink, but I don’t want you to overdo it on our account.”

			“Today is a day to celebrate,” Mr. Izumigahara declared with a magnanimous smile. “And you ought to get drunk for a celebration like this!”

			I’d never seen Mr. Izumigahara so jovial before. The alcohol was probably part of the equation, but now I also wondered if, finding himself suddenly a parent, he’d been cautious back then, holding back on my account. As an adult, I felt like I could see things about him now that I hadn’t noticed as a teenager. 

			“Alcohol does feel celebratory, doesn’t it,” Hayase said, smiling and draining his glass—I’d lost count of how many he’d had.

			“I’m so happy for you both! My daughter’s getting married! And thanks to her, I got to meet someone like you, Hayase!”

			“I’m happy, too. I always love meeting new people!”

			I listened to them chat and grabbed another piece of top-tier sushi, a gunkanmaki topped with a heap of uni of such fine quality I could see each individual pearl of the sea urchin roe. When I put the sushi in my mouth, the rich briny scent filled my nose. It was so delicious, I wished Mr. Morimiya was with us so he could taste it too.

			Whenever we went out for conveyor belt sushi, he always complained about the uni, saying he wished he could have fresh sea urchin that hadn’t been slowly disintegrating on its journey round the room. Yet sea urchin was the only sushi he ever grabbed off the belt. I knew uni as nice as this would have thrilled him.

			“I didn’t know you liked sushi, Yuko,” Mr. Izumigahara said.

			“Normally I could take it or leave it, but this stuff is great.”

			“I’m so glad,” he said, beaming again. 

			“But there’s still so much left. I can’t believe this is an order for three.”

			“Well, I ordered for six. We’re celebrating! Have some more, Hayase.” He poured another beer for Hayase and then emptied his own glass.

			“Um, Mr. Izumigahara, I wanted to ask, do you have a way to reach Rika?” I figured it was best to ask before he got any drunker. His expression stiffened. “I just, I wanted to tell her. That I was getting married. I thought maybe you might know how to reach her, but I guess not. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.” I’d been so intent on getting information about her that I hadn’t thought to consider how Mr. Izumigahara might feel, being asked about the woman who ran out on him. And Mr. Morimiya didn’t know how to get in touch with Rika, so of course Mr. Izumigahara wouldn’t know either.

			I bowed my head in apology, but then Mr. Izumigahara massaged his red face and said, “I mean, I do know, but  . . . ”

			“You know where she is?”

			“I do.”

			“Please tell me? I don’t want to bother her. I just want to tell her I’m getting married. If, for some reason I shouldn’t, if she’s got a new kid with her new husband, I promise I won’t contact her.”

			I had three fathers, but Rika was my only mother in this mortal world. I wanted to know where she was. I could already imagine her hearing me say the word “marriage” and shouting, “Good for you!”

			Mr. Izumigahara grabbed a memo pad and pencil and wrote down an address, murmuring it out loud as he did, like he wanted to be sure he had it right.
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			When I told Mr. Morimiya about our visit with Mr. Izumigahara, he pouted and said, “What? Old Izumigahara said yes? Guess he’s softer than I thought.”

			“He welcomed Hayase with open arms. And he was enchanted by Hayase’s piano. I wish you’d listen to Hayase play. I just know it would change your mind,” I said around a Hamburg steak stuffed full of cabbage. Cabbage rolls were more work than I’d wanted to do that evening, so I diced the cabbage instead and mixed it in with the mince. The combination of meat, onion, and cabbage had a subtle sweetness to it.

			“Hmph. But that drifter’s not going to become a pianist?”

			“I told you, he trained in making pizzas and Hamburg steak. He’s more interested in food than music.”

			“All that means is that he got bored with the piano,” Mr. Morimiya said bitterly. “It scares me that he thinks food is more important when he can play piano like that.”

			“You’ve never even heard him, so how would you know?” I snapped. I loved seeing Hayase at the piano, true, but I didn’t mind watching him eat his fill of something delicious, either.

			“Well, whatever. I told you, you’re not allowed to talk about that vagabond at dinner. Makes me lose my appetite.” He took a deep draft from his consommé. Now that May was heating up, he’d been craving simple, clean soups like miso and consommé. He’d added tomatoes and onions to the clear, refreshing broth.

			Before seeing Mr. Izumigahara, I’d been worried he might’ve lived a lonely, isolated life after Rika and I left. But despite being older, his heart was still unshakably, unfathomably deep, so much so that the depths remained untouched by loneliness and isolation. I wondered if the same would be true for Mr. Morimiya. When I left and he was alone, would he get depressed? I peered into his face, wondering, but then he spoke: “So, who’s next?”

			“What?”

			“You’re going around to all your parents. Who are you cornering next?”

			“Don’t say it like that. Mr. Izumigahara knows where Rika is, so  . . . ” I was afraid Mr. Morimiya would be upset, but he was unbothered.

			“So the old man keeps in touch with her, huh?”

			“Uh, yeah. It seems like it. Do you . . . do you want to see her, Mr. Morimiya?”

			He and Rika hadn’t been together long, but they had been married. Maybe he wondered how she was doing. But he shook his head. “Nope. Not at all.”

			“Really?”

			“Yep. I accept luck when it comes my way, and when it runs off again, I don’t chase it. Besides, it’s been years since we were together. I haven’t forgotten about her, but I don’t particularly want anything from her either.”

			“Even though you loved her?”

			“I did love her. But I was busy enough raising you, and my feelings for her ran off when she did.”

			“You couldn’t have been all that busy with me. I was a high school student.”

			“But I was,” Mr. Morimiya said, laughing. “I know she was a mother to you, so I think you should tell her anything you think will make her happy or that you would want her to know. For me, she’s just somebody from my past, but you shouldn’t hold back on my account.”

			After Rika left, I’d never once sensed that Mr. Morimiya was pining for her. And I’d never seen him searching for her or wishing he could see her, either.

			“If she really is in the past,” I said, “I don’t know why you don’t go out and find someone new to love.”

			

			“I could. But I don’t need to. When I was younger, I did feel a little empty, not having a lover, not being married, but I don’t now.”

			“How come?”

			“I have a lot more important things than love on my plate, and each and every one of them banishes any emptiness I might feel otherwise. You’ll understand when you grow up,” Mr. Morimiya said earnestly.

			“I am grown up. Hey. Did you say, ‘tell her anything that will make her happy?’”

			“What of it?”

			“That means that you think me marrying Hayase is a happy thing.”

			“No, I don’t. Marriages are a happy thing, but with that vagabond as your husband—it’s a tragedy. Oh, even the thought of his face makes me lose my appetite,” he groaned, though he still stood to get seconds from the kitchen.
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			I’ll bring you in as soon as I can,” I told Hayase. 	
“No rush. I can read in the waiting room while you talk to her.”

			“Okay. But I’ll be right back, I promise.” Hayase and I parted at the reception desk, and alone, I headed for Rika’s room. I worried we’d exhaust her if she had the two of us right from the get-go, so I thought it would be better if I talked to her alone first before I brought Hayase in.

			She was in Room 306. I found it at the T-intersection of two hallways. Her name was on the door as Rika Izumigahara. Izumigahara? What did that mean? Had she and Mr. Izumigahara remarried?

			I was missing too much information. I didn’t know what Rika had spent the last seven years doing or what had happened to her. Where did we begin? How would she look? My fingers trembled. But this was Rika. We might be in a hospital, but I had no doubt she’d be as energetic as ever. I was still dithering at the door, when suddenly, it opened.

			“What are you doing? You said you’d be here at three. I’ve been waiting.”

			“Oh, Rika.” I was surprised to see she was older, though it’d been seven years, so I shouldn’t have been. And she was thinner and paler—probably from illness. But she beamed brightly at me, as if to sweep all the rest away.

			“Come on, come in. I’ve been cleaning all day,” she said as she ushered me in.

			“It’s been so long.”

			“It has! I know this is a hospital, but isn’t my room pretty? This one they gave me is nice. So big and private, too! My gosh, Yuko, you’re all grown up! What am I saying, of course you are. The last time I saw you, you were in high school, and here I am forty-two now!” She pulled me further into the room, speaking without pause.

			Her suite had an attached bathroom with a toilet and bath-shower combo and a plain set of loveseats—aside from the hospital bed, it could have been a one-room apartment. 

			“This is lovely,” I said, looking around.

			“What?” Rika teased. “Seeing your mother after all this time and the first thing you comment on is the room?”

			“No, sorry, I’m glad you look . . . um  . . . ”

			Rika wore oversized leisure clothes, but they didn’t hide how thin she’d become. Seeing her like this, I couldn’t find the right words.

			“Seven years! We have so much to talk about, too much! I’m sure you have questions, too. Come on, sit down.” Rika brushed aside my hesitation and gave me that same bright smile I knew so well. “Now, I’ve got plenty to drink. What shall we have. Here. I think apple juice would be nice.” She pulled two juice boxes from a pack in her mini-fridge and passed one to me, and then she heaved herself onto the bed.

			There was a flimsy folding chair at her bedside, so I sat there and wetted my bone-dry throat with the juice. Why are you in the hospital? What are you sick with? Why is your name Rika Izumigahara? Why did you leave me behind? I did have a mountain of questions, but now that Rika was here in front of me, I didn’t think the answers mattered anymore.

			While I was still mulling over what to say, Rika fired off: “So you’re getting married?” 

			“Um, yeah.”

			“Shige told me he was such a nice young man,” she said, grinning.

			“Shige?”

			“Mr. Izumigahara? Shigeo Izumigahara is his full name. Didn’t you know?”

			“No, I did, but . . . I didn’t know you called him Shige.”

			

			Rika giggled at my confusion. She was the same as always, keeping my seriousness at bay with laughter and joking. Her skin was sallow, her cheeks sunken, and there were dark circles under her eyes. But still her expression was so alive, I could tell she was being well looked after. She didn’t even have any fine wrinkles yet.

			Rika sobered a little and said, “We got married. Mr. Izumigahara and I.”

			I’d imagined as much from her name on the door, and yet it was still a shock. “So the man you left to marry. It was him?”

			“Yep. Are you surprised?”

			“Of course I am. You said it was stifling there. Wasn’t that why you left in the first place?”

			“The house is stifling, yes, but Shige is a good man.”

			“He is that,” I agreed. Soft spoken yes, but also big-hearted. “I still don’t understand why you would marry him again, though.”

			“I married him for the exact reasons you imagine, Yuko,” Rika said with a smile.

			She first married him so I could play the piano. I wondered if this time, their marriage had something to do with her being sick. I tilted my head inquisitively but didn’t say anything.

			“I do love Shige, you know. I loved him before, and I love him now.” Her peaceful expression made me think she just might be telling the truth. But if she loved Mr. Izumigahara, why had she gone and married Mr. Morimiya? Before I could ask, she continued eagerly. “Now, I have so many things I want to ask you, too. I want to get to that, so let’s wrap up my boring old story.”

			I frowned. In seven years she’d had two divorces, a marriage, and a remarriage. I didn’t see how that could be boring. “Um . . . why did you leave Mr. Izumigahara the first time?”

			“Well, I really did feel suffocated there, that was true. Every single day was so depressing and monotonous. I didn’t have work, not even housework. At first, I thought I was so lucky, but after five days, I was already losing my mind, and me such a lazy bum! And,” she added with a shrug, “I hated Ms. Yoshimi.”

			“That I can see.”

			Ms. Yoshimi was so prim and proper. I remembered catching her making sour lemon faces at Rika’s careless attitude.

			“It was selfish of me, but at the time, I didn’t think it was right, leaving you in a place like that. I convinced myself you’d turn out rotten, living in such an unbearably perfect house.”

			“So you decided to get me out.”

			“Right. So I worked and saved money—I wanted to be sure we’d have enough that you wouldn’t suffer once I came to get you.”

			“I didn’t know that. What about Mr. Morimiya? Why’d you marry him?”

			I remembered being uneasy when Rika came for me, Mr. Morimiya at her side. There hadn’t been a single thing about him that I thought she could love. It struck me as stranger still, now, knowing she’d remarried Mr. Izumigahara.

			“I married him because, hmm, let’s see. Well, I worked about a year and a half, I think? And then, at my annual check-up, I found out I was sick.”

			Mr. Izumigahara had told me she wasn’t well and that she was hospitalized. But hearing her say the word “sick” out loud instantly made it all real, made my chest tighten. Rika, however, seemed unbothered, and continued without hesitation.

			“I was so surprised—I’d never imagined myself sick. I was still young. But anyway, I thought, being sick, I couldn’t be your mother anymore.”

			“Why not?” I’d never heard of anyone giving up motherhood just because they were sick. Plenty of moms were sick—health wasn’t a prerequisite for motherhood.

			“Because I wasn’t your birth mother, and we weren’t related. And if I couldn’t be there for you anymore, I thought you should choose a better parent.”

			“Parents aren’t something you choose.”

			“They do say that, don’t they. ‘You can’t choose your parents,’” Rika said with a smile.

			

			I knew the idiom. Usually, people used it to mean they wished they could choose their parents, but being forced to choose a parent had been agonizing for me.

			Rika continued, “Yuko, I made you choose me over your real father. So I knew I had to give you the best life I possibly could. I thought long and hard about it, from every angle.”

			“I understand you felt that way, but  . . . ” I really could see where she was coming from. Her methods were overbearing and non-sensical, but I knew that every parent I’d ever had was trying to do what was best for me.

			“And, Yuko, my illness. It’s very serious.”

			“Were you worried you’d be a burden to me? That’s a weird way to think about it.”

			“I did worry about that a bit, but . . . do you remember when I asked you if you found it difficult, always changing parents?”

			“Um . . . maybe,” I prevaricated; I didn’t remember.

			“You were in junior high, and you said it was fine, your parents always changing. You said it was fine, because your mom had died, so you knew there was nothing worse than losing someone you loved forever.”

			“That sounds . . . did I actually say that?”

			I would have preferred my parents didn’t change at all. But if they had to change, at least the people who became my parents always did their best by me. And I was certain that even after we parted, they were still looking over me somehow. That wasn’t the case with the dead, though. Dying meant I’d never see someone again, and that was unbearable.

			“So I decided to leave. That way, even if I died, you wouldn’t have to find out about it. I didn’t want to make you go through that all over again—losing your mom.” After a moment, Rika lifted her voice, “Not that I have any plans on dying! Not yet!”

			I couldn’t return her smile. She’d loved me so much, and she’d left me. I was supposed to be prepared, to be able to hear all this.

			“Oh, don’t go all misty-eyed. I have no intention of dying. That’s why I remarried Shige.”

			“Oh. Right.”

			“Right! I shine too bright to get snuffed out! Now, where was I? Oh, right. Morimiya. And before him.” She leaned over and pulled a tin of cookies from her bedside drawer.

			“Shige told me you were coming, so I got all these snacks. My story’s going to bore you for a while, so you’d better have some of these.”

			“Thanks.”

			I popped the lid, and the fragrance of butter washed over me. Rika watched me with concern, so I said, “The chocolate looks good,” and plucked one up to eat. Was I actually hungry? Did I actually think a cookie was appropriate in this situation? I was a nervous wreck, but Rika looked so happy to see me, I didn’t want to bring her mood down. “These are great,” I said over the first mouthful.

			“Shige doesn’t like sweets at all, but he loves to buy them for me,” Rika said. She had a sip of juice and then continued. “The reason I married Morimiya. So once I knew I was sick, they hospitalized me, and it was then that I remembered seeing Morimiya at my junior high reunion. He was so sensible—graduated TokyoU, worked at a major corporation, he’d even kept a goldfish alive for ten years.”

			“So?”

			“I thought that made him a good choice to be your parent. Shige’s house is so grand, and he’s old, there was every chance he’d get sick. Morimiya was still young, and he was my perfect successor. I have an eye for men, you know.”

			“And that’s why you married him?”

			“Yep! And my intuition was right on the nose, wasn’t it? Morimiya cares so much about you. Doesn’t he?”

			“Yeah, he does.” He had a funny way of expressing it, but there was no denying that Mr. Morimiya cared for me a great deal. “So that’s why you foisted me off on him?”

			“I didn’t foist you! Morimiya married me knowing full well you were part of the package.”

			

			“Well, yeah, but it’s still a major decision.”

			“True. Anyway, about a year after my surgery, they found another bad spot, and I had to have surgery again. That put me in a rush. I had to make sure your future was all set. There was no time to think.”

			How serious was this illness that she’d had to have surgery twice? What was it? How did her doctors treat it? And how long did they expect it to go on? I wanted badly to know all the details, but Rika was making it clear she didn’t want to talk about it with me.

			“They chose the date for the surgery, so I had Morimiya take the plunge, and we got married, just like that. He has a bad relationship with his parents, so he left home as soon as he could—that made it easy to add us to his family registry. That’s when I went to Shige’s to tell you both I’d gotten married and ask you to come with me, Yuko. You can see how busy I was.”

			Rika spoke like this had all been so wonderful. It made me remember how she preferred having fun over anything else. Of course she wouldn’t want to give me such horrible news, especially after so long apart.

			I tried to lighten my tone to match hers, “It is amazing. How you managed to drag these two big important men along in your plans.”

			“It is, isn’t it? I talk a pretty good game.”

			“And Mr. Morimiya didn’t know anything about this?”

			“That’s right. He likes to play dumb. But I think he probably knew deep down that I would leave. He didn’t know I was sick, though. And I don’t think he trusted me completely. That’s why he took you in, I think.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“I think he married me because he wanted to be your dad. He’s such a decent guy, you know.”

			I did know. I’d been with Mr. Morimiya for seven years. I knew in my heart what kind of person he was, how prepared he’d been to be my father.

			

			“And then you remarried Mr. Izumigahara?”

			“That’s right. When I came to the house to ask you to come with me, Shige saw right through me—he could tell I wasn’t well. He said, ‘Never mind the marriage, tell me what’s wrong.’ He had my number,” Rika said, laughing.

			“I never noticed anything.” I’d lived with her for two months while she was sick. We were together every day, but I never for a moment realized she was ill.

			“Of course you didn’t! Can you imagine the kind of kid who would? What a little creep they’d be. Kids should be free to be who they want to be without having to worry about their parents. So anyway, I had to tell Shige everything about what was really going on . . . Being sick is expensive. Surgeries and hospitalizations. Shige has helped me through it all.”

			When Rika had come to take me away to Mr. Morimiya’s, Mr. Izumigahara hadn’t said a thing. He’d just looked into my eyes. Had he been silent because he’d already known everything?

			“I’ll never live up to Shige’s big heart. When I’m with him, it’s like being home,” Rika said, smiling.

			Maybe what was between them wasn’t love or lust, but something else entirely. Whatever it was, I knew Mr. Izumigahara’s feelings for Rika must be deep. 

			“Now, enough of this boring talk. Tell me about your fiancé!” Rika said excitedly, looking at me. “And your marriage—I’ll bet it’s much more dreamy than all my scheming marriages.”

			“Yeah. I guess.”

			The windows of the hospital room were shut tight, but they didn’t stop the warmth of the May sunlight from streaming in. Without the breeze, though, I was starting to feel trapped, and I couldn’t settle at all. I wasn’t sure how long I could talk through my discomfort.

			“His name is Hayase, and in senior year of high school, we were both in charge of playing accompaniment for our homerooms during the choir festival.”

			“Oh, how romantic!”

			“Maybe. Back then, Hayase was already dating someone. But after I graduated college and started my job, he came to the restaurant where I was working. That’s when we started seeing each other.”

			“Oh, it’s straight out of a TV drama! And then what?”

			Rika’s eyes glittered with such excitement and glee that I found myself trying to make the story more interesting.

			“We started dating, but Hayase’s a bit of a character. He went to a music school, but part-way through he went off to Italy to train in pizza.”

			“What? He studied music in Pisa?”

			“No, no. Pizza. The food with the cheese on it.”

			“That’s even more impressive.”

			“Anyway, after that, he went off to America to train in Hamburg steak.”

			“You’re kidding me! What an interesting man!” Rika laughed—Hayase all on his own was more than enough to delight her.

			Talking to Rika let me put the fact that she was sick in the hospital on hold—talking with her took me back in time.

			“Actually, I brought Hayase with me. Would you be willing to meet him?” Until that moment, I’d completely forgotten he was here. Rika shook her head, though.

			“Not today. Talking with you and hearing all about your life has already put me over the top—I’m bursting with joy. I’ll look forward to meeting him at the wedding.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Yeah. I’ve got to have something to look forward to. When’s the ceremony?”

			“We were thinking autumn. Since Mr. Morimiya won’t give his blessing.”

			“He’s such a dad.”

			“He keeps saying marriage is something to celebrate. But then he turns around and says ‘that drifter’s no good.’” I sighed, remembering his tone.

			“That means he’s worried that your Hayase might leave you. The same way I did. I know I hurt you.”

			

			“No, you didn’t. I was fine.”

			I remembered what it had been like when she sent the divorce papers. Mr. Morimiya had signed with such nonchalance. And after, I never once noticed him missing Rika. That was how I knew he could weather any change, no matter how severe.

			But maybe Mr. Morimiya hadn’t been fine at all. Maybe he’d been so not-fine he couldn’t accept a free spirit like Hayase. Maybe he’d been so not-fine he hadn’t dated at all these past seven years. I began to realize he must have been hiding his heartache for my sake. How had I never noticed before? No, I thought. I wasn’t meant to notice. Not the fact that Rika was sick, nor the fact that Mr. Morimiya had been hurt when the woman he loved left him. Because all my parents put my wellbeing before theirs without question.

			“Well, autumn gives me a target to set my sights on. I’ll have to make sure I’m better by then,” Rika said cheerily, rising from her bed. “Now, you’ve kept Hayase waiting long enough. You’d better get going.”

			“Right. But you have to come to the wedding, okay? Oh, I forgot!” I reached into my bag, where I’d packed away an important gift. “This is for you.”

			“What’s this?” Rika asked, taking the envelope and frowning.

			“It’s, um . . . money.”

			“It certainly looks like it. But I can’t take money from my own daughter.”

			“It’s not my money. I got it back when I was in fifth grade.”

			“But you were a child. And  . . . ” Rika peered inside, and then said in a shocked voice, “There’s two hundred thousand in here. Who in the world gave it to you?”

			“Our landlady from that apartment we lived in. Before she went to the old folks’ home.”

			“Did she now. She did love you so, Yuko. But why are you giving it to me? You’ve been holding on to it all this time. Why didn’t you use it?”

			“The landlady, she told me there would come a time when I’d need the money. That I should use it for something important, something I really wanted. I know you’re probably okay money-wise, but I want to use it now, for you.”

			I’d never once been tempted to use the two hundred thousand from the landlady. And after I started working, my savings quickly exceeded two hundred thousand. Yet I couldn’t help but sense that this money from the landlady had more power than simply its monetary value.

			Rika accepted my explanation and bowed to me. “It feels like a divine favor, this money. Thank you, Yuko. I’ll make good use of it, I promise.” 

			“Good. You’ll be all right with this. I know it. Now you get better. Because  . . . ”

			“Because?”

			“You have Mr. Izumigahara to think of, too. And he already knows what it’s like to lose someone precious to him.”

			I would never forget the image of him polishing the piano with such care and devotion. If he were to lose Rika, I didn’t think he’d be able to stand it.

			“I know that. And besides, I plan to outlive Shige.” Then she laughed, “He’s an old man, after all!”

			“Oh. Well, good.” I moved to the door, but I realized I had one more thing to ask. “Um . . . I’m wondering if you know where my dad, where Shūhei Mito, is?”

			Rika repeated his name in a whisper. “Shūhei Mito.”

			“Yes, your first husband.”

			“I mean, I do know  . . . ” She stared into space. Maybe she didn’t want to think about him.

			“If you know, all you have to do is tell me, I’ll—”

			“Yes . . . I do know,” she nodded, looking forlorn.

			“I want to let him know I’m getting married.”

			“Ah, I see. Of course. I’m sure I have his address at home. I’ll have Shige look for me and then send it to you.” Then she shrugged herself off. “Oh, I’m, tired! I feel like we talked for a whole year! Shige never chats with me this much!”

			“Can I visit you again?” I asked.

			

			“What? No! Don’t you worry about me!” Rika said in a joking tone.

			“You mean I can’t?”

			“Absolutely not! I already overdid it today. It’s going to take me the whole three months to work up the energy for your wedding. I’m already so excited—I’ll get to see you and your Hayase all decked out! And you know, having something to look forward to is the best medicine when you’re sick,” Rika said, turning her brightly shining eyes on me.

			Be well! Get better soon! There were so many things I wanted to say to her, but I couldn’t get any of them out. Rika grinned and waved to me: “See you later.”

			I said, “See you. Yes, I will see you later.” Then I exhaled and opened the door.

			 

			Hayase wasn’t in the waiting room. I glanced at the clock and saw it was already five. I’d been talking with Rika for more than two hours. I’d made him wait so long—I hurried to the receptionist’s desk downstairs, but Hayase wasn’t there either. I thought maybe he’d gone outside to wait, so I headed for the entrance, but then I heard the sound of a piano. At first, it was so quiet and subtle that I thought it must be a recording on the loudspeakers, but the reverb was too vibrant—it had to be live. I followed the sound to the lobby entrance, and there found Hayase.

			The hospital was a big one, and in the spacious lobby next to a waiting room, there was a grand piano. If I ignored the rest of the building and looked only around the lobby at all the paintings and flower arrangements surrounding the piano, I felt like I was standing in some fancy hotel.

			There, Hayase played. A simple, lovely song that flowed effortlessly: “Was mir behagt, ist nur die muntre Jagd.” I looked around, wondering if it was okay that Hayase was playing without permission, but everyone in the lobby was listening intently, and the people who worked for the hospital didn’t seem bothered. Some of the crowd had closed their eyes, while others watched Hayase’s hands and face. Patients hooked up to IVs, guests visiting loved ones. And now me. All these people, absorbed in his clear, steady music, each in their own way. 

			Hospitals are not fun places. They’re too systemic and sterile, and even in the lobby, there’s a sense of dread. But despite this hermetic world, the gentle delicacy of Hayase’s piano warmed me. His music sank into me, demanding nothing, simply inviting closeness and comfort.

			Rika was sick. And her illness was almost certainly serious. It was enough to make me want to scream and cry, but the sound of the piano blunted my horror and softened its impact. It opened a gap in the vice of fear and helplessness around my heart, and the song came pouring in. Music has real power. Normally I didn’t notice it, but in that moment, I could sense it. Hayase never could resist a piano, and he put forth a melody that moved me, that wrapped itself around me and held me.

			Even when I couldn’t bear to accept a delicious meal or encouraging words or a hand extended to help me, music could still fill me, body and soul. How had I never noticed? Hayase should play piano more often.

			He finished his Bach, bowed to the people around him, and then came to me. “Are you done visiting?”

			“Yeah. How did you know I was here?”

			“I sensed you—I’m all ears whenever I play.” He smiled, but then hesitantly, he asked, “How was it?”

			“I’m not sure. I don’t know yet.” If I told him Rika was sick, that would make it real. I couldn’t say it.

			“I understand.”

			“But I realized something.”

			“What?”

			“You’re not made for pizza.” I looked up and found him studying me quizzically.

			“What do you mean?”

			“You have to play piano. And don’t give me any excuses about it being stifling or you not being good enough or there being more important things—you are made for the piano.”

			

			When push came to shove, I could make pizza, untrained though I was. But only Hayase could play in such a way that his music gently caught and lifted those in the depths of despair. That fact had been even more evident today than ever. It was proof that Hayase was meant for the piano.

			“You’re saying this now?”

			“I am. You may have your ticket, and you may have checked your bags, but when you realize you’re meant for a different destination, you don’t have to get on the plane. You can still get off.”

			I knew I was negating the decisions he’d agonized over when he decided to go to Italy and America. But I couldn’t imagine putting him before anything other than a piano. 

			“Maybe.”

			“No, definitely. I’ll make the Hamburg steak and pizza. And besides,” I added, “I’m a better cook than you.”

			“Yeah. I had noticed that,” Hayase said with a small smile.
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			Less than a week later, I got a package from Rika. I’d only asked her for my dad’s address, but what came was a little cardboard box. I still expected a plain slip of paper, but I opened the box with an excessive show of ceremony. Inside, I found a bundle of letters secured with a rubber band.

			What was all this? On top of the bundle was a piece of paper, a note from Rika addressed to me. I picked it up and read.

			 

			Thank you for coming to visit me. It was so lovely to speak with you after so long. I had a really good time.

			I have to apologize to you. In this box are letters from your father. After he left for Brazil, they came every ten days or so. I was terrified you’d tell me you wanted to leave and go to him, so I never gave you the letters. I’m sure you’ll never forgive me for hiding such an important thing from you. I’m so sorry. I thought I’d take the secret to my grave, but there are too many letters—they wouldn’t fit in the urn.

			Your father came back to Japan after two years in Brazil, and he contacted me several times saying he wanted to see you. But you were the most important thing in the world to me, and I was still afraid I would lose you, so I never told him where you were. I was terribly selfish. I’m so sorry.

			I thought with time, your father would eventually stop longing to see you. But when I decided I needed to let you go, I finally understood how he must have felt. That it didn’t matter that he’d started a new family—his love for his daughter would never lessen.

			Mr. Mito remarried three years after he returned to Japan. And since he had a new family, I thought telling you where he was would only confuse you both, so I decided to keep the letters from you.

			But I know now that I was just trying to get myself off the hook—I told myself that by not telling you, I could make it like the letters never existed.

			Mr. Mito has two daughters now, and he seems happy with his new family, but I know he’s never forgotten you. He’ll be so happy to hear about your wedding.

			I look forward to being there for you and Hayase.

			 

			At the end of the letter, she’d written my father’s address.

			 

			I’d written so many letters to my father after he went to Brazil. But I hadn’t known how to send letters overseas, so I handed them to Rika to mail for me. As I went longer and longer without a reply, Rika evaded my questions by saying, “Your father must be busy with work,” but in truth, he’d been writing me. My heart ached for the girl I’d been, trying so hard to connect with her father. And when he came back to Japan, my father had tried to see me. He’d been so close. Tears poured down my face.

			I couldn’t hate Rika for what she’d done. I knew she’d done it out of love.

			My father had sent me so many letters. There must have been more than a hundred, and looking down at them, I wanted to see him all the more. My father, who’d known me when I was a helpless newborn, who’d watched over me as I learned to walk and talk. He’d still been sending me his love, even as I grew up.

			Looking at the postmarks on the letter, I saw they were in order from oldest to newest. What to do? They’d been meant for a little girl, and I wasn’t sure I should read them now. I wanted to know what he’d said, but I didn’t know if that would quell my longing. I worried that I’d begin to regret, to think, If only I’d known.

			While I considered what to do next, I laid the letters out on the table. From behind me came a voice, “Wow! What’s all this?”

			“Oh, you’re home, Mr. Morimiya. I thought you were out shopping.”

			“I finished ages ago. Don’t tell me all these letters are from that useless drifter,” he said as he set a plastic supermarket bag on the table.

			“No, no,” I said, shaking my head. “Hayase never writes me letters.” Hayase was serious about us and had texted me all the time while he was in the US, but he’d never once sent a letter. 

			“Who are they from then?”

			“They’re from my father,” I said honestly—I had nothing to hide.

			Mr. Morimiya feigned ignorance and said, “I don’t remember writing you all these.”

			“My first father.”

			“Ah, the first gen model. But why send them all now?” he asked, pouring us each a glass of barley tea and coming back to the table.

			“Rika sent them. She’d been keeping them from me while he was in Brazil.”

			“That sounds like Rika. I know she wanted to protect your life with her, and to protect your feelings. She’d definitely hold back something like this.”

			“Definitely.”

			“But it’s going to take you three days to read them all,” he said, staring intently at the letters. 

			“I don’t think I should read them,” I said, touching one. My father must have picked the envelopes out with me in mind—a lot of them had cute patterns and pictures on them.

			“You mean you don’t have to? That’s an option?”

			“I mean, he sent them more than ten years ago.”

			“True. If he said something like, ‘I’m begging you, send me some pickled plums, the food here is terrible,’ it’s not like you could answer now,” Mr. Morimiya said, chuckling.

			He was right. I didn’t imagine my father had asked me for pickled plums, but he must have asked a lot of things I could no longer answer.

			“Does this mean you’re not planning to go see him,” Mr. Morimiya asked, looking into my eyes.

			“Maybe not. Apparently, he remarried and has kids with his new wife.”

			The parents who left me behind could go on to make new homes for themselves, just as I had. And I could contact them and reminisce about the old days. But I had to be careful not to bring sadness into their new lives and new families. Even as a child, I knew I couldn’t do that—it was only natural that my father would want to put his current family first. I didn’t want to shake things up by sending him a wedding invitation, let alone visiting him.

			“But he’s your real father, and you’re a respectable young woman now. I don’t think you need to hold back on his family’s account.”

			“I’m not holding back. I’ve seen Mr. Izumigahara and Rika now, and I’ve got you, Mr. Morimiya. Don’t you think I have enough parents?”

			I’d already reconnected with both Mr. Izumigahara and Rika, and I was touched by the fact that they still cared for me so much. And Mr. Morimiya was there for me every day. I didn’t think I needed yet another parent just so I could have all his love and give nothing in return.

			And besides, I felt like I was neglecting Hayase—everything had been about my family, and not his.

			After our visit to the hospital, he told me, “I convinced myself that music wasn’t what I wanted to do, but maybe after that first step into the world of professional piano, I was just scared. No matter how many crusts I tossed or patties I molded, cooking never settled me as much as playing. I need it in my life.”

			Hayase was so open and transparent, yet I hadn’t realized how conflicted he’d been. This, in spite of the fact that he wore his heart on his sleeve whenever he played. I needed to match the level of love and care he’d shown for me and my family. We had to build a life together, the two of us—I had to stop being someone’s child, so he and I could become an us.

			“Are you making buchimgae?” I asked Mr. Morimiya, peering into his shopping bag to discover a load of scallions.

			“Perceptive of you.”

			“But we had okonomiyaki last night. Why all the pancakes?”

			“Your drifter, he makes pizza, doesn’t he?”

			“Don’t tell me you’re competing with him.”

			“There’s no competition. That loser half-asses piano. Meanwhile, I do all the chores, and I work hard. He could never keep up with my cooking,” Mr. Morimiya declared. He picked up the bag and headed for the kitchen.
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			One Sunday in June, Hayase and I spent the morning touring various wedding venues, before ducking into a cafe for lunch. The shop was humid from the endless late-June rain.

			Hayase put in his order, drained his water glass, and said, “There are a lot more places to get married than I expected.”

			“Seriously. And all of them look the same. Maybe we should just pick the place closest to home.”

			I laid the pamphlets we’d gotten out in a line. There really weren’t any big differences between them. I was worried about Rika’s stamina, so close to home seemed safer.

			“If you’re happy, I’m happy,” Hayase said.

			“Formal ceremonies are so exhausting. Let’s go with something short and sweet. Although I will say, I thought planning a wedding would take a lot more time and effort. It’s turning out to be pretty easy.” Every wedding venue had a bunch of deal bundles, and if you chose one, all the preparation was done in an instant. 

			“Feels a little plain though—you moving in with me, us doing a simple ceremony. Don’t you want a dream wedding?”

			I shook my head. “All I want is a place to celebrate with everyone, and then we can start our new life together.”

			“If you say so. Of course, now I’m a freelancer all of a sudden. Just when I’d gone full time, too,” he said as he sprinkled powdered parmesan over his Neapolitan spaghetti.

			Hayase had quit his job at the French restaurant and was now working as a piano teacher and gig pianist for weddings and restaurants. Lately he had a glow about him, as though everything was alright, so long as he could play piano.

			“I am earning a fair amount, though. I think it’s because I’m not aiming for concert halls, and I’m not too proud to play whatever people want to hear.”

			“Good. Then you play as much as you want, and you can open a restaurant when the time is right. Once we do that, we’ll earn and save even more.”

			“I suppose. You know, Rossini played music for years before he opened his restaurant. And here I was ready to make pizza and never play again. I would’ve been a pizzaiolo, not a Rossini,” Hayase said with a smile, ketchup smeared on his mouth. His expression sobered. “More importantly, we’ve got to get Dad to agree to the marriage sooner rather than later. Here we are picking out a venue, and he still hasn’t given us his blessing.”

			“Oh, you mean Mr. Morimiya.” I sighed and dipped my spoon into my doria, which had taken a lot longer than Hayase’s spaghetti to arrive.

			Rika and Mr. Izumigahara had both given their blessings, and I’d decided not to see my first father, so I’d been thinking we were done. But no. The GOAT remained.

			“Yeah. He is your real father, after all. We can’t get married if we don’t have his blessing.”

			“My real father?”

			“You’re on his family registry, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, but that assumes having a kid on his family registry makes him a real father.” I chuckled—of all my fathers, he was the least fatherly.

			“Well, you live with him right now, and he’s giving you away at the wedding, right?”

			“I suppose. Guess we’ll have to convince him. What a pain. Oh, and your mom, too.”

			The day after we saw Mr. Izumigahara, we went to Hayase’s house to talk to his family. His father had been overjoyed and said, “We’re grateful you’re willing to marry an idiot like this one,” but his mother had whispered, “If our son hadn’t met you, he would have never quit the piano,” and wouldn’t say anything else. She hadn’t refused her blessing in so many words, but it was clear she didn’t accept me either.

			

			“My dad already loves you, though,” said Hayase. “I don’t think we need my mom. A great big yes and a little tiny no. Put them together and I think it still adds up to a yes.”

			“I don’t think the math works like that.”

			“You don’t think a husband and wife split it all evenly?” Hayase asked breezily. “The joy and the sadness? The agreements and disagreements?” He sprinkled another mountain of cheese on his spaghetti. “This place’s Neapolitan isn’t great, you know. The noodles are too soft, and the sauce is definitely ketchup. Add some parmesan, though, and suddenly it’s all right. So long as I’ve got the cheese, I could eat it forever.”

			He was right. They are alike, I thought, remembering what Mr. Yamamoto had said last week when he saw Hayase shoveling away food at the diner. He’d eaten his fried mackerel down to the tail, and Mr. Yamamoto commented, “You know, it’s true what they say. Daughters marry men who are like their fathers.”

			“You think so?” I asked; I hadn’t caught on to what he was implying.

			He’d laughed and said, “Hayase eats exactly the same way Mr. Morimiya does.”

			My memories were interrupted when Hayase said, “Hurry up and eat, Yuko. Your doria’s getting cold.”

			“Oh, you’re right.”

			“Do you want some parmesan? I bet it’ll taste even better with more cheese.”

			“I’m good. There’s already plenty of cheese on here.”

			I remembered Mr. Morimiya eating so much cheesy doria he upset his stomach—had it been before my entrance exams? As Hayase pushed the can of parmesan toward me, I remembered Mr. Morimiya that night and couldn’t help but laugh.
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			With the start of July, Hayase was booked for more weekends. We’d set our wedding date for the third Sunday in September, but still we hadn’t persuaded Mr. Morimiya to give his blessing. We decided we’d have to start pestering him about it on weekdays, too. We thought maybe he’d be more likely to agree if he was tired from work. On the last Thursday of July, Hayase and I made dinner at the apartment I shared with Mr. Morimiya and waited for him to get home. 

			“I know I learned how to make pizza and Hamburg steak, but it turns out the stuff you get from Pizza-La and Bikkuri Donkey still tastes way better. It’s good we’re making him something easy to cook,” Hayase commented as he sprinkled grated garlic and fresh herbs over sea bream.

			“He knows you studied in Italy and America and worked in a French restaurant—that alone will make the food taste better. You shouldn’t worry so much.”

			I was dicing onions and carrots for pilaf—I didn’t want to skimp on the vegetables.

			“A lot of retirees start up soba joints, and even more people leave white collar jobs to open ramen shops, so I figured maybe I should do that instead, but everything takes talent, you know. I may be good with my hands, but it turns out my palate needs work.”

			“So cooking’s not right for you. That’s fine. Because you can play the piano.”

			“Yeah. Back in college, I thought food was the thing that made people happiest, but now I know that I don’t have the skill to cook at that level.”

			

			“You don’t need to. Just play piano.” I tipped the vegetables into a pan to stir-fry.

			“You seem to think all my problems can be solved with piano,” Hayase said, laughing.

			“Because they can.”

			“So in the end piano saves me?”

			“Exactly! At the very least you can earn a living with it.”

			“Ouch, too real, Morimiya,” Hayase said as he put the sea bream into the oven.

			 

			Right before eight, Mr. Morimiya opened the front door and said, “I’m home!” And then, in a much more dissatisfied voice, he said, “Oh, no. He’s back.” 

			“Sorry to bother you on a weeknight,” I heard Hayase say from the entryway.

			“What are you doing here? Here I was thinking now my work day’s over, I can finally relax, and I find there’s a drifter in my home. This is a form of torture, you hear?”

			“Hi Mr. Morimiya,” I called from where I was setting the table. “Stop being such a grouch. Hayase and I cooked dinner.”

			“Some ridiculous recipe you learned while you were off gadding about, I’ll bet. Will I even be able to eat it?” Mr. Morimiya groused.

			Hayase let Mr. Morimiya’s words flow over him and said, “I honestly expected you to be angrier about me using your kitchen, Dad. I thought for sure that’s what you’d complain about this time. Guess you’re hungry from work.” He pulled out a chair and indicated that Mr. Morimiya should sit. “Please. Let’s eat.”

			“Go ahead. Make yourself at home,” Mr. Morimiya said sarcastically. “And you know what else? I’ve had it about up to here with the bizarre way you say things, Mr. Drifter.”

			“Oh?”

			“First of all, I told you to stop calling me Dad. And what do you mean ‘complain about this time?’ I don’t remember any complaining.”

			

			“Dinner’s ready,” I said, carrying the fresh-out-of-the-oven sea bream to the table. “Stop being so difficult and get it while it’s hot.”

			Hayase said, “Oh, it looks delicious!”

			Baked sea bream rubbed in olive oil, pilaf dotted with vegetables, and mushroom consommé. All of it smelled wonderful.

			“Just because I eat it doesn’t mean I like you, Mr. Drifter,” Mr. Morimiya said—the smells must have awakened his appetite. “Anybody would eat a meal after hard day’s work, no matter who made it.”

			“This is actually a pretty easy recipe, you know.” Hayase said as he served out the sea bream. The flesh parted beautifully from the bone, and I knew it only did so because Hayase had learned how to cook fish properly at the French restaurant. “Enjoy!”

			“What do you mean ‘actually.’ Look at it. You can tell it’s an easy recipe,” Mr. Morimiya said, even as he had a mouthful of the fish. 

			I took a bite and found the flesh was tender and moist and the skin crisp and fragrant—perfect. “Isn’t it good, Mr. Morimiya?”

			“Well, the fish is blameless. It can’t help the fact it was cooked by a good-for-nothing.” 

			Hayase chuckled. 

			“What? It’s rude to laugh, you know!”

			Hayase shrugged. “Sorry. I was just thinking this is the first time I’ve seen someone go so out of his way to give a meal a back-handed compliment.”

			I didn’t want dinner to get bogged down in marriage talk. So instead, I chattered and asked about things that didn’t matter—recent headlines, co-workers, that sort of thing. Good food always clears the air; dinner wasn’t exactly peaceful, but at least everyone cleaned their plates.

			Once we were done, Hayase and I cleared the table, and I put out iced tea for everyone. I’d brewed it strong and black, the way Ms. Yoshimi did, and I poured it into glasses filled with ice cubes. I’d gone for a good brand and the smell was comforting and put me at ease.

			“Well, you certainly put on a proper dinner,” Mr. Morimiya said, making no move to rise and go to his room. He’d complained, but he hadn’t tried to run Hayase out and he hadn’t tried to shut down our conversation either. Maybe a part of him had finally given in.

			Hayase had a sip of tea and said, “I know you find my persistence rude, but I really must get your permission, so  . . . ” He stared into Mr. Morimiya’s eyes until Mr. Morimiya looked away.

			“Whatever, I’m done.”

			“Done with what?”

			“Done protesting. Everyone else already gave their blessing anyway.”

			“Oh, don’t sulk, Mr. Morimiya,” I said.

			“I’m not sulking. Now, before I forget. I have something for you.” He stood, opened one of the drawers in the cabinet next to the table, and pulled out a wooden box.

			“What is it?”

			“Mr. Izumigahara sent three million for you. As a wedding gift. He didn’t want me to tell you it was from him, I was just supposed to hand it to you.” He set the box in front of me and Hayase. 

			“Three million?” I gasped. It was too much.

			“We’re not having a big ceremony,” Hayase added. “We can’t use this.”

			“He’s right. We can’t accept so much.” Both of us were at a loss.

			“Well, the wedding’s not exactly free, either. Take it. It’s not like I can give it back to Mr. Izumigahara at this point.”

			“But—”

			“You should take it. He’ll be happy, knowing you have it.”

			Mr. Izumigahara had given us such a huge sum that I was honestly more perplexed than happy. But part of me was grateful for his generosity. I knew he’d been thinking of us, worrying about all the difficulties we might run into after we got married.

			

			“He gave you all this money,” Mr. Morimiya said quietly. “He’s rooting for you two. And I know you haven’t contacted Mr. Mito, but he clearly wanted you to be happy, Yuko. And Rika’s over the moon, right? I feel selfish, going against them all.” 

			Our plan had worked. With all the blessings from my other parents, Mr. Morimiya was giving up on his refusal. I’d thought this would be one of the upsides of having so many parents. But Mr. Morimiya’s acquiescence felt wrong. His blessing was meaningless if it wasn’t from the heart. We couldn’t move forward with the wedding, no matter how many others we’d received. I didn’t know why, but I knew we couldn’t. I opened my mouth to say as much, but Hayase was there first, his voice resolute. “If you can’t accept me, we’ll have to call off the marriage. Mr. Mito, Mr. Izumigahara, Rika. All of them may be ready to wish us the best, but we can’t do this without your blessing, Dad.”

			“How many times do I have to tell you? You have no right to call me Dad, you drifter,” Mr. Morimiya said with a frown.

			“I call my own father Old Man. So you see, you’re the only man I have any business calling Dad,” Hayase said.
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			In mid-September the night before the wedding, the summer heat was so intense it stole my breath away. 	
Mr. Morimiya and I had finished our dinner of somen, and I’d set out fruit jelly, cream puffs, cheesecake, and red bean mochi dusted in toasted soybean flower.

			“This is too much dessert, Yuko. If you eat all this, you won’t fit in your dress tomorrow.”

			“Eating a lot tonight isn’t going to make me fat—I’ll be fine. You keep complaining about how you’ll never eat dessert once I’m out of the house. So I thought tonight we could have our fill.”

			“What are you saying? ‘Complaining.’ Japanese sweets and jelly and . . . What do we drink that goes with all of these? I guess green tea will do.” 

			Ever since he finally gave his blessing, he and I had eaten a lot more dessert. When we were sharing sweets, I felt like time stopped for us and we could talk about anything. I was ready and eager to move in with Hayase. But at the same time, I couldn’t help wanting just a little longer with Mr. Morimiya.

			“You have to eat real dinners, even once I’m gone,” I said.

			“Yeah, yeah. You know, I lived alone before you came along. I ate all by myself.” He took a bite of his cream puff.

			“I guess you did.” I had a bite of cream puff as well. The vanilla custard wasn’t too cloying, and its fragrance unfolded across my palate.

			“And you know, tomorrow I can go back to drinking with coworkers and having fun.”

			“I told you, you didn’t have to stop doing that stuff on my account.”

			

			Mr. Morimiya always came straight home from work, and even on his days off, he almost never went out. Maybe he preferred being on his own, but I had a suspicion he’d done it because he was worried about me.

			“Having a kid means you can’t just go out whenever you want,” Mr. Morimiya declared in his usual haughty tone.

			“But I wasn’t a kid. I started living with you when I was fifteen.”

			“You don’t get it, Yuko. There’s nothing more difficult than raising a teenager.”

			“You’re one to talk. Come on. I know I wasn’t a lot of work, but you must have had some reservations, taking me in. There had to have been things about me you didn’t like. If I was in your place, I would have begged Rika off.”

			I’d asked him about this many times. And every time, he laughed and said, “Not at all.” But there he’d been, suddenly a father, and his wife had run out on him almost immediately. Had he really accepted the situation without any reservations? With my wedding tomorrow, I thought he might at last tell me the truth. I stared at him.

			“There wasn’t a single thing about you that bothered me,” he said. “Let’s see, up next, let’s have the mochi.” He stabbed his fork into it.

			“Don’t you think that’s weird though?”

			“Is it?”

			“It is. You don’t get anything good out of looking after a kid you’re not even related to. All you get is more work.” I grabbed a piece of mochi, too, determined to keep up with Mr. Morimiya. In that moment, he could have said, “Actually, it was a whole lot of trouble,” and I wouldn’t have been hurt at all. There was enough between us now—all our time couldn’t be so easily erased.

			“You know, from the time I was a little kid, all I did was study as hard as I could, and then it was off to TokyoU, and then off to work at a great, big corporation. I felt like I’d already reached the finish line. There was nothing left for me to aim for. I didn’t know what to do with myself, with my time.” He brushed away the soy powder stuck to his mouth.

			“What about promotions? Or marriage? There was a lot you could’ve done.”

			“Maybe. I don’t hate work. I suppose marriage is fine. But I didn’t want to wear myself down pursuing either of them. That’s when I met Rika, and she told me she wanted us to raise a daughter together. She said she wanted me to help her daughter make a life.”

			“Rika’s so demanding.”

			“She is. But when she asked me to help with something so big, so important, I came alive. I thought, This is something I have to do.”

			“I’ll bet she made it sound all noble,” I said with a smile, imagining Rika persuading him. She’d had him pegged. All she had to do was give him a job, because she knew once he was in, he couldn’t help but give his all.

			“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. I’m so lucky you came along, Yuko. Spending my days with you, you taught me that this life has meaning.”

			“Wow.”

			“Songs and movies and novels, they all have these lines that set my teeth on edge—about having someone to protect, having someone more important than yourself, how that makes you stronger. I thought they were all exaggerating. I’d had relationships before, and I’d never once felt that way. But when you came along, Yuko, I finally understood. Having someone more important than myself made me happy. I did things for you that I never would’ve done for myself.”

			Mr. Morimiya’s tone was placid and honest. The feelings he was describing were foreign to me. Maybe once Hayase and I were spending more time together, the day would come that I would understand.

			“It’s difficult,” he continued, “living only for yourself. Because you don’t know what actually satisfies you. Money, education, work, sex—you think maybe one of them is the answer, but somehow, none of them are. But watching you grow up, Yuko, whenever you smile at me, it turns out that’s all I needed. To realize what I was missing. I’m so glad I went to that junior high reunion way back when. If I hadn’t run into Rika, I’d probably be out in the cold by now.”

			“No. Now you’re exaggerating.”

			“True. I am smart, so I probably wouldn’t be out on the streets. But my life would have been a lot more boring. I’m so glad you came into my life, Yuko.”

			I was too. I was lucky Mr. Morimiya had come into my life. All of my parents had been good people, and all of them cared for me, but before Mr. Morimiya, I lived in fear of being sent to a new family yet again. So I drew a line between me and the idea of family. I thought that if I didn’t maintain that cool composure, I’d go mad with loneliness. With Mr. Morimiya, though, somewhere along the line I forgot my fear. I started to believe that my life with him would go on forever. Regardless of blood relations or the amount of time we spent together. It was in this home that I learned just how much I needed a family, and just how much my family supported me. Maybe I should’ve thanked Mr. Morimiya and told him I felt the same, but I knew if I said anything, I’d burst into tears.

			Instead, I joked, “You’ll have to find yourself a girlfriend so you can devote yourself to her next.”

			“Oh, girlfriends aren’t worth the effort.”

			“Why not?”

			“If you come on too strong to a girlfriend, she’ll get sick of you. Seems like hard work.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I am. Say something happens to her so I make her katsudon, or say she’s depressed and I make her gyoza, or I prepare fruit jelly for her every night. She’d get sick of my cooking pretty fast.”

			“I certainly did. I kept wishing you’d give me a break on the katsudon and gyoza,” I said.

			“No you didn’t,” he laughed.

			

			“Have too much of anything and you’re bound to get sick of it.”

			“Then you should be sick of that fool by now. It doesn’t matter that the apartment’s quiet, I’ve still got piano music stuck in my head, and it’s all that drifter’s fault. It’s like he brainwashed me. Maybe I should take back my blessing.”

			 

			I hadn’t known at the time, but after Mr. Morimiya’s second refusal, Hayase started sending Mr. Morimiya letters every few days, and he always enclosed recordings of his own performances.

			I only found out about the letters on a visit to Hayase’s family after we’d chosen a venue and date for the wedding.

			Unlike our last visit, Hayase’s mother greeted us with a peaceful expression. I didn’t understand why until she handed me a letter and said, “This complaint arrived yesterday.” Looking down, I saw a curt message in familiar handwriting.

			 

			I regret to inform you, but your son, Kento Hayase continues to send me overly familiar letters and piano recordings every three days, and I am at wit’s end. He seems determined to continue until our children are happily married. I cannot live in peace, hounded by him as I am. I beg of you, assuage their concerns and allow them to marry.

			Sōsuke Morimiya

			 

			“Your father also sent along a disc copied with all the music Kento sent him,” Ms. Hayase said as she hit “play” on a CD player.

			The first song was “One Morning,” the song I’d played for the high school choir festival. It had been recorded with an electric keyboard rather than an acoustic piano. But the sound was so lively and expansive, I knew it could only be Hayase. As expected, he played it better than I had.

			“It’s strange, isn’t it?” said Ms. Hayase. “He plays far better than he did back when he was serious about the piano.”

			

			 

			“I want to hear that song,” Mr. Morimiya said, and selecting a CD from the pile in the drawer. “I always wanted you to play it for me, but you never did.”

			The song that started up had a nostalgic twang. “What is it again?”

			“‘The Wheat Song!’ I’ve told you about it!” Mr. Morimiya said as he refilled our tea.

			“‘The Wheat Song.’”

			“By Miyuki Nakajima. I begged you to play it for me before your choir festival.”

			“I don’t remember that at all.”

			Though now that he mentioned it, I did vaguely recall being at the choir festival and telling Hayase that Mr. Morimiya asked me to play Miyuki Nakajima, and I couldn’t.

			“He sent me thirty-six songs in all. And he wrote these saccharine letters to go with each and every one, telling me how he remembered hearing the song with you and how happy he planned to make you.” He looked down at the dinner table and the looming cheesecake. “Went and left the big one for last,” he muttered and took a bite.

			“When it comes to music Hayase remembers anything and everything. I think this is the first time I’ve ever heard this song, though. What’s it about?”

			“It’s about leaving your country home to go on a journey, taking the first steps into a new life. Something like that.”

			“Wow. It does sound kind of pastoral, now that you mention it.” I took a bite of cheesecake as well, but I was nearing my limit.

			“I know we live in an apartment, and we’re more in the city than the country, and you’ve only lived here eight years, but I think this place might be your country home,” Mr. Morimiya said.

			“Yeah, it might be.”

			“You can come back any time. I’m not planning on moving, and I’m not planning on dying, and I’m not planning on marrying any evil stepmother.” He paused, and then said, “If there’s one thing that drifter is good at, it’s the piano. Let’s listen to it one more time.” 

			He hit play again.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			

			 

	
			On the Sunday morning of Yuko’s wedding, a lovely hint of autumn was in the air. The heat had subsided, and the breeze was refreshing and sweet. The wedding venue was on the outskirts of the city, and its garden was brimming with small flowers in riotous bloom: cosmos and bougainvillea and more.

			I stepped into an antechamber furnished with massive windows, where family members were supposed to wait, and Hayase’s parents and older sister dashed to greet me. I’d stopped by at their reception last night to meet them all, and now they bubbled with easy conversation. “Such a nice turn in the weather!” “Looking forward to being family!” “I know it’s a small venue, but it’s so lovely!”

			I sighed a breath of relief once I was done greeting them. Now there was Rika, who’d run away and never come back. And her new husband. And also Yuko’s real father. More than the others, I dreaded meeting him and his new family.

			Everyone was there. I looked all around the room.

			“Don’t tell me you’re nervous,” Rika said, coming up to me with a grin. She’d lost weight, but she was still beautiful, and her flowing indigo dress suited her. 

			“How have you been, Rika?”

			“I’m good, I’m good! I’m sure Yuko’s told you everything, but I just wanted to say I’m sorry. In the end, I went back to the husband I had before you.” She hooked her arm in Mr. Izumigahara’s and pulled him over. “Here he is.”

			“I’m, uh, I’m terribly sorry. To have  . . . ” Mr. Izumigahara shrunk in on himself and bowed to me.

			“No, no, it’s fine. I know Rika’s happier with you,” I told him honestly.

			Rika and I were the same age, while Mr. Izumigahara was seventeen years her senior. And yet there was something right about her standing side-by-side with him. Watching the two of them as they smiled warmly at each other, I thought they looked like a true husband and wife.

			“That’s what I thought you’d say,” said Rika with another grin.

			Mr. Mito came over to me, and before I could speak, he bowed deeply. “I can’t thank you enough. For looking after her all this time, for contacting me. There aren’t words to express my gratitude.” He was well-spoken and handsome. He looked a lot like Yuko. I knew he was in his fifties, but he still looked lively and fresh, his face smooth without any hint of exhaustion.

			“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It was my pleasure.” I’d only done what came naturally.

			 

			Yuko never did read the one hundred and twelve letters from Mr. Mito. I felt guilty, reading them without her permission, but it seemed such a waste for them to go unread. And besides, I wanted to know what Yuko had been like as a child—I couldn’t help myself.

			The letters were clearly written for a little girl, and it was because of their simplicity that they pierced my heart so.

			Are you well? How is school? Are you getting along with your friends? Is school getting harder? And at the end of every letter, he always wrote, I hope each and every day that you are happy and healthy. Please know I’m with you in spirit, no matter where I am.

			Yuko had said the letters were from when he was away in Brazil, but they still continued after he returned to Japan—he gave her his new address and hoped perhaps they could meet. He wanted to see her face, even for just a moment. His letters were so fervent.

			Reading how earnestly he wished to see her, how much he loved her, I could understand why Rika had been afraid to let Yuko go to him. Just around the time Rika must have left Mr. Izumigahara, the letters stopped. Right around when Yuko first started junior high.

			Once I’d read all one hundred and twelve letters, it was all too easy for me to imagine how overjoyed this man would be to see Yuko settled in her own happiness. So I wrote him a letter. I didn’t know what to say to this man I’d never met, so I simply included the address and date of the wedding.

			I’d told Yuko only this morning that Mr. Mito would be there. “I asked him to come a little early, so perhaps you could speak to him beforehand?”

			Yuko wasn’t surprised at all. She smiled and said, “I knew it! I knew you couldn’t resist sneaking those letters away to read.”

			Despite thirteen years apart, father and daughter reunited more easily than I’d imagined. They drew close and talked excitedly, as if no time had separated them at all. Yuko smiled from ear to ear as she said, “Dad! I can’t believe you came!” and Mr. Mito started weeping and said, “Look how big you’ve grown.” She called him “Dad” without hesitation. Even after so long, there were things between the two of them, things they could understand without speaking, things they shared. I was jealous of their true family ties.

			 

			Mr. Mito and I were chatting when someone from the venue staff came in and announced, “Everyone, please head into the church. We’ll have the father of the bride come here to walk her down the aisle. If you could please come here, sir.”

			I supposed it was time. I turned to Mr. Mito, said, “Well then,” and took a step toward the church. 

			The staff rushed to intercept me. “Mr. Morimiya, you’ll be walking the bride down the aisle, so if you’d just come along with me.”

			“Oh, no, no. It’s supposed to be Mr. Mito walking her.” Maybe our notice about Yuko’s real father had been too late, and the staff hadn’t received the correction for the ceremony in time.

			

			But when I opened my mouth to say as much, Mr. Mito interrupted. “Please. It should be you handing Yuko off.” 

			The staff member added, “The bride may have three fathers in attendance, but it’s you she’s asked for, Mr. Morimiya.”

			“No, no, no, it couldn’t possibly be me,” I said, shaking my head. Mr. Mito was her birth father, and Mr. Izumigahara was so dignified, and Rika had been with her through her childhood. I was the newest parent here. I couldn’t walk her down the aisle.

			“Oh, stop grumbling and get going,” Rika said with irritation. “It’s all been arranged.”

			“But I don’t think—”

			“It’s got to be you, Morimiya,” Rika insisted, as Mr. Mito and Mr. Izumigahara nodded in agreement. “Yours is the nest she’s emptying.” 

			 

			“Why are you making that face?” Yuko asked, frowning at me when she found me near the entrance where the staff member had dragged me. She was beautiful in her wedding dress—how could she not be—but seeing her like that was another reminder that she was no longer the child I’d worked so hard to raise.

			“Because you’re making me take on this sappy role. You’re punishing me for being last place.” I couldn’t look her in the eye, so I gravely stood and stared into the church.

			“Last place?”

			“That’s right. I’m your last place parent, and that’s why you’re making me walk you down the aisle.”

			“Hardly!” Yuko said without reservation. She looked into my eyes and smiled at me. “I’m not making you do this because you’re ‘last place!’ You’re the only one who could do this! You’re the one who stayed by my side, as my father, the whole time. And I’m leaving your home. The only home I can go back to.”

			I wanted to say something, something worth more than one hundred and twelve letters, worth more than three million yen, but there wasn’t time. The staff explained how Yuko and I were supposed to walk together, and then they led us to the big doors. While we waited, Yuko put her hand to her stomach. “Oh, I ate so many sandwiches this morning. You always make too much, Mr. Morimiya.”

			“And you always take too many seconds.” I’d made egg sandwiches this morning. I’d also made ham sandwiches, and tuna sandwiches too, but Yuko stuck to the egg ones, and she ate a lot of them.

			“I always eat too much when you cook for me.”

			“And I always cook so much because you’re too hungry!”

			“Thank you, Mr. Morimiya.”

			“Oh. I thought you might finally call me Dad, since we’re here at the end.”

			“Even though it doesn’t suit you at all?” Yuko said with a laugh. “It doesn’t matter what I call you, because dad, mom, papa, mama? None of them compare to you, Mr. Morimiya.” She put her hand on my arm.

			How strange. The time had come to let go of this precious woman, but I sensed no darkness—only utterly transparent joy.

			“Now be sure to smile,” said the staff person, and at their signal, the huge doors opened.

			The sun shone down on the aisle, and at the other end, Hayase stood waiting. For me, true happiness didn’t come from nurturing joy alongside someone day after day—rather it came from passing the baton of my life to the great unknown future. On that day long ago I’d made my decision, and it had brought me to this moment.

			“Come on. Let’s go.”

			Together we took a step, and around us, the world was already brimming with light.
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