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  LET ME PREFACE THIS with a disclaimer.


  If life is a person’s story, then this story is not about me. Nor Richard, for that matter. This is a story of a boy named Minoru Kirie.


  Our story begins with Minoru in his first year of junior high. He’s an only child. He lives with his mother, and that’s all—there’s no other family in the picture. He’s 155 centimeters tall, his favorite food is curry, and he doesn’t have many friends.


  I hear what you’re saying, and no, this boy isn’t me. He’s not Richard, either. But I have to wonder: If a life is a person’s story, can you really tell that story with one person alone?


  People say we weren’t meant to live alone, and I agree with this sentiment to a certain extent. But I also think there’s more to it than that. Some people swear you can do anything if you put your mind to it. Some people swear you can pay no attention to the buzzing discord of the outside world and take off in a rowboat across the ocean of life all by your lonesome. It’s not easy to sail on alone, but some people do make that choice for themselves.


  I don’t think I’m built for that, though. I don’t think Minoru is, either.


  Living means endless encounters that leave an equally endless chain of people-shaped marks upon our lives. Sometimes that mark is left by the clerk at the convenience store. Sometimes it’s left by a family member. Everyone leaves a mark; it’s just the depth that varies.


  A meeting of two people is a tiny overlap of two timelines. A life, then, is a collection of these overlaps building up, bit by bit, spreading out with every overlap like the ripples the rain leaves on the surface of a pond.


  So, yes, this is Minoru’s story. That’s just a fact. But it’s also Richard’s and my story, because some small part of it overlaps with ours. That, too, is just a fact—a fact that makes me smile.
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  “I’M SORRY, I don’t mean to frighten you,” said the woman in one of Minoru’s earliest memories. Glasses, ponytail—that’s how he remembered her, the woman looking him right in the eyes and repeating herself. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to frighten you, but you could have died just now.”


  How old was he? Four? Five? It was summer, at any rate, and Minoru remembered with crystal clarity his father taking him to the park to play catch before leaving him all alone. It fell to Minoru to walk home by himself with nothing but the ball for company. He kicked it. He kicked it again. He kicked it so hard that it went wide, bouncing off a concrete wall and rolling into the road. Minoru scurried after it. The next thing he knew, a white car came to a screeching halt just under his nose.


  For a moment, the steady shuwa shuwa shuwa chatter of cicadas winked out. He didn’t know what had just happened. He was stuck there, holding the ball in a blank daze, until the door opened and Ponytail-Glasses stepped out. Her face was a mask of anger; her voice boomed loud.


  “Where are your parents?” she demanded of Minoru. “Where is your mum? Your dad?”


  Mum. Her accent marked her as being from the Kansai region. Minoru had never heard anyone talk like that except on TV.


  His parents didn’t like him talking to strangers, so Minoru said nothing. But the lady would not be put off by his silence. She looked almost as if she wanted to cry, confusing poor Minoru—was she that mad at him? Terrifying. She badgered him with questions until his resistance caved and he promised to show her where he lived.


  He remembered the car creeping along all the way to his house. He remembered the lady bowing deeply to Minoru’s mother and launching into a diatribe so serious that it went over Minoru’s head entirely. Moments later, Minoru’s mother turned white as a sheet, and Minoru knew he must have done something wrong.


  His mother rounded on him. “Why did you run out in front of a car?”


  Only then did Minoru realize what he’d done: dashed out into the road when he shouldn’t have. But the haze of confusion remained—a stranger, here, at his house where no stranger should have been. Everything seemed far away and blanketed by clouds.


  The lady apologized and bowed; his mother apologized and bowed. Then she—the lady—straightened and turned to Minoru, much to his surprise. Hadn’t she apologized? Wasn’t everything to be forgiven?


  The lady squatted down to look Minoru in the eyes. That was when she said the line that would lodge in Minoru’s memory and take up permanent residence:


  You could have died just now.


  Minoru didn’t understand why she prefaced her words with that double “I don’t mean to frighten you.” Minoru wasn’t frightened. Not upset, either. Honestly, he didn’t completely comprehend what the lady had said.


  What did it mean to “die,” really?


  To live, sure—he understood that. Living meant a beating heart and working lungs. Minoru’s heart pounded in his chest, and his lungs pumped in and out. Neither had stopped. So, what would it have meant to die?


  Now that Minoru was almost thirteen, close to a decade later, he still wondered that from time to time. Sometimes he couldn’t shake the thought of death, even on sunny spring days like this one, on his way home from junior high.


  “Welcome in. W’llc’monin. W’llc’monin.”


  The bell over the door tinkled every time a would-be customer stepped into the first-floor drugstore just across from the train station. It was a little shop, tucked snugly between a supermarket and a florist.


  The clerk, a young man with brown hair parked behind the counter, flicked an eye to the doorway with every chime of the bell. He never once noticed Minoru at the back of the store, his view obscured by shelves packed with higgledy-piggledy piles of cotton swabs, adhesive bandages, lip balm, and more. Minoru, at just 155 centimeters tall, had only to bend his head slightly to be swallowed up in the shadow of the shelf.


  No one noticed Minoru.


  No one.


  Minoru swallowed down a gob of spit. His heartbeat thundered in his ears, the lub-dub, lub-dub seeming to resonate from a spot just below his eardrums.


  The bell jangled again. “W’llc’monin.”


  Minoru reached out and grabbed a plastic bag of bandages marked with a hundred-yen price tag. He shoved the bag into the pockets of his school uniform. 


  No one saw him. No one was watching. But try telling that to Minoru’s racing heart.


  He worked to feign calm as he advanced up the drugstore aisle. All he had to do was make it out the door. All he had to do was get out without anyone raising the alarm. Then everything—the theft, the world, everything—would be okay. Okay? What did it mean to be okay? He didn’t know, but he didn’t care to worry about it, either. So long as nobody spotted him, so long as he managed his egress without being caught, he knew everything would turn out all right.


  His steps quickened. He rounded a corner where shelves containing lipstick jostled racks of shampoo and conditioner for space. He made a beeline for the door. It was just ahead of him. The automatic doors were opening—


  And he smacked right into a man.


  “Ack!” he yelped.


  “Whoa there,” said the man. Tall, pale grey suit. Glossy lilac tie, like a stripe of some unknown metal.


  Minato stammered out an apology under his breath and pivoted. He needed to get out of there—fast. There was a rack of newspapers in the way. Stupid thing to put on a rack. No one bought those newspapers, anyway.


  Two more steps and he was free. Just two more steps.


  But then the clerk, a robot trained to say “W’llc’monin,” broke the script and said, “Hey, kid. Yeah, you. Hold it right there.”


  He came out from behind the counter, breaking into a half jog. Minoru’s legs turned to ice.


  The clerk’s face was a blank mask. “Turn out your pockets.”


  Minoru’s heart thudded lub-dub. “Sorry?” he managed eventually.


  “Your pockets. Turn ’em out.”


  “But why?” Minoru said.


  “You know why.”


  Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.


  The clerk pointed to the back corner that Minoru had just vacated. “We have security cameras.”


  Minato’s mind went blank.


  “Turn out your pockets,” the clerk repeated. His voice was so cold, so commanding, it might’ve belonged to God. “Now.”


  Minoru put his hand in his pocket. Plumbed its depths with his fingers. And—


  “Wait, what?” he said.


  “What is it?” said the clerk.


  “It’s gone. I mean, my pockets are empty.”


  “Let me see.”


  Minoru complied wordlessly, holding his pockets open for the clerk to check. They were empty. There was nothing in them. His pockets might’ve been dark, empty caves ending in the seams of cloth that made up his names.


  “What the…?” said the clerk.


  The clerk stared at Minoru. Minoru stared back. There were supposed to be bandages. But there weren’t. The bandages might’ve vanished into thin air.


  Back at the register, an old man waiting in line made a point of clearing his throat. The brunet clerk scowled and scratched his head. “That’s weird,” he muttered, mostly to himself. “Could’ve sworn I saw the kid on the cameras.”


  Then he departed, returning to the cash register and leaving Minoru alone in the doorway. False alarm—apparently.


  Minoru slumped against the door in relief before the hairs on the back of his neck went up in a prickle. There were eyes on him. He turned, slowly; he was right—there was someone watching him. Just in front of the shampoo and conditioner rack. It was the man in the lilac necktie—and he had something in his hand.


  Like a wizard revealing a magical artifact of great puissance, the man let his hand fall open to show Minoru what was inside. A small plastic baggy. The bandages.


  The breath died in Minoru’s throat. He turned. He ran. The door jangled behind him, the chimes fading away into the distance as he bolted.


  He had been spotted. The man in the lilac necktie had seen everything. Everything! And then he’d swiped the bandages from Minoru’s pocket during their collision in the doorway. Hadn’t he? There was no other explanation. But why? What good would a bag of bandages do for the man in the lilac necktie? It just didn’t add up.


  Maybe the man was the head of a pickpocket ring. Maybe he was a yakuza gangster. Maybe he served one of a half dozen other roles in the seedy underbelly of society, all the titles synonymous with danger tumbling through Minato’s mind. Anyone who could swipe items from another person’s pocket had to be capable of any number of terrifying deeds. The man could come up behind Minoru, clap his hand on Minoru’s shoulder, and blackmail Minoru for money. The possibilities were endless! I saw everything, the man would say. Now listen up, if you know what’s good for you.


  Minoru pounded across the footbridge over the pollution-choked river, turned a corner at the convenience store, and dashed down the next street. He ran and ran until his breath failed and his steps flagged. He was at the crown of a hill; he could see clear down to the ocean. He looked left, looked right. No one had followed him. The man in the suit was nowhere to be seen.


  Minoru heaved a huge sigh of relief and pressed on, slower now, his steps dogged by exhaustion. His body felt like it was made of lead. What had just happened? What had possessed him to steal a pack of bandages? The more he thought about it, the less sense it made. He didn’t have a cut or scrape. He didn’t need any bandages. But something had compelled him to take them, a need that gripped him so strongly, he felt like resistance would’ve killed him. He’d had this sensation that he was floating, that he was outside of himself—a feeling not unlike the moment when he’d been informed of his near brush with death—and the next thing he knew, he was cramming the bag into his pocket.


  As the haze that fogged his mind lifted, misery rolled in to take its place. The evening sky above was blanketed with a thin layer of clouds. Minoru walked along in silence, passing the occasional dog walker or teenager dressed in a uniform declaring their attendance at one of the neighborhood private schools.


  Minoru’s house sat in the unlucky spot halfway between two train stations, such that the walk was a chore regardless of which station he chose. Worse, it was all uphill either way, and he had nothing but the wealthy homes lining the road for company.


  He lived in the Yamate neighborhood of Yokohama—it was called the “Bluff,” this older name borrowed from English. Yamate was known for being an affluent part of town. Once, some of the earliest Western dignitaries to Japan had called Yamate home, and the European-style housing left over from those days made it a modern-day tourist attraction—and astronomically expensive. Even the short walk home was a tour of all the many styles of wealth. Here was a three-storied building, its front wall a single, unbroken panel of glass. Here, a house whose enormous attached garage boasted an electronic roll-up door. Here, a whimsical log cabin with a truck touting a boat parked in the driveway. Every one of the Yamate families came from money.


  Well, save a few exceptions. Like Minoru’s.


  His walk home snaked up the winding road past mansion after mansion until, in a gap between several large homes, Minoru spotted what looked like nothing so much as an abandoned lot, thanks to its vast sprawl of unruly vegetation. Numbering some fifty-plus meters in both width and length, the lot could’ve hosted a public facility rather than a residential home.


  Nevertheless, nestled in the overgrowth was a three-story Western mansion. The Jungle House, the neighbors called it. Unlike the Bluff’s other historical homes built in the late 1800s for the British, American, and French dignitaries, the Jungle House was constructed much more recently—at least, if the local gossip was to be believed. Some rich Showa-era tycoon had had it done up in the style of the other European homes in an era of housing where running water and electricity was the norm.


  But for all that, no one had ever known the Jungle House to have any occupants. No one had even seen so much as a gardener to tidy up the grounds. However, no For Sale sign ever cropped up in the yard—clearly, someone owned the place, but who?


  Some people claimed the place was haunted, but Minoru didn’t put much stock in such rumors. He’d never seen a ghost, and he felt like he would’ve by now. After all, he lived right next door to the Jungle House.


  The Jungle House was enclosed on all sides by high, imposing iron railings like a storybook castle, so tall that a grown adult would’ve failed to see over. The only break in this fortification came on the side facing the street, where a small house snuggled up close to its grander cousin. Two stories tall with no more than two rooms per floor, this house bore a stronger resemblance to a warehouse than a place where people lived. Tourists, noting its proximity of but a few short meters from the Jungle House’s gates, often mistook it for a sort of guardhouse and came knocking.


  But it was no guardhouse. It was Minoru’s home.


  He stood in front of the door and sized up the yellow boards, speckled with wood grain. He knew what lay on the other side. Just beyond the door was the kitchen, and if he passed through that, he would find the bathroom on the left and a room crammed with white, semi-translucent garbage bags on the right. Up the stairs was his mother’s room, where he would find his mother asleep even now, surrounded by a protective layer of even more garbage bags.


  He would’ve tossed them all if he could, but whenever he tried to touch any of the trash, his mother turned furious. Minoru had long since forgotten what was in any of them. It didn’t matter. His mother refused to give any of it up.


  These days, his mother was always asleep. Times when she was awake were few and far between, and Minoru preferred it that way. He liked his mother better asleep. Waking hours brought confusing mutterings that he failed to understand; sometimes, he didn’t know if she even recognized him. She only ever tidied up, and even then only slightly, when Mr. Fukuda from the children’s social services office came by. “Everything’s fine,” she said. “There’s no trouble at all.” But the moment Mr. Fukuda was gone, she returned to her usual state of collapse, as if she were nothing more than another trash bag. She hadn’t been to the doctor in a long, long time. All she needed was a little rest, she said, and she’d be fine. But Minoru knew better. She’d been saying the same thing since he was in upper elementary school, and she’d never got any better. If she were fine, she’d have been back on her feet by now. If she were fine, she’d have shown at least some sign of improvement.


  Minoru turned away from the front door and went around to the back of the house. For no reason that he knew, there was a small innocuous gate just a hair taller than he was, which led to the Jungle House. It was chained shut, but all it took was stacking three big buckets from the hundred-yen shop for Minoru to scramble over it to the other side.


  He built his impromptu ladder, swung his leg over—the knee of his uniform caught on some sharp protrusion and ripped—and then he was free. He staggered as he hit the lawn, then stood up, brushing the dirt off his clothes, and set off into the jungle.


  The grounds of the Jungle House were significantly larger than those of the other mansions nearby. Once, the yard might have been the perfect place to take a family dog out to play, but the dense vegetation that covered everything made that impossible now. There were trees everywhere—tall trees cresting the mansion’s roof, shorter trees from the tropics, still-shorter trees that could’ve been hedges left unpruned for many years. There were more species of plant life than Minoru could count in every possible shade of green. The sun hadn’t yet sunk below the horizon, but it was dark as night under the overgrowth, the entire mansion swathed in murky shade.


  Minoru relaxed in the dim half-light. The mystery man from the drugstore wouldn’t follow him here. No one would. No one or nothing would.


  It was his safe place, the Jungle House. Safer than home.


  Sometimes, Minoru entertained notions of a person dying in the secluded jungle, somewhere the body would never be discovered. Maybe it’d already happened—if the rumors that the place was haunted were to be believed, that is. Maybe he would be the one to find the corpse. Then, imagine: The quiet neighborhood would erupt into chaos. The police would be called in; the place would be swarming with TV reporters. Everything would change, and maybe, just maybe, his mother would finally get better. 


  A happy thought, that. But an impossible one.


  He pushed his way through a thicket of foliage to sit at the base of his favorite tree, hugging his knees. It was the time of year when the cherry blossoms were just beginning to fall, but there was still a chill in the air, and Minoru was glad he was still in his winter clothes. To get his spring things out, he’d have to shove aside all the trash bags on the second floor to make enough room to open the wardrobe, and that would require his mother getting out of bed. That was sure to set her back further, which was the last thing Minoru wanted. Easier to stay in his winter clothes until summer rolled around. He’d just have to hope the weather stayed cool.


  He lifted his head from his knees and noticed, with a start, that something was not quite right about the Jungle House. Every window should’ve been shuttered up to keep the rain out. But some of the wooden panels were missing, revealing a glimpse of the mansion’s interior along one wall of the second floor—the section closest to Minoru’s house.


  Minoru’s heart skipped a beat. How? Why? Who? Had someone broken in? Maybe a realtor had come by? Or what—one of any number of other possible explanations?


  And then Minoru yelped. He hadn’t meant to, but there was someone inside the house. Inside the Jungle House. It was hard to make out, but he knew what he saw: a man with golden blond hair and pale blue eyes that were the color of a will-o’-the-wisp. A figure so graceful, so elegant, it could not have been a creature of this world.


  It crossed from the right side of Minoru’s view to the left—and vanished.


  “I-It’s a ghost!” Minoru stammered out. “There’s a ghost in the Jungle House!”


  He clapped his hands over his mouth. What if it heard him? What if the figure warped behind him, one side of its face startlingly beautiful, the other a mask of grave worms and rot? It was a ghost; anything was possible. He sprang to his feet and tiptoed back the way he had come, trying to make as little noise as he could. The sun would be down in minutes, and he dearly wanted to be home before that happened. He needed to get home. Now. Now. Now!


  He cleared the top of the gate, ripping a wild gash through the right knee of his uniform to the skin beneath. He pressed his hand to the wound, and his fingers came away wet. He was bleeding—painfully so. Too bad I don’t have those bandages, he thought, but he dismissed the idea as quickly as it’d come. It was for the best that he hadn’t stolen anything. But he couldn’t so easily dismiss that creeping sensation of floating out of his body.


  Minoru eased open the front door and called into the house, “I’m home.” No response. He went to wash his knee in the shower. Even then, no one bothered to come and check on him. But he knew he wasn’t alone. He knew his mother was in bed upstairs.


  It was only a matter of time, Minoru thought, before he’d really steal something. Anything. It didn’t matter what. Something random, something insignificant, something he didn’t care one way or another for. And then maybe someone would notice him.


  No, it didn’t matter what he stole. Not when there were many things he didn’t care one way or another about—least of all himself.


   


  The next day of school passed with nothing to differentiate it from all the days before. Minoru attended a school called Yokohama Kaihan Municipal Junior High. He arrived every day at 8:10, made no effort to speak to any of his classmates, never raised his hand in class, and at lunch made do with a roll he’d bought in bulk for cheap from the grocery outlet. There was no mandatory lunch menu at Minoru’s school; instead, there was an even split of students who bought the school lunch and those who brought theirs from home, for which Minoru was grateful. In the back of the classroom, his Chinese classmates carried on an animated conversation in Mandarin over their lunch boxes. A good third of the school were international students, and he was awash in a babble of different languages on the daily. Just as they’d all been told in orientation, the various signs around school—Staff Office, Library, and so on—were written in Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. It was that kind of school. A real hassle for the teachers, Minoru guessed.


  But being that kind of school, it meant that no one paid any attention to a boy who ate bulk-purchased rolls every day for lunch, and that was a comfort.


  He trudged through his portion of the after-school cleaning rotation and made to hurry home when his homeroom teacher, Mr. Kawaguchi, caught him in the hallway.


  “Kirie?” Mr. Kawaguchi said. He was a solidly built man who was never seen without one of his trademark white polo shirts.


  “Yes, sir?” said Minoru.


  “Could you come to the counselor’s office? Mr. Fukuda is here to talk to you.”


  This time, Minoru did not answer so readily. “Yes, sir.”


  Mr. Fukuda, a bespectacled gentleman of about fifty, worked for the local child social services. It was in fifth grade that Mr. Fukuda started popping by periodically, visiting Minoru at home and school to ask kindly, well-meaning questions like “And how is your mother doing?” or “How is school going for you?” He’d even helped Minoru fill out the forms to enroll in junior high, in place of Minoru’s mother. Minoru didn’t have fond memories of the child social services office, but he didn’t mind Mr. Fukuda.


  It was just…well. He’d only been in junior high for a few weeks, and already the teachers knew he had a social worker. It got under his skin, and it hurt.


  Minoru followed Mr. Kawaguchi to the counselor’s room in silence. Mr. Fukuda always stressed that Minoru could come talk to him about anything. Minoru didn’t have it in him to spill his guts like that, but he thought that today he might make an exception. He might tell Mr. Fukuda he’d tried shoplifting—although he’d leave out the bit where the bandages vanished from his pocket only to wind up in the hands of some mystery man. Mr. Fukuda would just chalk that up as a figment of a wild imagination, and Minoru didn’t want to wind back up in one of those homes for children. He could only imagine what the shock would do to his mother.


  The school building had four floors, and the counselor’s office was at the very back of the third floor. Mr. Kawaguchi raised his voice to announce the two of them—“Pardon us”—and pushed the door open along its rubber treads.


  Minoru peeked out from around Mr. Kawaguchi. There was Mr. Fukuda, a beige vest worn over his button-up, and…


  “Hello,” said a stranger.


  Minoru felt faint. It was him. The man from the store, right in front of him. The navy suit was different, and the hairstyle was a touch more formal, but there was no mistaking him. It was him.


  Minoru’s heart just about stopped. His feet froze to the floor until Mr. Kawaguchi prompted him to step inside. Minoru was too taken aback to do anything but obey—there was no hope of running away, in any case—and the door closed behind him with a quiet thump.


  Mr. Fukuda smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Minoru. How is school?”


  Minoru was too tongue-tied to answer.


  “Oh, who is this, you wonder? Let’s have him introduce himself.”


  “Hello,” said the man. “My name is Seigi Nakata. It’s great to meet you, Mr. Kirie.”


  The stranger’s voice was clear, and well enunciated, the kind of voice that ninety-nine out of one hundred people would call pleasant to listen to. He—Seigi Nakata—bowed to Minoru and flashed him a smile, a code word that only he and Minoru could comprehend. This was no first meeting, that smile said.


  Minoru’s heart was ready to explode from his chest. He thought he’d gotten away. He thought he hadn’t been followed. But he was wrong. This Seigi Nakata man had only been biding his time.


  Fighting back the urge to scream, Minoru turned to Mr. Fukuda. Who was this man? he beseeched with his eyes. What was he doing here? Why, oh why was he with Mr. Fukuda?


  Mr. Fukuda beamed his usual kindly smile at Minoru, but Minoru detected a kind of discomfort in the look. He was hiding something, Minoru realized, behind that smile.


  “Mr. Kirie, I actually happen to be a distant relative of yours,” this Seigi Nakata said. “I’ve stopped by your house a few times before, but I was never able to get a chance to talk to you. So I reached out to Mr. Fukuda and the school to see if I could get in touch with you here. I’m sorry for dropping in on you with no warning—really, I am. I’m sure this is a lot to take in.”


  A lot to take in was putting it mildly. A relative? Seigi Nakata was part of Minoru’s family? Impossible. Since he was small, Minoru’s mother had warned him plenty to never trust strange adults who claimed to be related to him. He’d asked her any number of times why he didn’t have any other family, just her, but she’d never given him a clear answer. But the lack of answer didn’t change the facts: He had no family. None. Nonexistent family members couldn’t spring up out of thin air. And even if—just for argument’s sake—this Seigi Nakata really was related to Minoru, how could Minoru trust a man who had stolen a bag of bandages out of his pant leg pocket like some kind of master thief?


  Unable to speak, Minoru squeezed his eyes shut and said nothing. He felt Seigi Nakata’s warm gaze boring into him. The man was not taken aback by Minoru’s silence or compelled to plaster an insincere smile on his face, unlike Mr. Fukuda. Maybe, Minoru hoped faintly, Seigi Nakata would give up and leave if he said nothing. But the stranger did no such thing.


  Mr. Fukuda intervened. “Minoru, do you have any plans this afternoon?” He acted like the idea had just occurred to him, but Minoru could tell all too easily it was just for show. “Because if not, I would love to take you and Mr. Nakata out for tea. You have a sweet tooth, don’t you? How do cookies sound? Shortcake?”


  Minoru didn’t bother responding to that, either. He’d liked sweets once, sure. But it felt like a hundred years since he’d tasted dessert. These days, he subsisted purely on water, tea, and freeze-dried meals or bulk rolls. The school lunch was 330 yen per day, and Minoru’s family didn’t have 330 yen to spare.


  His mom couldn’t hold down a job. They had a little tucked away in the bank and a post office savings account, but the steady trickle of household bills wore away at that nest egg. Minoru knew through Mr. Fukuda that they received a lump sum every month—something called a child support government benefit—and his mother certainly didn’t rack up expenses in bed all day. Still, electricity and gas had to be paid for. Money was tight, as Minoru knew all too well from paying the bills every month at the convenience store kiosks.


  Cookies and shortcake. What a joke.


  Just the thought of them soured Minoru’s mood even further. He wished he’d never been born. He spoke to the floor. “I do have plans, actually. May I be allowed to leave?”


  “Really, now. Mr. Nakata came all this way—”


  “It’s all right,” Seigi Nakata interrupted. “I shouldn’t have sprung this on him.”


  Minoru’s body seized up every time this man spoke. He felt like there was a hidden, unvoiced message behind every word—I know all about you. I know what you are.


  But that was it. He was free. He left with Mr. Kawaguchi, fighting back the urge to bolt. He wanted to run, to find somewhere where this Seigi Nakata couldn’t follow. But the man knew where Minoru lived. He knew all about Minoru’s mother and seemed to know Mr. Fukuda, too. Where was there to run?


  He staggered down the third-floor stairs.


  A kid, passing the other way, said, “Didja get called into the office?”


  Minoru said nothing. This interlocutor was the kid who sat next to him in class, a boy named Akagi. He was on the taller end, closing in on 170 centimeters. One of those athletic types.


  “What’d you do?” Akagi pressed. “You in trouble?”


  Minoru pretended not to hear and brushed past his classmate.


  “Ignore me, why don’t you?” Akagi called after him.


  Minoru, like most of his classmates, was a little afraid of the guy; there’d been talk back in elementary school that Akagi did martial arts of some kind. People tended to treat him with a certain level of respect, but right now, Minoru just didn’t have it in him to tiptoe around his classmate.


  Seigi Nakata.


  He couldn’t have wiped that name from his memory even if he’d wanted to. He half expected to have nightmares of this man snatching him up and carting him halfway across the world. There was a song called “The Red Shoes” that often played over the loudspeakers in the Yamate neighborhood, a staple of Yokohama culture. The first line of the song went, “There was a little girl in red shoes spirited away by a foreigner,” and right now, Minoru felt like he’d gained red shoes of his own.


  But the more he thought about it, the more he wondered if it was really such a bad thing to be spirited away. To be somewhere else, somewhere far, far away, to vanish like you’d floated away into the sky—maybe that wasn’t so bad after all.


  If Seigi Nakata spirited him away and sold him off, the question was: Where? Somewhere in Southeast Asia, maybe? And what was Southeast Asia like, anyway? He knew the general geographic location from the name—but which Asian countries lay to the southeast of Japan? He would’ve learned it in elementary school—he must have—but now he couldn’t remember just what he’d been taught.


  He stayed lost in thought, assembling all the pieces of a dream in his own head, as he changed shoes to go out. Kaihan Junior High was not far from a busy commercial district, and the streets were packed with cars, leaving little room for pedestrians. He was one foot out of the gate and off to the nearest station when he heard a shout of “Wait!”


  Seigi Nakata, suit jacket slung over one arm, jogged up behind him. Minoru froze. He wanted to run, but his legs refused to move.


  There was something sheepish about the smile Seigi Nakata offered him. He crouched, meeting Minoru at eye level, and stuck out a hand. “Here,” he said.


  Minoru said nothing. In Seigi Nakata’s hand was a box of adhesive bandages—not a cheap baggie but a proper box with “pack of twenty” written on the packaging. There was no way it cost only a hundred yen.


  “Use these,” Seigi Nakata said.


  Minoru’s eyes widened. Seigi Nakata couldn’t have known that his scraped knee stung even now, hidden under the fabric of his uniform. It just wasn’t possible—unless Seigi Nakata was a mind reader. A terrifying concept.


  Yet as frightened as he was, Minoru found himself strangely compelled to trust this man. Mr. Fukuda was known to give Minoru spare clothes or groceries, but those were never for Minoru alone. The gifts were addressed to the family as a whole, giving Minoru the sense that Mr. Fukuda was using him only as a bridge to reach Minoru’s mother.


  But Seigi Nakata had eyes only for Minoru. Not Minoru and someone else. Just Minoru.


  So Minoru decided to ask a question of his own. “Who are you?” he said.


  “My name is Seigi Nakata. I’m from Tokyo, and I want to help you.”


  I want to help you. Mr. Fukuda said he wanted to help Minoru, too, but Minoru didn’t know what exactly that meant. There was nothing he could think to ask for help for—and even if there had been, a promise to help and the real problems he faced were two discrete, unbridgeable concepts in Minoru’s mind.


  “Are you from the social services?” he asked.


  “No, nothing like that. I’m a private secretary, actually.”


  “For a company?”


  “Sort of. A small one.”


  Seigi Nakata beamed with pride. The size of the company, evidently, had no bearing on this man’s regard for it. But now this made even less sense. Why would a private secretary want to help Minoru? It didn’t add up, and that was before Minoru tried to work out how bandages fit into the equation.


  He broached the topic tentatively. “So, about what happened at the drugstore…”


  “Oh. Did I spook you? To be honest, I’m not sure why I did that, either.”


  Minoru didn’t know what to say. Seigi Nakata wasn’t chastising him for the attempted theft; if anything, the man seemed a little apologetic for his own part in that strange meeting. Minoru was, by turns, baffled, mortified, heart-wrenchingly uncomfortable—and just ever so slightly gratified.


  Seigi Nakata gave that same sheepish smile again. There were other emotions bleeding through: joy, affection. Sadness, too. “Do you mind if I come visit you again?”


  At length, Minoru admitted, “I don’t know.”


  “Okay. Let’s count that as a tentative yes. Here, let me leave you a business card. You can call me any time you need to.”


  Seigi Nakata rummaged in the pocket of the jacket hanging over his arm—Minoru eyed a tag labeled with some fancy Latin-letter font—and produced a flat, black, rectangular card case. It was made entirely of wood except for the sparkling, clear jewel embedded in the top that was shaped like a pair of butterfly wings. The luster of the gemstone captivated Minoru.


  Seigi Nakata grinned. “You like that? Believe it or not, that comes from a shell. They cut thin slices of the sparkly part and put them on things.”


  “That’s a shell?”


  A clue, Minoru thought. Maybe Seigi Nakata would snatch him up and sell him to a factory that made luxury products from bits of shell like the one in the man’s very hand. Where such a factory would be, he didn’t know. Nowhere in Japan for sure. Child-snatching foreigners were, well, foreign. Seigi Nakata looked Japanese, but there was an unmistakable air about him that suggested he was, in some way, not far off from being a foreigner himself.


  He picked a white business card out of the case, changed his mind, and put it back. Then he flipped the case over and dumped the cards into his palm and stuffed them in an unceremonious heap into his pants pocket. Now there was just one card left in the case. This he proffered to Minoru—case and all.


  “Wait, what?” said Minoru.


  “Take the whole thing. I have a spare case.”


  “But—” He shook his head frantically. This wasn’t some trinket from the hundred-yen shop, or even its slightly pricier cousin.


  Seigi Nakata smiled, blissfully unbothered with the price of his strange gift. “Think of it as a token of our new friendship.”


  “A what?”


  “A token. It means I’m happy I got to meet you. All right, Mr. Kirie. See you soon!”


  The man tipped Minoru a wink. Minoru had never seen anyone wink in real life before. Then again, Seigi Nakata was handsome enough to be on TV—maybe that explained it. But before he could recover from the shock, Seigi Nakata had already bustled away to a car idling on the side of the road. He bowed in apology to the line of honking cars trapped behind it, got behind the wheel, and sped off with a squeal of tires. The car was big, a blue four-door sedan with a winged logo rising from the hood. A rich-person car, clearly.


  Minoru was still rooted to the spot with the card case in his hand when Mr. Fukuda came up behind him. “You didn’t go with Mr. Nakata?” Mr. Fukuda asked.


  “Huh? Why would I?”


  “Well, he said he was going to your house.”


  To see Minoru’s mother, presumably. Why hadn’t Seigi Nakata mentioned that to Minoru? Maybe the man needed to talk with her, needed to hold a conversation not meant for a child’s ears. Money stuff, maybe. Or maybe he had some other pressing errand to be taken care of first, one Minoru couldn’t be privy to. Or maybe, Minoru thought, maybe he wanted to get at Minoru’s mother when Minoru wasn’t there.


  Minoru blanched. What should he do? Run after the car?


  Before he could make up his mind, Mr. Fukuda smiled at him—a forced smile, Minoru noticed. “Actually, I’d like a moment to talk with you. Let’s stop by the park near your house. It’d be good to sit down.”


  Minoru hesitated, torn. “Okay,” he said finally.


  He shoved the card case in his pocket and followed Mr. Fukuda. His eyes scanned the road, searching for any sign of the blue car, but the vehicle was nowhere to be seen.


   


  “She’s going to be put in the hospital?” Minoru repeated.


  “We don’t know for certain yet,” said Mr. Fukuda. “But we’ve reached the point where we believe Ms. Yura Kirie needs additional support. It’s for your own good just as much as hers.”


  Mr. Fukuda would slip into calling Minoru’s mother by her full name from time to time. As odd as it sounded, Minoru called her “Ms. Yura” in his head, too. He knew she was his mom—it wasn’t like he could forget that—but it had been apparent since he was young that his mother was a separate person from him. The “Ms.” just seemed to follow from that. He never said it out loud, though; he didn’t want his friends giving him odd looks.


  So this was it. Ms. Yura Kirie might need to be put in the hospital. Which meant Minoru would be left all alone.


  “If nothing else, she should see a doctor to determine the best course of action,” Mr. Fukuda went on.


  “But Mom won’t…” Minoru hesitated. Stopped. “She doesn’t go outside on her own.”


  “Yes, we’re aware. But, Minoru, we have to consider it like this. If she can’t go outside now, it’s not likely that another year—two years, five years, even—will fix it. We want you and Ms. Yura to be happy and healthy. Does that make sense to you?”


  Minoru turned the gentle question over in his mind. Whenever Mr. Fukuda asked him a question and waited for his response, he knew the matter had already been settled. Soon, Minoru’s mother would be sent off to that “additional support.” End of story.


  Not unkindly, Mr. Fukuda told the silent boy, “What we’re doing now is called getting her into inpatient treatment. That means your mother will go to the hospital, and a doctor will talk with her to figure out the next steps. It will take some time, and your mother may not come home right away. We want someone to be there for you while all this is happening. Well—it’s the law, really. You’re a minor, so you need to have a guardian.”


  In Japanese, Mr. Fukuda explained, the characters that made up the word guardian evoked an image of a person who stood behind you and looked out for you. Minoru didn’t think he needed someone to look out for him—if anyone needed the help, it was his mother. He could get by on his own just fine. He knew how to make his own tea and pay the utility bills on time. His mother, on the other hand, would stop eating or go a whole week without bathing if left to her own devices. And she seemed just miserable day in and day out. Minoru knew someone needed to step in and do something for her, but there wasn’t a thing he could do about it, and it tore him up inside.


  “Would that make things easier for Mom?” he said.


  “We think so. At the very least, it’ll be better for her than lying in bed all day. We’ve seen positive outcomes in many of the cases we’ve provided similar support for.”


  Minoru had nothing to say to that.


  “I’m sorry, Minoru,” said Mr. Fukuda. “Several of my colleagues think it isn’t appropriate for us to share so many details, but I’m of the belief that we can’t provide support without explaining things to the family first. You’re a smart boy. It’s best if you know what’s going on.”


  A smart boy. What an odd way to describe Minoru. Sure, his grades had been above average when he was little—but then fifth grade hit, and things took a downturn. Now he was in junior high and everything was difficult. Especially English. He understood the lessons about as little as his classmates’ conversations in Chinese. A smart boy? Him? That couldn’t be further from the truth.


  He sat there in his own silence while Mr. Fukuda laid out the three options available to him. His own “next steps.”


  Number one: Move into one of the children’s social services temporary group homes and transfer to a school nearer to the home. It was still up in the air where this home might be, but it wouldn’t be local. Minoru would have to leave his current school no matter what.


  Number two: Move in with a distant relative of his mother’s. A likely candidate had been decided upon already, an elderly lady in Akita Prefecture. She knew Minoru existed, at the very least—Mr. Fukuda’s insistent communications would not let her forget that. But she lived on a farm out in the sparsely populated countryside, all alone in her seventies. Minoru would, of course, have to switch schools if he moved in with her. There was the concern of her health. Should it take a turn for the worst, he’d be right back to option one and a group home—whether in Akita or Kanagawa, where Minoru lived now, Mr. Fukuda couldn’t say.


  Number three—


  “Is where Mr. Nakata comes in,” said Mr. Fukuda.


  “Mr. Nakata?” Minoru was confused.


  Mr. Fukuda nodded. “He’s your…relative, and he currently lives in Yokohama. Not too far from you, actually. His condo is in your school district, so if you went to live with him, you wouldn’t have to switch schools.”


  “Is he…” Minoru struggled to find the right words. “Tell me about him.”


  “As in, how old is he? Twenty-seven, I believe he said. He’s quite put together for such a young person.”


  Young? Minoru was just about thirteen; twice that made twenty-six. Twenty-seven seemed plenty grown-up to him, but he guessed Mr. Fukuda had a different perspective.


  “He’s been very helpful, saying he wants to do whatever he can to support you,” Mr. Fukuda went on. “He works, of course, so he won’t be home 24/7, but he’ll be there for you whenever you need him. He promised.”


  “But why?” Minoru said. “Why would he want to help me?”


  “That’s a good question.” Mr. Fukuda’s smile revealed no answers, but Minoru bet the social worker knew. He just wasn’t telling. Maybe Seigi Nakata had sworn him to secrecy. (Minoru was still a little scared of this mysterious relative of his.)


  It was all so confusing. And scary. He felt the urge to scratch the back of his neck.


  Going to a group home was frightening in a whole other way. He’d been taken into the care of the state once when his mother was even worse off, and the government had shipped him off to a home halfway across the city. He spent a week living under the same roof as a herd of kids of all different ages. The chairs and cups were clean enough, and the view out the window from the top floors showed the same city he’d always known. But the very atmosphere took a grater to his nerves. There was an unvoiced order to stay put, and it stifled him. He was so relieved when his mother came to pick him up at the end of the week that he cried when she wasn’t looking. Then take that weeklong experience and extend it for months. Indefinitely, even. Minoru would never be able to handle it—and moving to Akita was no better.


  Mr. Fukuda placed his hand on Minoru’s back, who was standing in silence. Pat, pat. The touch was a comfort. “You don’t need to make your choice right now,” he said. “But I would like you to think about it.”


  “Could I ask my mom what she thinks?” Minoru said. “Does she know Mr. Nakata?”


  “Of course you can ask her. As for Mr. Nakata… Well, I don’t know. We’ve been trying to get in contact with her.”


  Which meant that they hadn’t succeeded. Minoru felt a stab of concern. Would it hurt his mother to spring a strange relative on her with no warning?


  Unfortunately, before he could speak up, Mr. Fukuda had to bustle off and attend to a phone call. This was nothing new; Minoru knew just how demanding a social worker’s case load could be. As much as Mr. Fukuda claimed he would always be there for Minoru, the fact of the matter was that he wasn’t. Not for more than a very, very limited sliver of time. But that was just the way the world worked. No one could be there for Minoru all the time, not only a social worker.


  Left alone on the park bench, he took the business card case out of his pocket to admire it. The butterfly sparkled in the sunlight as he turned it this way and that, now winking here, now glittering there. The play of iridescent light made the butterfly seem to flit up and up through the cloudy sky overhead.


  He placed the case in his lap and opened it with care. There was the usual name and occupation on the card—Seigi Nakata, personal secretary—above the email address and telephone number. And under the card was—Minoru peered closer. A black key? Yes, a key as long as his ring finger, its bow shaped like a three-leaf clover.


  Minoru’s stomach lurched. Seigi Nakata had dumped the cards out, but he’d never intended to give Minoru more than a card and a case. He most certainly hadn’t realized he’d walked away without his key.


  “Maybe I can give the key to Mr. Fukuda, and he’ll give it back to Mr. Nakata for me,” Minoru said to himself.


  No. It was better to return the whole case. Seigi Nakata had no business going around giving Minoru gifts anyway. Minoru didn’t know what all that “token of friendship” stuff was about, but he did know that such an expensive card case was not to be passed off to a near stranger.


  He slipped the case back into his pocket and patted it through the fabric of his uniform. He’d give it back—but while he had it, he’d savor the feeling of a treasure in his pocket for just a moment longer.


   


  The Jungle House was coming into view when Minoru spotted the crowd in front of his house. A ring of people stood around a woman in a grey skirt and a too-warm sweatshirt who was pitching a fit right there on the sidewalk. She screamed and thrashed in the hold of a burly man and a woman in a suit. Minoru recognized the suit woman; she was a social worker who had come to the house with Mr. Fukuda several times before. The man was a stranger.


  His gaze fell on the last piece of the puzzle, a fourth person sitting in the road on his backside like he’d just fallen over—and it was Seigi Nakata.


  The restrained woman struggled again, lunging in vain at the man. “Why?” she screamed. “Why are you still so, so—?! Go away! I got old! Why aren’t you old, too? It’s too late! It’s all too late! Nothing ever goes my way, nothing, nothing! The only reason I’m alive is that nothing’s killed me yet!”


  She was a stranger to Minoru. He’d never heard any person scream like that before. A wild animal—that’s what she sounded like. A person he had no connection to. A person he had never seen. But she was wearing the clothes his mother slept in, and so maybe, as horrible as the idea was, she was his mother. He wanted that not to be the case. He wanted it so, so badly. He wanted her to be a perfect stranger, anyone else on the planet—but when she was right in front of his house, who else could she be?


  Some of the neighbors were coming out of their homes, drawn by the commotion. One lifted their phone to place a call; another was filming. Let this be a dream, Minoru thought. Please. Please. Please, please, please. Let it be a dream and let me wake up right now. And all the while, he could not tear his eyes away from the scene.


  Seigi Nakata was the first one to notice him. Pressing a hand to his red swollen cheek, the man traded Minoru a rueful, clumsy grin. “Hi, Minoru.”


  Minoru couldn’t say a thing. His mother was still raging just meters in front of him, screaming that she’d kill Mr. Nakata if she didn’t die herself. It was just like the last outburst. Two years ago. Fifth grade. What about all the bed rest? Had it done nothing? Was she no better? How much rest would it take for her to be well again? Would she ever be well again? Suddenly, all Minoru wanted to do was cry. Seigi Nakata looked a bit teary himself, but he pushed himself to his wobbly feet instead.


  The woman restraining Minoru’s mother shouted, “Did she hurt you, Mr. Nakata?”


  “No, I’m fine. Really, I’m fine. I once got slammed into by a boar in Sri Lanka, and this is nothing in comparison. I’m sorry for spooking you, Ms. Yura. A strange man showing up on the doorstep would be enough to give anyone a fright.”


  An ambulance siren came wailing up from the direction Minoru had just come from. Someone must have called the police. Belatedly, Minoru realized that his mother had punched Seigi Nakata; the police were there because of her. He could feel the tears streaming down his cheeks now, but he had no idea how to make them stop.


  And once again, when a police vehicle pulled up and several officers stepped out, Seigi Nakata was the one to deal with them. He insisted with a big forced smile that he was perfectly all right, shooing the police officers away. But they would not be dissuaded. The police insisted on talking to Minoru’s mother to get her side of the story. Frustration seized Minoru. He wanted to tell the police his mother was too agitated to be questioned, let alone by total strangers; couldn’t they just go and leave her alone? He knew he was the only one who could speak up on her behalf, but it was like his legs had stopped working.


  Please let this be a dream, he thought again. He was scared. He wanted like anything for this all to be a dream, but he knew that couldn’t possibly be true. And that terrified him.


  Next thing he knew, the police were directing the two social workers to place his mother in the back of the squad car. She hung limp in their arms, exhausted from her earlier fit. Minoru wanted to run. Somewhere, anywhere. Just so long as it took him away from here.


  Seigi Nakata approached him as he stood there—crying, he was crying now, there were tears coursing down his cheeks—and squatted until he was at Minoru’s eye level. He cupped Minoru’s tear-stained face in his large hands and looked Minoru square in the eyes.


  “Minoru, I’m going to go with Ms. Yura,” he said. “The police say I don’t have a choice. What about you? Would you like to come with, or would you rather stay at home?”


  Minoru spun on his heels, all but flinging himself out of Seigi Nakata’s hands. And he ran.


   


  The grocery outlet was the perfect place to go when Minoru wanted to think, what with its ever-present crowds and heaps of merchandise. It was a perfect place to wander the aisles and lose himself in the mix. Sometimes, he felt nervous going on his own, what with the seedy pachinko parlor next door, but today, he didn’t care. He was in no headspace to care. He felt like he’d left his body behind, left his soul behind, floated two or three meters above himself. It was surreal. Dreamlike. Maybe it was really all a dream, and when he floated home, he’d find his mother in bed just where she belonged.


  But it wasn’t a dream, and the store clerk just had to go and say, “I’m sorry, young man, but we can’t let you stay here past eleven. It’s the law. Again, I’m sorry.”


  The law said that children of junior high age couldn’t be out alone after eleven, and Minoru was still in his school uniform. The clerk would treat a child as politely as any of the adult clientele, but he would also hold Minoru to the standards of his grown-up counterparts. There was nothing to be done but nod once and leave the store without a word.


  Outside, the street that ran parallel to the river was pitch black, and the families he’d seen out and about earlier were long gone. The world was silent. He picked his way home along the sidewalk. It was “home” in name only. Home was where his mother was. Without her, home was just another building undeserving of the name, but Minoru had nowhere else to go.


  Now the house that bore the faded “Kirie” nameplate in the shadow of its looming neighbor looked the very picture of a haunted house.


  Minoru went around to the back of the house in silence. He stacked the three buckets and vaulted the wall, mindful of his scraped knee. The Jungle House’s storm shutters were open, right as the spectral apparition had left them.


  But that wasn’t all.


  The small door, the one on the side facing his house, stood a good ten centimeters ajar, almost as if someone had left it open on purpose. But that was impossible. The Jungle House’s front gate was locked, and if there had been a visitor, they surely would’ve come in the front. If just this door was open, that meant that someone—something—had unlocked it from the inside.


  The blond man. The figure of such inexplicable beauty that Minoru could not conceive of him as a burglar or prowler.


  Something came over him, and Minoru pushed his way through the weeds to the open door. He reached for it and drew it open fully with a dull creak and a pervading smell of mold.


  Behind was a long hallway and a flight of stairs leading to the second floor. Chairs, bookshelves, and other bric-a-brac layered in an untidy heap blocked the far end of the hallway.


  Minoru eyed the thick piles of dust on the floor. Maybe he’d better keep his shoes on. He tiptoed up the stairs, the boards protesting under his weight. He passed two landings before the stairs deposited him at the end of another long hallway upon the second floor. This one led to a single white door, once again left conspicuously ajar. An invitation, almost.


  Determined, he advanced to the door—and suddenly, a light blazed in his face. Minoru threw up his hands to shield his eyes. He smelled burning. A fire? No, someone had struck a match.


  “I hope you don’t mind the lamp. I thought we could do with a bit of light in here,” a voice remarked.


  Right in front of Minoru stood a—well, he’d come to that in a moment. There was also a room so vast, it could’ve swallowed his entire home. A table draped in a white cloth. A lamp with a glass lampshade, the flame kindled by the match. Two chairs with backs shaped in pleasing curves.


  And a man. A man in a dark grey suit, his blue eyes glittering like gemstones in the light of the lamp.


  “Good evening,” said the man.


  Minoru’s words stuck in his throat. “G-good evening. Are you…a ghost?”


  “In some sense of the word, yes.” The man smiled.


  What was that supposed to mean? Minoru had never heard of a ghost that labeled itself a spirit in “some sense of the word,” much less a ghost with legs that ended in expensive leather shoes. This “ghost” looked nothing so much as a living man to Minoru. Yet his blond hair belied the smooth, ready fluency of his speech. Hearing this man talk was like watching a foreign movie or TV show dubbed into Japanese. It felt so unreal that Minoru half thought the man was a ghost after all—not that it made a bit of difference what the man was. He could be anything. He could tell Minoru that this was the boy’s final resting place, and Minoru wouldn’t find it in himself to care.


  Yet the apparition did not say that. He said, “Please take a seat.”


  Minoru did as he was told. His shadow danced along the walls of the room in the lamp’s flickering light. His shadow-self looked like a giant. Amused, he waved his hand, and the giant waved back.


  His attention was then caught by a bureau standing in the corner of the room. It was just as tall as he was, a hulking black article of furniture fronted with silver panels. When the light danced over it, it glowed in all the colors of the rainbow. Was it made of shell? Minoru wondered. It looked just like the butterfly on Seigi Nakata’s business card case. But how many shells would a person need to make the panels on a bureau so big? Tons and tons. Hundreds as many as the shells that went into the butterfly.


  “Do you take sugar in your tea?” asked the ghost.


  Minoru, startled by the sudden question, nodded reflexively. The ghost smiled gently.


  “Here you are, then.” 


  He extended an alabaster teacup to Minoru. It was the fancy kind. Handle, saucer. There were no such teacups at Minoru’s house—there had been once, but they’d long since been smashed into the wall by Minoru’s mother. On this one, a group of hunters on horseback chased a fox around and around the sides of the cup.


  He took a sip of the cloudy, light-brown brew. His eyes ­widened. “This is sweet!” he exclaimed.


  “That would be because it is royal milk tea,” explained the ghost. “It is rather heavy on the sugar.”


  Minoru went silent for a moment. Then, he asked, “Will drinking this kill me?”


  “No. Why should it?”


  “In the stories, people die when they eat food from ghosts.”


  “Rather like Persephone and the pomegranate. You are well-read. Those Japanese folktales you speak of are quite old indeed.”


  “I didn’t know those were folktales…” 


  “They are. Should one eat of the cauldrons of the land of the dead, they will find themselves unable to return to the world of the living. Rest assured, this tea comes from no such cauldron. It was brewed in this very mansion by my own hand.”


  Minoru didn’t quite know what to make of this evidently cultured ghost. One part of him wanted to laugh at himself for his foolishness; the other was just as surprised to feel his stomach sink in disappointment. The ghost’s tea wouldn’t kill him. His mother had been taken into police custody, he was facing the prospect of moving halfway across the country to a prefecture he couldn’t even place on the map, and if that didn’t work out, he’d be left all alone in a group home. Dying seemed the preferable—easier—option in innumerable ways.


  The “ghost in some sense of the word” took a seat opposite Minoru and sipped from his own cup. A stout teapot had taken up residence beside the lamp at some point when Minoru wasn’t looking. That would be more milk tea, he guessed.


  “Would you like another cup?” the ghost asked.


  Minoru didn’t say anything.


  “I also have a treat, if you would like that.”


  “…Will that kill me?”


  “I’m afraid not.”


  The ghost summarily served a handful of small cookies on a white plate. For a mansion so covered in dust, the plate and table were pristine. Between the attention to hygiene and the Japanese fluency of this blond-haired gentleman, Minoru felt that things couldn’t possibly be more surreal.


  He hadn’t eaten since the roll at lunch. His stomach growled. He took four cookies, crammed them into his mouth, and washed them down with a gulp of milk tea. The cookies were warm and sweet, little pinpricks of light flicking on in the darkness that was his stomach.


  Fortified by the light, he looked the ghost up and down once more. “What are you doing here?” he said.


  The ghost gave him a beatific smile. “It is a rather long story. Before we go into that, might you oblige me to share a story of a person near and dear to my heart?”


  “Uh…” Minoru didn’t know what to say. “Be my guest.”


  Once upon a time, began a gentleman who was only a ghost in some sense of the word, there lived a blond ghost in a kingdom far, far away. The kingdom was known as England—a chilly place straddling a parallel north of the Japanese archipelago, forever associated in the Japanese consciousness with the Queen, black tea, and haunted mansions. The whole time he lived there, the ghost was terribly lonely. He believed himself doomed to live his entire life in solitude; every day was an agony. Ever since he was a child, he knew himself to be but a mannequin carved from ice.


  Then, one day, he moved to Japan, and his life was changed forever. He met someone. Someone who fussed over him, someone prone to fits of rash behavior, someone who was ultimately a person possessed of sterling character and a heart of gold. He could be an utter nitwit, he could forget he ever had a brain—but despite all that, he was a good soul. 


  One day, this person expressed the desire to stay with the ghost until death parted them, and he asked what the ghost might think about such a prospect.


  Well! The ghost thought he’d like that very much.


  It might’ve been a fairy tale out of a storybook. Minoru didn’t understand what any of this had to do with him, this airy-fairy world of ghosts and kind strangers. (The story, he noted, was rather light on detail.)


  On they lived, the ghost and his partner, working in tandem, until one day, a rather odd request arrived out of the blue. Would the ghost be so kind as to appraise a whole house? The ghost, not being trained in the art of real estate, demurred, but the prospective client persisted. The house in question had long since grown dilapidated and was now next to worthless, but it contained no end of valuables and antiques. It was, in a phrase, a treasure trove, a place where gold and silver, fine articles of furniture, beautiful curios, marvelous works of art, and a whole host of other delights awaited a skillful eye. The mansion’s original owner had long since passed away, and the time had come for the grandchildren to divide up the estate among themselves. Unless they could determine the value of every item in the moldering ruin, there would be great difficulty in ensuring everyone got their fair share. Thus, the need for the ghost’s expertise.


  “So, you’re a working ghost,” Minoru said. “And you’re here on business?”


  “In some sense of the word, yes.”


  “You seem to like that phrase—in some sense of the word.”


  “Perhaps I do.”


  The ghost chuckled impishly and topped up the tea and cookies. Minoru sipped at a fresh cup; the ghost nibbled at a confection.


  “I must admit, I had intended to turn down the job,” the ghost said. “I am a ghost, after all. Best not to meddle in the affairs of the living.”


  He’s no ghost, Minoru knew. A ghost wouldn’t materialize in such a solid form or ply Minoru with tea and cookies. That didn’t rule out other supernatural happenings, though. Minoru might have been like one of the villagers in a fairy tale who got tricked into downing dirty water by a shape-shifting tanuki or fox, but at this point, he didn’t care. Drinking a cup or two of mud was the least of his worries with his mother taken by the police.


  Noticing Minoru’s growing gloom, the ghost spoke up again, a touch louder than before. “However, I changed my mind.”


  “…Why was that?”


  “Because the person I love dearly said that he wanted very badly to go.”


  The ghost’s partner, the ghost explained, had his own reasons to visit Yokohama. Important reasons. Fortunately, as it turned out, the focus of such business happened to be very close to the house the ghost had been asked to appraise. What a happy coincidence.


  “And thus I found myself talked into coming with,” the ghost concluded.


  “So you got dragged along,” Minoru said.


  “That is not the case.” The ghost shook his head and looked straight at Minoru. Minoru stiffened involuntarily. “A person cannot ever go to a place they truly do not wish to be. We may be physically uprooted and planted somewhere else, but our souls will be left behind. And without our souls, we cannot truly be said to have left. When I lived in England, my soul absconded from my body and drifted into the world of books—The Gossamer Years, The Tale of Genji.”


  “Ab…?”


  “Left. My body had no soul.”


  Minoru felt a shiver deep inside him. The feeling of not being himself, the feeling of floating meters above his body—the ghost knew that sensation, too. Minoru knew there was no such thing as mind reading—otherwise, his mother would’ve known how much he wanted to talk to her again, how very, very much he wanted her to get better. But, as he stared into the eyes of the blond ghost before him, he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe the book that was his mind had just found its first reader.


  Tears stung the corners of his eyes, but he fought them back with another gulp of tea. The fox hunters danced across the cup in the lamp’s flickering light.


  “But that is no longer the case,” said the ghost. Minoru didn’t respond, so the ghost went on. “I have every conviction that my soul is returned to me. It lives and breathes alongside me.”


  “What does that mean?” Minoru asked.


  “It means that, even should I try otherwise, I have no choice but to be grateful that I am here, tonight, in this mansion. So, too, am I pleased to have made your acquaintance, my nocturnal visitor.”


  And the ghost smiled. His smile was like a flower, both lissome and tender, a gentle burst of brightness, the orange circle of lamplight transformed into a flower bed bursting into sudden bloom.


  He might have only been a ghost in some sense of the word, but all the same, Minoru was suddenly glad to have met him as well.


  “Me too,” he admitted eventually. “I’m glad to meet you, too, Mr. Ghost.”


  Oddly, he felt no need to give the ghost his name. The ghost had called him “my nocturnal visitor,” and Minoru found he liked that moniker. He would rather be called the nocturnal visitor than Minoru Kirie.


  “Well, now,” said the ghost, smiling once more. “It is quite late. Will you be all right to spend the night alone? You may sleep at the mansion, if you wish.”


  “I can sleep here?”


  “You are most welcome to.”


  The ghost rose and crossed to the brown door directly behind his chair. It opened with another puff of dust, and Minoru braced for the matching cloud of moldy air, guarding the top of his cup with his hand. 


  But the measure proved unnecessary. Behind the door lay a pristine bedroom, its pale green wallpaper darkening with age. There were two beds outfitted with new mattresses, light-green satiny sheets, and matching pillowcases. A lamp stood at each bedside, electric rather than open flame.


  Now Minoru knew this must be a dream. That or magic.


  The ghost smiled. “Will these lodgings be suitable?”


  “…How is all this possible?” Minoru asked.


  “To a ghost, many things are possible.”


  “It won’t have all disappeared when I wake up, right?”


  “That it will not.”


  “And what about you?”


  “Alas, I fear I must vanish at dawn’s first light.”


  Minoru couldn’t help but laugh. That, he knew, meant the ghost would depart in time for the early morning commuter rush. He liked this punctilious, everyday sort of ghost, he decided.


  He eyed the tidy room with longing but ultimately shook his head. “No, I think I’ll sleep at home after all.”


  “Is that so? You do not mind being the only one in the house?”


  “I’ll be fine.” He nodded and tried to convince himself that this was true. If he wanted to be particular about it, it didn’t make much difference if his mother was there or not. She was always in bed, and it wasn’t like he got so much as a “Good morning” or a “Good night” out of her.


  But be that as it may, her presence—and the lack thereof—made all the difference in the world.


  Gently, the ghost said, “Do what your heart tells you. I shall be up for a bit longer, enjoying my tea. Should you change your mind, you are always welcome to return.”


  Minoru gave the ghost a deep grateful bow and said goodbye.


  Once he was alone with nothing but the trash bags for company, his heart sank. He wanted to wait up, just in case his mom came back, but he knew he had school tomorrow. He needed his rest. He knew that.


  He took a shower with hardly any water pressure, changed into his pajamas, and climbed into the futon he hadn’t bothered to put away this morning. He didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, least of all a guarantee that his mother would come home. But there was still the memory of the sweet taste of royal milk tea on the back of his tongue, and that was enough to lull Minoru to sleep.


   


  The next morning, Minoru mechanically packed the usual tea-and-roll lunch and set off for school. Shortly after first period, Mr. Kawaguchi summoned him to the staff office to tell him he’d be dismissed early. It wasn’t even ten o’clock yet. Akagi taunted him again as he left his seat, but Minoru was in no mood to let the barb sink its hooks into him.


  He found Mr. Fukuda, Seigi Nakata, and a woman who introduced herself as a clinical social worker waiting for him in front of his house.


  “I’m sorry it took us so long to check in with you,” Mr. Fukuda said. “Were you all right on your own last night?”


  Minoru hesitated, then nodded. He wasn’t about to say he’d sneaked into the Jungle House and taken tea with a benevolent self-proclaimed ghost.


  Mr. Fukuda’s expression was grave. “Ms. Yura has been admitted to the hospital. She already seems much calmer than she was the day before, which I’m sure comes as a relief.”


  “When will she come home? Tomorrow?”


  “She will be able to make a short trip home soon, we think. She needs spare clothes and her toiletries. However, the doctors say it is very likely she will have to go back to the hospital afterward.”


  Minoru fell silent. That meant that Minoru would have to make his choice, and soon. Stay in a group home or move to Akita? Or both?


  He could feel Seigi Nakata’s eyes trained on him. The man’s right cheek was as swollen as a ripe persimmon, but his gaze was as focused as ever. He didn’t seem upset about being punched. Or upset at all, really.


  It took some courage, but Minoru found it in himself to ask, at last: “Mr. Nakata, where do you live?”


  Seigi Nakata beamed. It was like he’d been waiting all his life for this very question. “I can show you the way. Would you like to go now?”


  “Not to fear,” Mr. Fukuda chimed in, a voice of reassurance. “I’ll come with.”


  They said goodbye to the social worker and set off in a southerly direction. Seigi Nakata’s condo was within walking distance of Minoru’s house, he learned. In fact, it was practically right on top of it. The condo was housed in a white building in the opposite direction of Minoru’s route to school, but he’d walked past its sliding automatic glass doors any number of times. He remembered looking in and seeing the front desk from the street often.


  Now, Seigi Nakata unlocked those same doors with an electronic key and ushered the group into the elevator up to the third floor. Not two paces late, Seigi Nakata was opening the front door, showing Minoru into the foyer, and leading him down a hall to the living room.


  “Make yourself at home,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t mind the mess.”


  Whenever Minoru’s mother was well enough, she loved watching reality TV shows that toured the houses of the rich and famous. She and Minoru would munch on snacks together, commenting on how nice it’d be to live in this one house, and what were the designers of that other place thinking? Minoru wished his mother were here so she could remark on this condo. The large living area was both living room and dining room and came with an attached balcony. There were doors leading off to other rooms, four of which (four!) were bedrooms. Only one was in use, its bed made up with a light-orange-and-pink coverlet. That was where Seigi Nakata slept. The living area alone could’ve fit Minoru’s whole house into it with room to spare. The bath was in its own room, separate from the toilet—not surprising, a place of this size—with a bathtub big enough for Minoru to go for a swim.


  Once Seigi Nakata had disappeared off into the kitchen to make tea, Minoru leaned over to Mr. Fukuda and whispered, “So…is he rich?”


  “I’ve certainly never met another twenty-seven-year-old with so much money.”


  Curiouser and curiouser. What would possess a millionaire twenty-seven-year-old to show up on his doorstep? He couldn’t begin to imagine himself living in a condo of such opulence. It was beyond surreal. He nudged open a storage compartment under the sofa and found an inexplicable pair of spangly, bright-orange high heels. Minoru and Mr. Fukuda exchanged a look.


  “Uh… Mr. Nakata’s only recently moved in,” said Mr. Fukuda by way of explanation.


  “He’s not from Yokohama?”


  “Nope!” Seigi Nakata chimed in, returning with the tea things. “Just got here. I don’t know the area, so I’d love it if you could show me all the cool spots. And here’s the tea.”


  He passed around the matching teacups—until his eyes lit upon Minoru’s discovery. He grimace-smiled, self-conscious.


  “Oh. Those…don’t belong to me. This place used to be a safe house for someone I know—you can say they’re like a relative of mine. A lot of their things are still lying around. Trust me, those really aren’t mine.”


  “I mean, I would hope so,” said Mr. Fukuda, chuckling like it was some kind of joke.


  Seigi Nakata smiled a beat too late, relieved. Minoru didn’t get what was so funny, but whatever—the shoes didn’t belong to Seigi Nakata, and he didn’t care to pursue the mystery further.


  Once the tea was finished, Seigi Nakata led them on a tour of the condo. There was a white sofa large enough to sit four adults comfortably. There was a huge LCD television built directly into the wall, a low-pile carpet that looked easy to clean, a floor lamp with a sky-blue shade, a houseplant with shiny leaves, and a teddy bear still fresh from the toy store.


  The condo was as neat as a pin. It could’ve come straight out of a dream. In fact, it was so tremendously tidy, so evidently planned and primped to perfection, that Minoru had the urge to flee. He could not have felt more out of place here. Stay here any longer, and there was no telling if the pristine sofa or tidy beds and chairs would up and strangle him to death.


  He turned to Mr. Fukuda. “I think I need to leave. I don’t feel so good.”


  “Oh, nonsense. Why don’t you step out onto the veranda for some fresh air?” Mr. Fukuda replied.


  And then there was nothing for it. Seigi Nakata all but smothered him in his efforts to shepherd Minoru out the front door and ply him with an electrolyte drink from a nearby vending machine. The drink was good, at least. Well-chilled.


  “Sorry to spring everything on you at once,” Seigi Nakata said. “A tour on top of the whole commotion yesterday… It must be one surprise after another. I should’ve thought this through better.”


  “I’m fine,” Minoru insisted.


  “It’s okay if it isn’t, you know. Things don’t always have to be fine.”


  A thought-provoking thing to say, and one said so matter-of-factly, too. Seigi Nakata wasn’t smiling, not exactly, but there was still a kind look on his face to match that gentle tone. 


  And really, what was Minoru to make of all that? It was okay for things to be all wrong? His mother, the only other person in his family, had repeated, I’m fine. I’m fine, all right? like her personal mantra, never mind that she looked like death warmed over. If she said it enough times, maybe she’d believe it. Maybe it would be true. But now, Minoru didn’t know what “fine” meant. If lying all day in a bed in a house piled with trash bags was fine, then what wasn’t fine? Where was a person supposed to draw the line?


  Minoru swigged from the bottle, downing half of the drink long before Mr. Fukuda, who was still en route from the third-floor condo, could catch up to them in the lobby.


  Seigi Nakata was all smiles. “Did you get any rest last night?”


  “Yes. I slept some,” Minoru said.


  “That’s good. Are you hungry at all? It’s almost lunchtime. What do you like to eat?”


  “I’m fine with anything.”


  “From curry, Chinese food, or hamburgers, what sounds the best?”


  Minoru was slow to respond. “Curry, I guess.”


  “Great. You’re on my wavelength. Not that the rest aren’t great, too,” Seigi Nakata added with a laugh, and Minoru had to giggle as well. Then Seigi Nakata sobered. “Minoru, may I ask you something?”


  Minoru nodded. The man knelt, touching down on one knee and looking up at Minoru. He shied from this direct eye contact, even if Seigi Nakata’s tone was friendly enough when he said, “Do you remember the name of your father?”


  What a question. For a moment, Minoru wondered why Seigi Nakata wanted to know—but the question had been asked, and it needed an answer.


  So he blinked off his surprise and nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Hisashi Shimeno.”


   


  He talked it over with Mr. Fukuda before making his choice: He’d move into Seigi Nakata’s condo tonight and stay there until his mom came home from the hospital. Seigi Nakata would cover all his expenses out of nothing but the goodness of his heart.


  Mr. Fukuda nodded. “I agree,” he said, smiling. “I think that’s the smartest choice.”


  Smartest, Minoru knew, meant most convenient for social services. He was easiest to check on when staying in a condo right under their noses.


  Funny how these things went. With his mother gone, he should’ve been all alone in the world, an awful, terrifying thought. There he was wondering if he might not have been better off gone, too—and then suddenly there were no end of adults looking after him: Mr. Fukuda, Seigi Nakata, the clinical social worker lady, Mr. Kawaguchi, and all the other teachers at school. That wasn’t even counting the ghost haunting the Jungle House with his ­oh-so sweet cups of royal milk tea.


  Yes, it was funny how it all turned out.


  Funny how no one had stepped in until things had reached a tipping point.


  The three lunched at a curry restaurant near the station before Mr. Fukuda had to depart. The plan was, as they affirmed with each other, that Minoru would spend the night at Seigi Nakata’s condo and go back to school the next morning. His new housing arrangement—and the man who provided it—would wait patiently while Minoru ran back home to collect his things.


  But once he’d brought everything back to the condo, it was just him and Seigi Nakata alone in that huge place. Only now did Minoru realize he should bow. He did, snapping at the waist to bend low. “Mr. Nakata, uh… Thank you, I guess.”


  “Just ‘Seigi’ is fine. That’s what everyone calls me.”


  “Mr. Seigi, then.”


  “You don’t need the ‘mister.’”


  “I don’t know. That feels…”


  Seigi Nakata laughed. “Sorry. I suppose we’ve only just met. Don’t mind me, then.”


  He apologized an awful lot, Minoru noted. Not that he came across as especially shy—if anything, Minoru was struck by his confident attitude—but whenever it came to Minoru, the man’s apologies seemed to be motivated by genuine remorse. It made Minoru feel like he’d done something wrong, but he hadn’t the slightest idea what.


  Seigi Nakata beamed once more. Like the sun, Minoru thought. Seigi Nakata smiled often and proudly, never once ­caring what people might think about someone so open. It showed real maturity.


  “What sounds good for dinner?” Minoru’s new guardian said. “Although you’re probably not hungry yet.”


  “Something with bread in it,” Minoru said. “I guess.”


  “You got it, boss.”


  Seigi Nakata went out and returned with a sizable loaf—definitely from some swanky bakery, Minoru decided—and whipped up a bread gratin with the speed of a magician. There were little bits of carrot, mushroom, shrimp, broccoli, and potato in the béchamel, and it made Minoru feel warm inside. Warm and happy.


  “Good thing I had leftover veggies ready to go,” Seigi Nakata added with a grin.


  The man could’ve come from another planet, because there was no way such a creature originated from Minoru’s universe. Who was this cool, rich, talented chef of a man? And why on Earth had he taken Minoru under his wing?


  As it grew late, Minoru borrowed the use of the bathroom—he felt uneasy in the tub; it was too enormous for comfort—to rush through a bath. When he stepped out, he found a pair of new fuzzy pajamas and an indigo-blue card key waiting for him.


  “That’s your key to the condo,” Seigi Nakata said. “It’ll get you into the lobby, too. Careful—the front door auto-locks.”


  “How late am I allowed to stay out?” Minoru asked.


  “However late you like. Just be careful if you’re out after dark.”


  Minoru nodded. He hadn’t been allowed to come and go as he pleased at the group home. He knew the rule was made to circumvent the hassle of juggling so many children of different ages and backgrounds, but all the same, he had felt like an egg trapped in a carton. Goodbye, carton—there’d be no such restriction here.


  Seigi Nakata was still in his dress shirt and slacks, perched on the edge of the sofa as he flipped back and forth between three phones and a laptop.


  “Are you going to stay up and study?” he asked. “Or are you going to bed? Oh—I guess watching TV’s an option as well.”


  “I-I’m going to bed,” Minoru said.


  “Okay. Let me know if you need anything.” Seigi Nakata smiled.


  He sounded like Mr. Fukuda—let me know if you need anything. Call me if you ever need anything. Minoru had the social worker’s cell number memorized. He had one of those kiddie phones that blocked the internet, but he could call any time he wanted. Any time he needed anything.


  He went and lay down on the bed. Closed his eyes. Nothing. He opened them again. Half an hour passed with him just lying like that, staring up at the ceiling and doing nothing. He couldn’t sleep. Not one bit. The bed was the epitome of comfort; the ­pillows were clouds. But trying to sleep here was like nodding off in the center of theme park promenade traffic.


  He wondered what his mother was doing right now, wherever she was. Was she staring up at a hospital ceiling, too? The ceiling of another facility? And, most of all, when was she coming home?


  He glanced over at the clock. Nine p.m. He changed back into his uniform and slipped out the door. If caught, his excuse was that he’d forgotten his school work at home, but there was no sign of life from the living room save the incessant tacka-tacka-tack of the laptop keyboard. Seigi Nakata remained blissfully unaware of his charge’s escape.


  Minoru closed the door behind him as quietly as he could and tiptoed down the stairs. The glass doors parted for him easily with the help of the indigo key card. He broke out into a run and jogged all the way up Yamate Hill. The roads weren’t deserted at this time of night; a few stragglers trickled out of the nearby offices and stores. Street lamps cut through the dark above, occasionally alighting on a cherry blossom fluttering to the pavement.


  Once he reached his house, he unlocked the door, let himself up to his room, and threw himself onto his futon—it still hadn’t been put away. He sucked in a deep breath, filling his lungs with its indescribable and familiar scent. He hadn’t noticed before that it smelled. That’s what happened when you came back after a long time away, Minoru knew. You missed the smell of home.


  God, but he wished his mother were there.


  He lay sprawled in the bedding for a few minutes before he lifted his head, wiped the tears clinging to his eyelids, and went around to the back of the house. The buckets were waiting for him, still stacked, and Minoru wasted no time vaulting the gate.


  The storm shutters were open, he noted. Just like yesterday. The house was a silent sentinel in the darkness.


  The door had not been left open for him, but when Minoru tried the handle, it turned readily enough. He creaked his way up the stairs—again, so much like yesterday—and opened the door at the end of the hall. Nothing. Just darkness and more darkness. The table and chairs were gone, and only the bureau remained, king of the room and the darkness.


  Not that Minoru had expected anything different. He nodded, resigned, before bowing low to the dark. “Thank you for everything yesterday,” he told it. “I liked the tea. And I’m going to go live somewhere else now. I might get to go home when my mom comes back. I hope she comes back. Soon. Well, again, thank you very much.”


  He waited a moment or two for a response. None came.


  So he bowed again and turned back the way he’d come, his steps quick. He hopped the gate, checked that his house was locked, and ran up the hill once more. The automatic glass doors of the condominium building slid open for him soundlessly.


  Once he was safely inside the condo, Minoru breathed a sigh of relief. He could still hear the steady tacka-tacka-tack of the keyboard. Mission successful.


  Tiptoeing back to his bedroom, he changed back into his pajamas and slid under the covers. This bed smelled nothing like his futon at home, but that wasn’t a bad thing, not really. It was just different. Strange. Strange like the fact of Seigi Nakata dropping into his life.


  But, strange as it might have been, it was no longer suffocating. Minoru closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep. 


  It wouldn’t be until tomorrow morning that he’d realize he had dropped Seigi Nakata’s business card case.
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  AKAGI ACCOSTED HIM the following morning. “Yo, Kirie! Why’d you leave early yesterday?”


  Minoru ignored him. Now was not the time. He was too busy racking his brain, mentally retracing every step he took the day before to determine just where he might’ve left the business card case. He didn’t have the brain cells to spare for idle conversation.


  “What’s your damage, dude?” Akagi said. “You’re always blowing me off. Do you try to piss me off, or does that just come naturally?”


  Was it in Seigi Nakata’s condo? No, Minoru had searched the place from top to bottom this morning and found nothing. School? Not likely, but Minoru couldn’t rule out the possibility. He’d keep an eye out during class. His house? That was next on his list of places to search. The Jungle House? Add that to the list, too—but he hoped it wouldn’t come to that, since the yard was a nightmare. Still, if it’d really fallen out of his pocket somewhere, chances were it was in that thicket of a garden. 


  Akagi clicked his tongue. “Asshole. No wonder you have no friends. Excuse me for trying to be nice, I guess.”


  “What for?” Minoru was already blurting out the question before his brain could catch up. “Why are you trying to be nice?”


  For a moment, Akagi was taken aback. Then, pleased to have finally gotten a rise out of Minoru, he grinned. “Don’t you want me to be your friend?” he needled.


  “Why should I?” said Minoru.


  Seriously, though. Why would Akagi think Minoru wanted his friendship? Why would anyone leap at a friendship offered like some kind of favor? Certainly, no one was leaping at the chance to be Minoru’s friend—so why should he make that same jump for anyone else? 


  Akagi pulled a puzzled frown that quickly darkened into a sullen scowl. He crossed his arms and clicked his tongue. (What an obnoxious habit, Minoru thought—but he wasn’t about to say that. He didn’t want to rile up Akagi further.)


  “I bet you were one of those kids who never had friends, even back in elementary,” Akagi spat.


  Minoru shrugged, neither confirming nor denying. This classification system (one of those kids—what did that mean?) was opaque to him, but he knew, at the very least, that he hadn’t been in the no friends category. He’d had friends back then. A few. But his silence only served to sour the already acerbic atmosphere. 


  Things might’ve turned ugly had a few girls from the class next door not passed by in the hall.


  “Check her out.” Akagi pointed at one of the girls. A cascade of black hair down to her waist. Skin as pale as a porcelain doll’s. “That’s Marin Shiki from class 4. People call her Mari-rin. You know her?”


  “Not really.”


  “She models and stuff. Isn’t she cute? No idea what she’s doing in a public school. You’d think she’d go somewhere private, being famous and all.”


  Oh great: a topic where Minoru was even further out of his depth. Back in upper elementary school, more and more of his classmates began expressing their budding interest in the opposite sex, but Minoru could not have cared less about crushes. He had bigger things to worry about: How was he going to pay this month’s utility bill? When would his mother’s health take another downturn?


  His lack of reaction prompted a pointed sigh from Akagi. “You’re such a kid. You should go back to elementary.”


  “Whatever. I don’t care about your stupid crush,” Minoru snapped.


  “You wanna say that again?”


  Minoru hadn’t meant to say that, but the damage was done—Akagi looked ready to turn on him. Good thing that was right when the teacher walked in.


  “Good morning, class. We’re starting with math today. Take out your textbooks and open to…”


  Minoru felt Akagi’s eyes boring holes into him all through the warmups. He really shouldn’t have brushed him off like that, but it was too late. Crying over spilled milk never solved anything.


  Akagi was in fine form at lunch that day, calling over his flunky friends to push their desks together and show off just how much fun they were having without Minoru, who was camped at his seat just one desk away. No one thought to turn to him and invite him to join in. Strange. Now that he thought back on it, Akagi did often try to pull him into his circle. Until yesterday, that is.


  Seigi Nakata had packed Minoru an amazing boxed lunch, a double-decker feast: a bottom layer of bamboo-shoot steamed rice topped with a layer of fava beans, sweet carrots, fried fish cakes, a croquette, and a sweet omelet. Tasty stuff to munch on while gazing out the window, looking at nothing in particular. A tall wall ran around the school to ward off creeps—there was plenty of foot traffic in the neighborhood around the school—and it blocked Minoru’s view of the world outside. It was an awful view, but it beat looking at his classmates.


  A room devoid of teachers and full of first-year junior high students was bound to descend into unbridled cacophony. This one did.


  “Dude, I got shafted in that gacha game,” Akagi was saying in Minoru’s peripheral. “I didn’t get a single cool weapon.”


  “You spend money on phone game gachas, Ryota? You must be loaded.”


  “You’re a whale? Well, c’mon, tell us—how much did you spend?”


  “Dunno. I don’t remember.”


  There went Ryota Akagi again, bragging about some dumb game on his phone. Games and Minoru didn’t mix—his phone didn’t have a data cap, because it didn’t have data, period. But that didn’t stop him from hearing about phone games constantly. It’d been like this ever since elementary school. Back then, most of his classmates had free-to-play games on their phones, but that wasn’t the kind of game Akagi was waving around. Spending real money to gamble on in-game items was a more adult form of entertainment.


  Minoru eyed Akagi brandishing his fork in the air to emphasize his point. Then, without warning, Akagi looked over at Minoru and sneered.


  “But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Kirie?”


  Minoru didn’t respond.


  “I hear your folks have no money,” Akagi went on. “That’s why you’re always eating those cheap rolls and wearing those smelly clothes. Hey, now, what’s that you got there? A big ol’ lunch box, and for what? You trying to show off?”


  All the air rushed out of the classroom with a whoosh. Every conversation flagged. Even if Akagi hadn’t been almost shouting to begin with, every ear was trained to hang on to his every word.


  Kirie’s folks have no money. His clothes smell. And now everyone knew. Everyone knew his family was dirt-poor, everyone knew his clothes stank—


  Minoru was up and out of his seat before he knew what he was doing. He was lurching to his feet. He was grabbing Akagi by the collar. His body was moving of its own volition; he was floating meters above the action, just another one of the spectators.


  The rush of movement knocked over Akagi’s lunch box, splattering it on the floor. He heard Akagi shout, “Asshole!” He registered that a punch had landed on his back. It hurt, so he punched back, and he felt himself being punched again. Blows rained down on his body—here, there, everywhere. So he did the same. Punch, punch—here, there, everywhere. His classmates tried to intervene, but Minoru would not be pulled off Akagi. Minoru would not stop fighting. He was not in control. His body was doing the fighting for him.


  “Biechaole, buyaochaojia!” a kid was yelling.


  “What?” someone else was shouting back. “I don’t understand you!”


  “Buyaoqiang! Wohuijiaolaoshi!”


  “What are you saying?!”


  One of the Chinese exchange students was trying to break up the fight, but that didn’t stop Minoru. He just kept swinging. He didn’t say a word. He looked up—and the classroom was utter pandemonium.


  By the time his head had cooled and his consciousness had slid back into his body, both Minoru and Akagi had been called into the staff office.


  Akagi kept babbling that Minoru had knocked over his lunch box. Lunch box this, lunch box that. Minoru said nothing. He didn’t see the need to do anything but sit there.


  “Well, whatever happened,” Mr. Kawaguchi finally said, “I’m going to call your guardians to come pick you up.”


  “But why?” Akagi protested. “I didn’t do anything wrong! It’s all Kirie’s fault.”


  “I still haven’t heard Kirie’s side of the story.”


  Akagi was dismissed, and that left Minoru stuck in his chair before Mr. Kawaguchi. He said nothing.


  “Kirie,” Mr. Kawaguchi said.


  Still, Minoru said nothing.


  “The silent treatment won’t work for you forever. Being able to explain yourself will be a very important skill once you’re all grown up.”


  And still Minoru said nothing. I just won’t grow up, then, he thought. What was the point in growing up and explaining to everyone that, yes, his folks did have no money, and yes, his clothes did have an odor? That was torture. Straight torture.


  “I’m sorry for fighting,” he said.


  That was all Mr. Kawaguchi was able to get out of him—“Sorry.” “I’m sorry.” “I’m sorry for fighting”—and eventually, Mr. Kawaguchi’s patience ran out. Minoru was dismissed. He looked up at the clock. It was already four in the afternoon.


  Seigi Nakata was waiting for him just outside the staff office door. “Hi, Minoru!” he said.


  Today’s suit was a chocolate brown, accented with a red-and-grey striped tie. Minoru wanted to die right then and there. The literal day after he’d settled into the condo, here he was, causing trouble for his new guardian. Things couldn’t possibly have been worse.


  But Seigi Nakata smiled. Like this was the best thing ever.


  “Don’t you have work?” Minoru said.


  “I flex my hours, so I’ll make up the rest this evening. Don’t worry about it! Now, come on. Let’s go home.”


  Minoru just stood there. “I’m sorry,” he said, eventually.


  “Don’t be. Honestly, I’m kind of glad this happened. I get a chance to see you before this evening.”


  Seigi Nakata’s grin turned teasing. But what did he know? He was the kind of man who’d had no end of friends in junior high, never got into fights, and always scored top of the class. Minoru just knew it. If Seigi Nakata had been his age, even if they sat right next to each other, there was no way he’d ever have wanted to be Minoru’s friend.


  On their way to the shoe lockers, they passed a group of girls who positively lit up at the sight of Minoru’s guardian. It was exhausting. Anything and everything in the world felt exhausting right now. His shoulders hunched as he bent to open his locker. 


  Just behind him, someone called out, “Wujiang.” That was the Mandarin reading of the characters that made up his surname. “Kirie.”


  He turned. There stood one of his Chinese classmates halfway between the lockers and the stairs. Lin, that was his name. The kid who’d tried to break up the fight between him and Akagi. His surname would’ve been read as Hayashi in Japanese, but in Mandarin, it was Lin. He was a short kid, his skin free of acne and his face ever-smiling.


  Lin marched straight up to Minoru—oh no, Minoru hoped Lin wasn’t about to chew him out for the fistfight—and clapped a hand on Minoru’s shoulder.


  “Daqijingshen,” Lin said. “Wozhidao, zhejionshidui Akagi buli.”


  “Huh?” Minoru said. “Something about Akagi…? Sorry, I don’t know what you’re saying.”


  “Meiguanxi! It’s okay. Okay!”


  The boy patted Minoru on the back. He smiled like a grown-up. All nice and reassuring. It was good, Minoru realized as he felt his heart warm, to know someone was on his side for a change.


  “Thanks,” he said.


  “Thanks!” Lin said back. “See you around?”


  “Sure. See you around.”


  “Oh! Hold on a second. Dengyixia!”


  Minoru and Lin were equally puzzled. That wasn’t from Lin, and it certainly wasn’t from Minoru. No, that last had come from Seigi Nakata—and he was speaking Mandarin.


  The man was all smiles, crouching to meet Lin’s eye and rattling off something Minoru couldn’t understand. A question of some sort? There was the head tilt that Minoru associated with questions.


  Lin regarded this Mandarin-speaking adult with quiet amusement at first, but when it became clear that Seigi Nakata could speak fluently, Lin began to respond in turn—first timidly, then with greater and greater passion as he poured out his heart to the man. Minoru’s stomach clenched with anxiety. He didn’t need to know Mandarin to know they were discussing him. Really, what else did Lin and Seigi Nakata have to talk about?


  Ten minutes of back-and-forth later, Seigi Nakata rose to his feet. Lin, too, turned to leave, tossing a wave, a smile, and one of the few bits of Mandarin that Minoru knew over his shoulder—zaijian. “Bye.” Minoru had never once seen Lin so happy.


  Seigi Nakata waved too before turning to Minoru. “Sorry about that.”


  “Are you Chinese?” Minoru asked.


  “No, I just have a friend who’s great at Mandarin,” Seigi Nakata replied. “I’m still learning myself.”


  “That’s incredible.”


  “You should see my boss. He’s way more incredible than I am.” He beamed with pride.


  Seigi Nakata ushered Minoru out to where the blue—and four-wheel drive, Minoru noticed now—car was parked. Minoru felt uneasy, all swallowed up in the passenger seat. It was so much, well, larger than he’d expected from the outside. But funnily enough, something about having Seigi Nakata on the driver’s side was reassuring. He didn’t know why. His mother didn’t have a car, and he couldn’t recall ever driving with his father. Riding shotgun was a novel experience for him.


  Before they could ease out into traffic, Minoru blurted out, “I’m sorry for getting in a fight today. And that you had to come get me.”


  “Daqijinshen.”


  “What’s that?”


  “That’s what Lin said to you. It means, ‘Don’t feel bad.’ And I mean it, too. Don’t feel bad. Now let’s talk about something else.” Seigi Nakata beamed, for all the world like he was thrilled to be there. “Why don’t we go for a drive? It’s not far.”


  “What’s not far?”


  “Minato Mirai.”


  He backed the car out of the school parking lot, and they were off.


  They drove past Sakuragicho Station toward Minato Mirai, an urban center made famous for its huge sail-shaped skyscraper with its nighttime treasure trove of jewels, and the countless twinkling lighted windows. Minoru couldn’t think of anywhere so fitting for Seigi Nakata as the metropolitan hub of Yokohama. But the car did not stop there, skipping the towering high-rises in favor of the reclaimed ground upon which sat the Cosmo World theme park.


  Oh, Minoru thought. He’s taking me to the park. But he was wrong, because the car’s destination proved to be a blocky building shaped like a hexagonal prism cut in half. A sign mounted over the entrance told Minoru where he was: a hot spring bathhouse.


  “Do you like hot springs, Minoru?” said Seigi Nakata.


  Minoru fell silent, concerned by the implication.


  “Whoops, sorry.” Seigi Nakata began to ramble. “I didn’t have much of an opinion on hot springs when I was your age, either. Well, shall we go take a dip together regardless?”


  “Do I smell or something?” Minoru blurted out. Maybe Lin had told Seigi Nakata what Akagi had said. “Do my clothes smell?”


  Seigi Nakata pulled off to the side of the road and turned to face Minoru. He sniffed, nose twitching like a dog’s. Then he grinned. “Nope. Not in the slightest.”


  Minoru’s words failed him.


  “Smells like a healthy, growing boy to me,” Seigi Nakata added.


  “Is that smelly or not?” Minoru finally demanded.


  “Not. Me, on the other hand—I could do with a wash. All that running around today…” He flapped his shirt, fanning himself for the benefit of his bewildered audience. “If you’re wondering about my conversation with Lin, he told me you didn’t do anything wrong and Akagi started the whole thing. He told me what Akagi said and that you held your own in the fight.”


  “Can Lin understand Japanese?”


  “He can get the gist of most conversations. It’s just speaking that’s difficult for him. He and his family just moved from Fujian province, and he’s still getting his bearings here in Japan.”


  Minoru fell silent. He knew less about a kid he’d gone to school with every day than the adult who’d spoken with him for only a few minutes. It’d never occurred to him before that understanding a language was the same thing as understanding other people. He’d never seen a point in learning how to say, “This is a pen,” in English class, but now that he looked at Seigi Nakata, he realized that “This is a pen,” was just the start. A monumental pile of pens later, and you had something that was bigger than the sum of its many parts.


  His guardian grinned at him knowingly. “So, how about that bath? Could be nice to grab a soda or juice at the bathhouse bar, too. But if you’re not up for that, we’ll skip it and grab some drinks from a convenience store on the way home.”


  Minoru hesitated. “Sure,” he said at last. “Let’s do it.”


  “You got it, boss.”


  Seigi Nakata started up the car again and drove into the parking lot.


   


  To Minoru, the bathhouse was huge. It had its own restaurant, even, plus open-air baths and a lounge with sofas and a TV. It felt like a theme park—a theme park where everyone just happened to be in the nude.


  Seigi Nakata peeled off his clothes, folded each item with care, and placed them in a locker before winding a towel around his waist and planting his hands on his hips. He was burlier than Minoru’s father had been in his few childhood memories of ­bathing together. How long ago had those been? How old had his father been in those long-ago remembrances?


  “Right-o,” said Seigi Nakata. “Go have fun. You can check out whichever bath you’d like. Unless you’d rather we bathe together?”


  “I’m fine on my own.”


  “Sounds good. Give me a holler if you need anything, and I’ll be right over.”


  What is he, the friendly neighborhood police? Minoru thought as Seigi Nakata set off for the big communal bath with a spring in his step.


  Curiosity overtook him. “Mr. Nakata!” Minoru called. 


  It hadn’t even been that loud, but Seigi Nakata came trotting back like a dog. “What can I do for you?” he said.


  “…S-sorry. It’s nothing.”


  “That’s fine. Honestly, it’s nice to be called just because!”


  Seigi Nakata beamed bright enough to rival the sun, waved—with both hands—and wandered off again. 


  What’s got him so happy? Minoru wondered as he picked the closest bath. He rinsed himself off at the showers and submerged himself into the hot water up to his shoulders.


  It’d said on the sign up front that admission was 2750 yen, and Seigi Nakata had paid twice that like it was nothing. Sitting in his cloud of steam, Minoru wondered, Is that normal? Did people just do that? He felt sure that most junior high schoolers couldn’t throw money at phone games like Akagi did, but paying close to three thousand yen per person at a bathhouse—was that a thing people did? Maybe not every week. Maybe as a monthly thing. Would that be considered normal? And if so, just what was he to make of the life he and his mother led? Worrying day after day if their shrinking savings would cover the utilities, fretting and fussing to find the cheapest instant meals or junk food bread—was that completely and totally removed from normalcy?


  Minoru shook his head at himself. No, it wasn’t. He refused to believe it. Sure, there’d been the occasional raised eyebrow over a child like him paying the bills at the convenience store kiosks, and he’d long since stopped caring about the odd looks he won while buying bread and tea in bulk at the grocery outlet. But those weren’t reasons to think he was abnormal. Unless—just maybe—they were.


  A sudden stab of fear lanced through him. He fled from the bath and into another. First a wooden tub. Then the tiled tub that required its own separate shower. Next, the outdoor bath with its sweeping view of the Minato Mirai cityscape. He tried every bath in the bathhouse, but none could wash away his creeping fear.


  Just as he was about to truly panic, he felt a hand land on his back. He turned. Seigi Nakata’s hair was plastered to his forehead and to his face, a grin.


  “What’s up, Minoru? Want to try the foot bath?”


  “The what?”


  “The foot bath. We keep our clothes on and just dip our feet in.”


  Minoru nodded—the suggestion was all too welcome—and followed Seigi Nakata out of the main baths. Minoru’s guardian slipped back into his clothes as quickly as he’d first undressed. Meanwhile, Minoru draped his towel over his shoulders to let his damp hair dry and followed the man to the foot bath on the bathhouse rooftop. The roof looked out upon an enormous Ferris wheel whose spokes radiated out from a digital clockface center. The time read 17:17.


  “Double seventeens,” Seigi Nakata said. “Lucky me.”


  Minoru didn’t understand the second sentence; it was spoken in English. “What’s that mean?”


  “That I’m one lucky duck. First time for everything, I suppose. I’ve never considered myself a lucky person,” he added with a self-conscious smile.


  Seigi Nakata rolled up the legs of his fancy slacks and swished his toes through the water. The tub wasn’t deep enough to soak Minoru’s pant legs, but he copied his guardian and rolled them up, too.


  It was nice. Pleasant. A little warm, but the cool breeze helped—not to mention the two cans of lemon soda that Seigi Nakata bought from the vending machine. One went to Minoru; the other he kept for himself and took a swig from.


  “Mmm! Nothing like a cold drink and a hot bath,” he said. “The perfect combo.”


  “Do you like going to bathhouses, Mr. Nakata?” Minoru asked.


  “Hmm. I don’t know. I think they’re more fun with friends, but so’s everything.”


  “I bet you have lots of friends,” said Minoru.


  “Me? Nah.”


  He answered so readily, with no trace of sadness or shame, that Minoru didn’t know what to make of it. It was just a fact.


  “Does it bother you?” he said. “That you don’t have many friends.”


  “Nope. I guess I only seek to be friends with people I have genuine interest in. I don’t feel the need to be friends with just anyone. Some people might care about quantity over quality, but I’m the reverse. I think having too many friends can be just as much of an issue as having too few.”


  True. All true. Minoru couldn’t have agreed more. And so Minoru decided to tell—well, not all of it, but just a snippet—of what had happened today. “The guy who sits next to me in class said, ‘Don’t you want me to be your friend?’ and I thought, Well, no. Not really. Is that normal?”


  “Sounds like an interesting kid,” Seigi Nakata said. “I think it’s normal. There’s more to life than being normal, of course. I’m just surprised by his wording.”


  Minoru nodded. “Don’t you want to be friends?” was one thing. “Don’t you want me to be your friend?” was another—like it was some kind of favor. It felt condescending, and he wanted nothing to do with friendship built on the back of a power imbalance. That felt like an insult to the very notion of friendship.


  But then, Minoru couldn’t help but think, what did that suggest about his “friendship” with Seigi Nakata? The man had taken Minoru under his wing. He’d given him a fancy condo to sleep in, picked him up from school when he’d landed himself in trouble, and taken him to a bathhouse with a 2750-yen entrance fee. There were so many favors in this “friendship” that Minoru could be crushed under the weight of them.


  But if not for those, Minoru would not have gone to Kaihan Junior High this morning. He would’ve been lost in some unfamiliar place and some unrecognizable life, one so far removed from his own that his imagination failed him when he tried to conceive what it’d be like. But he didn’t need his powers of imagination to know there was no place for pickups from school or trips to the bathhouse in that other life. He could do everything in his power to pay Seigi Nakata back, but would it ever be enough? If he wasn’t careful, he’d wind up this man’s slave for life.


  “Mr. Nakata…” Minoru began.


  “I said you could call me Seigi. Oh—but if you’re not comfortable using my first name, just Nakata is fine, too. I love both halves of my name!”


  What a novel way of thinking. Minoru had never considered a person liking their name.


  There were so many questions to ask. Why was Seigi Nakata learning Mandarin? He had a blue car, so was blue his favorite color? What size shoes did he wear? 


  But what came out of his mouth was something altogether different: “Why are you being so nice to me? Is it out of pity?”


  Once the words were out, he felt like he’d just lobbed a grenade. Why was Seigi Nakata so nice to him? Well, that was the question of the hour, wasn’t it—but was he prepared for the answer? If it was motivated by pity, what was he to make of this? Of anything? If Minoru was just a charity case, then he’d be stuck going back to the condo and living the life of a pitiful boy with his pitying guardian. And that was the same as breaking his own heart.


  But that wasn’t what Seigi Nakata said. Seigi Nakata didn’t say anything. He didn’t smile, he didn’t scowl, he didn’t frown. He just looked at Minoru. With sincerity.


  He crossed his ankles; the water lapped against their legs. He said, “Because I wish I could’ve met you sooner.”


  “What?”


  “I…well. I wish I could’ve met you sooner.” What an earnest delivery for something so nonsensical. Minato Mirai’s Ferris wheel spun in the background; Seigi Nakata stared straight ahead. “You’ll be thirteen this year, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “If I’d known about you when you were born, it wouldn’t have taken me thirteen years to come find you.”


  “…I-I mean, yeah.”


  “That’s why I’m mad,” said Seigi Nakata. “Mad at myself. I wish I could’ve been here sooner—helped you more. Thirteen years ago, I was just fifteen myself, so there wasn’t a ton I could’ve done. But I could’ve done something. So, yeah—I’m furious with myself. I’m your…your family.”


  Why did that last word, family, why did it carry so much…shame? For a wild moment, Minoru wondered—was Seigi Nakata his father?—before just as quickly chastising himself for being a fool. His mother wouldn’t have married a fifteen-year-old and had a kid with him. Besides, he remembered his father, and the person who’d taken him to the park all those years ago was not Seigi Nakata. But all the same, what if? He couldn’t help thinking what if. Not when Seigi Nakata sounded like he was being torn apart inside.


  “You’re supposed to fall back on family when times get tough,” the man went on. “Family’s supposed to be there for you. And I wasn’t. Not for thirteen years. I owe you a thirteen-year debt for all I skipped out on.”


  “A debt?” Minoru repeated.


  “Yeah. Maybe that’s a weird way to put it. My point is: I’ve wasted your whole life failing to do my job as part of your family. I’m furious at myself for this, and I’m heartbroken, and that’s why I want to do my job now.”


  “What’s… What’s the job of a family?”


  “Everything. To do anything you want from me, to do every­thing you need before you even ask. Now I understand how Jeffrey feels. Jeffrey’s my… I guess you could say my best example of a person who’s not technically family but close enough.”


  “He’s not Japanese, but he’s in your family?”


  “Yeah. It’s a long story.”


  The short version went like this: Jeffrey was the original owner of the condo, which made Jeffrey, in a roundabout fashion, Minoru’s benefactor, too.


  Seigi Nakata grinned. “He’s always looking out for people. Whenever I’m in a jam, he’s there to help.” When Minoru said nothing, Seigi Nakata went on. “I want to be just like him someday. I want to look out for you the way he’s looked out for me. Then, one day when you’re all grown up, we can share a drink together.”


  That left Minoru at an even longer loss for words.


  “Long story short,” Seigi Nakata said, “I want to be here for you. And so, here I am. I hope that answers your question.”


  He turned and met Minoru’s eyes. The breeze blew in off the ocean, carrying a touch of salt and the shrill of the 5:30 steam whistle. It tousled their damp hair.


  Minoru held the man’s gaze. He’d never stared into someone’s eyes like this before. Once in a blue moon, he’d lock eyes with his mom, but not once did it evoke the sensation that he was facing a fully discrete human being. With her, it was like looking into a mirror. There was a bit of Minoru in his mom, a bit of his mom in Minoru.


  But Seigi Nakata had no one in him but Seigi Nakata. And that whole Seigi Nakata-ness was focused solely on Minoru.


  Minoru didn’t know what to say. There were hundreds, thousands of questions swirling around inside of him, and one of them slipped out before he could catch it. “Am I pitiful? I’m not normal, am I?”


  Seigi Nakata smiled. He rested a hand on Minoru’s head. “What makes someone pitiful?” he asked.


  “…When they’re abnormal.”


  “What’s abnormal, then?”


  “When… When someone doesn’t have a dad, and…their mom is always…sick…”


  “I guess that means I was pitiful once, too. I didn’t have a dad growing up, and my mom would probably be considered mentally ill by today’s standards.”


  “Really?” said Minoru.


  “Really,” said Seigi Nakata. “It’s all true.”


  Minoru lapsed into silence. That didn’t sound all that pitiful to him. Seigi Nakata had grown up to be an accomplished young man, and pitiful kids never turned into accomplished adults. Minoru believed that in his heart of hearts, but he couldn’t say it. Saying it out loud just felt all wrong. 


  His gaze fell to the water. Seigi Nakata ruffled his hair. It was a nice sensation. Comforting.


  “You can call it pitiful, abnormal… There are lots of ways to put it,” said Seigi Nakata. “But I view it as a kid suffering from things that are too big for them to handle alone, and that’s why I want to step in. I want to help those kids whose problems’re bigger than they are.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” said Minoru.


  “Like having a sick parent. That’s one factor. I can only imagine how much time and energy you must spend taking care of her.”


  “I thought…that if I just tried hard enough, maybe she’d get better.”


  “You tried plenty hard, Minoru. Mr. Fukuda’s told me you’re a real trouper.”


  Suddenly, Minoru felt like he was a little kid all over again. What was he doing admitting this crap to an adult? Any other adult would’ve been disgusted by this show of weakness. But the thing was: Seigi Nakata wasn’t. Seigi Nakata listened. He listened like no adult in Minoru’s life before.


  And then, right before his eyes, Seigi Nakata’s serious expression crumpled. He looked, for a moment, like a child. A child in pain.


  “Don’t you hate it when people pity you?” Seigi Nakata said.


  Minoru didn’t know how to respond.


  “Back when I was in junior high, I’d go to the bakery when we had no food and ask for all their cut-off bread crusts. But I hated when people saw me doing it. I’d rather have died than be known as the kid who had nothing to eat.”


  “You? Really?” said Minoru.


  “Yeah. But I was lucky, honestly. It wasn’t just me and my mom, because my grandma was around. I loved her dearly.”


  “Is she…?”


  “Dead? Yeah. Sometimes I really miss her.”


  Seigi Nakata smiled, forlorn. He scratched the back of his head in a self-conscious gesture.


  By now the water was too warm on their feet, so they dried off, put on their shoes, and went for the car. Seigi Nakata suggested grabbing dinner at the bathhouse restaurant, but Minoru remembered the leftover gratin from last night still sitting in the condo’s fridge. He didn’t want to buy anything else while there was still food in the house, so he shook his head no.


  “So, what would you like for dinner?”


  “Huh?” said Minoru. “The gratin…?”


  “Same as last night?”


  Seigi Nakata’s confusion became Minoru’s confusion. Dinner was a matter of eating whatever was in the fridge, wasn’t it? Besides, the gratin was delicious.


  “Yeah. I’m fine with gratin,” he said.


  Seigi Nakata beamed. “Okay. Okay, yeah. Sure.” He repeated this a few more times to himself. “Does that mean you liked it?”


  “Yeah. It was very good.”


  “Yeah? Well, thanks. I’m glad. I’ve never made it before, so I wasn’t sure how it’d turn out.”


  “It was the best gratin I’ve had in my life,” Minoru promised truthfully.


  “I’m glad to hear that.”


  Seigi Nakata sighed in deep, genuine relief—and what was that all about? Seigi Nakata was rich. Cool. Handsome. Magnanimous. He could speak Mandarin, he could cook, he could drive, he could do half a hundred other things. He was so capable, it made Minoru sick. And he was concerned about a kid liking his gratin? Minoru burst out into laughter right there in the passenger seat.


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Sorry. Just a silly thought.”


  “That’s nothing to apologize for,” said Seigi Nakata. “Laugh all you’d like. I’ve never seen you laugh before.” And he beamed.


  Minoru tried to smile back, but for some reason, he found tears rushing to his eyes instead. Better not to smile after all.


   


  When ten p.m. rolled around, Seigi Nakata excused himself to go catch up on work with a series of apologies. Minoru waited until he was gone before changing out of his pajamas and slipping away to the Jungle House. He didn’t have a flashlight, but his phone was on full battery; its light would, he hoped, last long enough to find the business card case. He had to find it, and that meant scouring the Jungle House from top to bottom.


  His best bet would’ve been to skip school and hunt for the case during daylight hours, but he suspected that would only result in the school calling his guardian again, utterly ruining the point of the exercise. He didn’t want Seigi Nakata to think he couldn’t keep track of a few gifts. He wanted to come across as a good kid. A kid who never skipped school, a kid for whom getting into fights was a rare fluke. That meant he had to find that business card case. Once it was his, he’d give back the key he’d found inside. “Hey, I think you left this here,” he’d say. That kind of thing. Yes, he needed to give back that key at all costs.


  By now, stacking the buckets and hopping the gate was second nature for him. He used to sneak into the Jungle House once every couple of weeks, and now it was practically his own personal hideout.


  The door was unlocked yet again, and Minoru went right on in. He was about to clatter up the stairs when he stopped in his tracks. Light spilled out under the door of the room on the second floor. He hadn’t seen it from the garden, but that must have been due to the closed shutters. Or maybe the light had only just come on. It wasn’t candlelight, either—it was bright, blinding, practically an outdoor emergency spotlight.


  Someone else was in the Jungle House. And it wasn’t a ghost.


  Minoru’s mind went blank. What if this was the Jungle House’s rightful owner? They’d call Seigi Nakata to report a weird kid creeping around, and then so much for Minoru’s chances of leaving a good impression.


  He scanned the hodgepodge heap of furniture at the end of the hallway under the stairs until he spotted—yes!—a half-open wooden wardrobe. It was just big enough for a child his size to crawl into and hide. He heard footsteps; there was no time to think. He threw himself into the wardrobe and pulled the door almost shut, leaving himself a crack, a fingertip’s width of space, to peek out from.


  He watched as three people came down the stairs, all with pale skin and blue or brown eyes. Probably not Japanese people, then. One was a man in his fifties. One, her arm linked with his, was a woman of around the same age. The other was the ghost.


  Tonight, the ghost wore a deep-green suit and a prim, proper smile as he led the other two through the estate and carried on a running commentary in fluent English. The fact that the ghost spoke English took Minoru aback. In hindsight, this was silly—why wouldn’t a blond-haired, blue-eyed ghost from England speak English? But it just didn’t sound right coming from a man who was a walking film dubbed into Japanese.


  Watching him now from the slit in the wardrobe door, it was like something out of an old movie. The couple trailed behind him, completing a lap of the bottom floor—and stopped just centimeters from Minoru’s hiding place. But to his relief, they showed no sign of interest in opening the door. He relaxed—and his foot slipped, bumping the door and raising a creak.


  “Oh?” said the woman. She turned, and Minoru panicked. He’d almost been in the clear, and then he’d gotten complacent. Now he was going to be reported to the police, to the children’s social services, to Seigi Nakata—


  But instead, a familiar, English-speaking voice asked for the woman’s attention. She frowned, puzzled, before shrugging off the mystery and stepping away from Minoru’s wardrobe.


  It took several moments for him to feel like he was alive again. He hugged his knees to his chest and waited for the footsteps to fade away entirely. Almost five minutes passed before he heard the rumble of tires from a car parked just outside the Jungle House driving off and vanishing into the distance. He was alone. Finally.


  He put his hand to the wardrobe door and—


  “Are you in there?”


  He froze. The door swung open, propelled by an outside hand that belonged to the owner of the unexpected voice. There stood the ghost in his suit of deep green.


  “I-I’m sorry,” Minoru stammered.


  “None of that now. Come out of there.”


  The ghost wasn’t mad—just stern, a man remonstrating a naughty child. He was still an ethereal creature in every respect, just like Minoru remembered him. Beautiful to the point of surrealism. A paranormal sort of beauty. But still, this ghost had legs and feet—feet that today were housed in dark-brown leather shoes embossed with a pattern of tiny dots.


  “Goodness, but you gave me a fright,” said the ghost. “Whatever were you hiding for?”


  “I thought you’d be mad…” Minoru said.


  “I’m far more relieved that you didn’t get yourself injured somehow. This side of the house is still under repair, and Lord knows what might happen should someone touch the wrong thing. Do be careful.”


  This side? Minoru tilted his head, confused, and the ghost smiled. “All in due time.”


  “Why were you showing people around in the middle of the night?” Minoru wanted to know.


  “When else would a ghost conduct business?” The ghost helped brush the dust off Minoru’s clothes. “So?”


  “So what?”


  “So what brings you here today?”


  The ghost folded his hands in front of his chest and smiled impishly. The light from upstairs illuminated him from behind, casting his face in shadow. The literal halo effect left Minoru flustered and quick to confess that he’d dropped something. Perhaps, he thought, the ghost might help and have this whole business over with sooner.


  “Describe it,” said the ghost.


  Minoru faltered. “It’s, uh, a business card case.”


  “A business card case.”


  “With, um, a sparkly butterfly on it. It’s black. Wooden.”


  The ghost’s pale forehead creased in a slight frown. “A rather odd thing to lose for someone of your tender years. Is this yours?”


  “…It was a gift. From…someone special.” He didn’t want the ghost to think he’d stolen it.


  The ghost smiled. Minoru had never seen anyone smile like that before. His mother might’ve had that smile if she’d caught him being naughty when she happened to be in a very, very good mood. It was a swaddling, gentle smile.


  “Really, now,” said the ghost.


  “Y-yes.”


  “Then we must find it. You need it back, and assuredly so does the person who gave you this gift.”


  “I agree!”


  “But it will have to wait for another day.”


  “But why?” Minoru protested.


  The ghost once more assumed the placid expression of a neutral adult. “Don’t you know what time it is? It is ten-thirty at night.”


  That meant Minoru had left the condo half an hour ago. Fear shot through him. He’d been gone so long, there was every possibility that Seigi Nakata had noticed his absence. Good thing he’d had the sense to plan ahead and stash some snacks in his pocket; his excuse would be that he’d popped out to the convenience store.


  “This paranormal being may not be familiar with the affairs of mortals,” said the ghost, reproaching in his equable fashion, “but does this city not have a Juvenile Protection Ordinance? Are you not forbidden from being out after eleven p.m.?”


  “It’s not eleven yet. It’s ten-thirty.”


  “Precisely. Were you to begin your search now, you would undoubtedly make it home long after eleven. What do you have to say about that, young man?”


  “…That would suck for me.”


  “Yes. It would suck for you indeed.”


  The seriousness with which the ghost said “suck” almost made Minoru giggle, though the ghost did not seem to share his amusement. “I have school, though,” Minoru said. “I can only come here at night.”


  The ghost’s sternness faded. “Then I shall look for it for you.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Because I am a ghost. Finding lost items is a trifle.”


  “Is it really?”


  “Yes.”


  The ghost spoke with such assurance that Minoru, who was now 80 percent sure the ghost was actually just a man, found himself wanting to believe it. The ghost meant it. He wasn’t just trying to get Minoru out of his hair.


  He smiled and placed a light hand on Minoru’s head, and Minoru was seized with the fleeting sensation that it was Seigi Nakata before him. Those gentle fingers, the touch of that palm, the manner of the head pat—they could’ve been twins of Seigi Nakata’s.


  “Go home now. Your special someone will be worried.” Gentle words delivered in a lilting tone. A promise that all would be forgiven, that a smile and the words It will be all right were just around the corner.


  Which was why Minoru shook his head. “No, thanks. I want to find it myself.”


  “Oh?”


  “I was the one who lost it. I have to be the one to find it again. Please,” Minoru said, and he bowed. “Can’t I be the one to look for it?”


  The ghost regarded him for a time, then sighed and patted Minoru on the head once more. “Come with me.”


  Minoru’s eyes widened. The ghost turned away and set his foot on the stair, and Minoru recognized the tacit approval for what it was. He felt the grin break out across his face and raced to follow the ghost.


  The second-story room was now home to an enormous lamp that hadn’t been there before. Aside from that, the room looked much the same—still musty, still covered in dust, still with the black bureau and its shiny paneled front squatting in the corner. Minoru stooped, unwilling to crawl around on his hands and knees in the filth, to scope out the floor for the card case. The ghost, meanwhile, moved into the room beyond and set about making some clattering sound.


  Minoru’s search proved fruitless. He sighed, dejected, just as the ghost returned with something in his hand that glinted in the lamplight.


  “Do you see this?” said the ghost.


  “Hmm?” Minoru looked up—and forgot how to say anything else.


  The ghost carried a chain of sparkling stones. The centerpiece was a large blue gemstone, and waterfalls of green and red beads cascaded down from either side of it. It was beautiful. Completely, totally beautiful.


  “What is it?” Minoru asked.


  “A bracelet,” the ghost said, using the English term. “A piece of jewelry worn on the wrist. The largest of the gemstones is a ­sapphire. The green stones are emeralds; the red, rubies. The stones you see set in the clasp are called diamonds.”


  Sapphires, emeralds, rubies, diamonds—Minoru knew the names of all these stones, but he’d never seen any himself, nor ever conceived of them playing a role in his life. And now the ghost was showing them to him. But why? What for?


  “You may hold it,” the ghost told him. “To take a closer look.”


  “Oh, I don’t know about that…” Minoru said.


  “A ghost is giving you permission.”


  What was that supposed to mean? Confused though he was, Minoru extended his hand for the bracelet. It was much heavier than he’d expected. The gemstones were cool to the touch; he fingered the round pebbles. The green emeralds were long, hollow cylinders that reminded him of macaroni noodles, while the red rocks—the rubies, as they were called—were shaped like glass marbles. And then there was the diamond-studded clasp, polished and smooth. There was a curious ticklish, heart-fluttering feeling where the bracelet touched his inner wrist.


  “What do you think? Do you like it?” said the ghost, shocking Minoru back to reality.


  Minoru peeled the bracelet off his wrist and all but shoved it back into the ghost’s hands. He didn’t want to break it or smudge it in the course of his admiration. Chuckling, the ghost took it back with great care.


  “So…?” Minoru began.


  “This is one of the aforementioned treasures that belonged to the once-owner of this house,” said the ghost. “I am presently employed to assess this and other items in the collection, as I believe I mentioned to you the other day.”


  “They really left something this pretty lying around the Jungle House?”


  “It was in a safe, to be precise.”


  Minoru had no point of reference for locking things in safes, but he understood the main takeaway—the Jungle House was full of treasures. No wonder the gate was always chained and locked.


  The ghost held the bracelet up to the light, and the article of jewelry was transformed into an incandescent orb, throwing crisscrossing patterns of glittering reflections across the room. Light painted dabs of color on the wall like so much stained glass.


  “…It’s gorgeous,” Minoru breathed.


  “Well said. It is gorgeous indeed.”


  “So are you.”


  “You sound just like a dear friend of mine.” The ghost smiled, and an inexplicable rush of bashfulness seized Minoru.


  The ghost presented him the bracelet once more and prompted him to take a closer look at the large sapphire in the center. Fine lines skittered across its surface, a webbed pattern scratched in by some sort of thin needle. At first, Minoru wasn’t sure what he was looking at as his eyes traced the wandering lines of the pattern. But the more he stared at it, the more it became clear. It was like one of those optical illusions that took time to decipher.


  “Are these waves?” he asked.


  “Correct. This sapphire is designed in the image of the ocean. Those billowing waves and surging swells have captivated many an artist throughout history.”


  “Huh.”


  “A fitting piece for a city with such strong ties to the ocean, don’t you think?” The ghost’s tone shifted, adopting a recitative note like something from a song or a spell:


  A river flows ever on and on


  Yet its waters, once spent, are forever gone.


  As the stream slows, so suds arise:


  A froth that lives and, in the same breath, dies


  To be reborn—but not remain.


  To linger is not in the froth’s domain.


  It was Japanese, no magic spell, but a kind of Japanese that Minoru couldn’t quite understand. He stared blankly until the ghost added, by way of explanation, “That is from ‘Hojoki’ by Kamo no Chomei. ‘Hojoki’ is known as one of Japan’s three great personal essays and essay collections, alongside The Pillow Book and Essays in Idleness. Have you not studied them at school?”


  Minoru stumbled over his words. “The Pillow Book and Essays in Idleness, yes. Not ‘Hojoki’… And we only had to recognize the names, so…”


  “Oh? I see.” The ghost looked a bit disappointed. “‘Hojoki’ happens to be my favorite of the three.”


  A classics-loving ghost. What a concept.


  But it didn’t bear wondering about, not when the ghost smiled and waved the bracelet back and forth through the lamplight, making the patterns of light along the walls dance. He was like the king of all light himself, Minoru thought.


  “Water is always in movement, never returning to its original state,” said the ghost. “You could stand in the same spot and scoop up water with the same bucket, and no two buckets would ever contain the same water. This is how people are, too.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “In simpler terms, the person you are today is never the person you will be tomorrow.”


  Minoru considered that. He’d once seen a variety show on TV that talked about the body’s cell regeneration process; every three months, he became, at an anatomical level, a completely different person. He hadn’t quite grasped how that worked, but he knew about the constant growth of his fingernails and how dead skin slaked off in the bath. Maybe it was like that. But something told him the ghost was talking about something else entirely.


  “As you are no doubt aware,” the ghost added, “you see the world much differently now than you did when you were five years old.”


  “Yeah,” Minoru said. “Because I grew up.”


  “Precisely. The human race is characterized by growth. Every minute, every hour of the day, we are growing and changing. These daily changes may appear minor compared to the transformation of your five-year-old self to your present self, but I promise that your thinking, your way of perceiving the world, is always changing even in those small snippets of time.”


  Minoru took a moment to let that sink in. 


  The ghost went on. “Conversely, perhaps it is constant change that makes us human. After all, the world, too, is ever-changing.”


  Change. Minoru’s life was nothing but change; it was impossible to ignore. First there was starting junior high, then there was his bedridden mother being taken by the police, then her hospitalization, then the magical appearance of Seigi Nakata, then the move to the condo. And that wasn’t even going into the sighting of a ghost—a very kind ghost, at that—in the Jungle House.


  Change was scary. Change was unpleasant, frightening, something to be avoided. Change was the thing that had pulled him away from his mother. For as long as he could remember, Minoru had prayed that nothing would ever change, that everything would stay just as it was.


  Yet, for all that, he had to admit that not all change was negative.


  The ghost regarded Minoru, his expression tranquil. The bracelet in his hand was, to Minoru, hope wondrously compacted into a single form. Like a magic orb. One that collected all the good, all the beauty in the world.


  “Allow yourself to pursue your dreams,” the ghost advised. “Never, ever cheat yourself of your heart’s desires. Search for whatever it is you wish to find—just not tonight. Go home now, and your adventure will wait for you in tomorrow and all the days after.”


  Minoru hesitated but, after a moment, nodded. The ghost nodded back. Minoru understood that nod to be permission to come back any other day, but there seemed to be something else in that nod, something beyond the surface-level interpretation. He took the ghost’s speech and tucked it away into a little pocket inside his heart. Maybe he was too young to understand it all now, but one day, he was sure, he would.


  A thought struck him, and it was so funny, he had to laugh. “Mr. Ghost,” he said, “you’re a Jeffrey.”


  “I beg your pardon?” The ghost pulled a face. Even then, Minoru noticed, he remained as handsome as ever. “I’m a what?”


  Minoru rushed to explain. “Jeffrey’s, uh…a relative, sort of? Of the person I mentioned earlier. A Jeffrey’s like a really, really caring person.”


  “A relative, you say. Intriguing.”


  There was something dismissive in that tone that made Minoru shrink back. Maybe he shouldn’t have said that. But for what reason? The ghost couldn’t possibly have known Seigi Nakata and the mysterious Jeffrey. There must’ve been something else about the comparison that the ghost had objected to.


  After returning the bracelet to the other room, the ghost ushered Minoru out of the house.


  “I’ll just go around to the gate,” Minoru said. “I climb over it.”


  The ghost used his long arms to boost the boy up, ensuring Minoru didn’t scrape his leg again.


  “This is as far as I can go, as I’m afraid I cannot leave the grounds,” the ghost said to Minoru. “Take care on the way home.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Minoru turned and sprinted back to the condo as fast as his legs could carry him. He left the Jungle House at five minutes to eleven and made it back just as the clock ticked one minute over. He’d never heard of the police arresting a kid for being a minute past the curfew as ordained by the regulations of—of whatever it was, but better safe than sorry. A run-in with the police was the last thing he wanted.


  Seigi Nakata’s shoes were missing from the entryway. Minoru sighed with relief. Must still be at work, Minoru thought. He felt bad for the man—his hardworking habits must’ve been exhausting—but these feelings didn’t stop him from falling asleep the moment he crashed into bed.


  He dreamt that night of the bathhouse, but this time, Seigi Nakata, his mother, Mr. Fukuda, and the ghost were there. Later, they all crowded into a single car on the Ferris wheel, but Minoru didn’t mind the lack of space—he got to sit with his mom, and that was what mattered. She seemed uncomfortable, but she forced an awkward smile just for him. Minoru smiled, too.


  He awoke in the morning and, for a split second, didn’t know where he was. Then it all came trickling back—everything that had led up to him living in the condo. He sat up. He wanted to cry, but he chose instead to push aside his own fragility.


  Change. It all came back to change.


  He told himself that he wasn’t the same person he was yesterday, but that didn’t mean he believed it.


   


  School the next day was a hotbed of negative energy.


  “Honestly? He’s such a jerk.”


  “Calling a guy poor? That’s just not okay.”


  “Yeah, and what was that about Kirie’s clothes smelling? He’s the one with the gross breath. What the hell’s he eating?”


  “And all the money he blows on phone games… His parents must be pissed.”


  “Yeah. It’s so lame.”


  No one chose to sit near Akagi before the lesson started. Instead, the students congregated near the blackboard to gossip in none too hushed voices. Almost like they wanted Akagi to hear them.


  Akagi, bereft of his usual crowd, sat alone in stupefied silence. What had happened? Yesterday, he had been the prince of the classroom; today, everyone gave him a wide berth, treating him like some kind of gross animal. And the insults wouldn’t stop flying. Asshole. Turd bucket. Rude, obnoxious, downright mean.


  When Minoru walked into the thick of it, he thought he’d stumbled into an alternate universe. Classmates who had never thought twice about him now turned to greet him, supportive and sympathetic by turns. He was bombarded with hellos: Hey, Kirie. Hi there. Morning. All to shame a certain someone no one dared approach.


  Akagi looked murderous, but he never got out of his seat. He just sat right where he was, his eyes trained on the blackboard, refusing to accept the fact of the whispers and insults. If he just sat there and simmered, that would change everything. It had to.


  The outpouring of warmth almost went to Minoru’s head before a sudden thought sent him crashing back to Earth with a wave of revulsion. It just didn’t make sense. Why would kids who’d never given a damn about him suddenly make him the center of their world? It wasn’t any of his doing; that, he knew. No, it was not really about him at all. This sudden transformation had everything to do with Akagi—and not in a good way.


  Minoru remembered how the bracelet had shone in the lamplight the night before, that concentrated force of everything good in the world. That bracelet wouldn’t have found half as much goodness to sparkle with now. Not in this classroom.


  He said, “Hey,” in return, perfunctory at best, and moved past his classmates. Plopping his bag onto his chair, he turned to face the boy next to him.


  It was an active effort to smile. “Hi.”


  Akagi was not quick to respond. “Hi yourself.”


  “Sorry about yesterday. For punching you, I mean. That was a bad move. On my part.”


  This time, it took even longer for Akagi to remark, “Whatever. S’fine.”


  He clearly meant the exact opposite, but saying otherwise would only have incriminated him worse in this court of public opinion. What other choice did Akagi have? Minoru sympathized. He knew what it was like to be backed into a corner. He tried even harder to broaden his smile, attempting to parrot either the ghost or Seigi Nakata.


  “No, really,” he said. “I started it.”


  Akagi said nothing, so Minoru tried again. “And I’m sorry about your lunch.”


  After an eternity, Akagi mumbled, “I’m sorry, too.”


  “Huh?” That took Minoru by surprise.


  Akagi turned bright red and started to trip over his words. For a kid who was always so sure of himself, he now seemed more like some second-grader. “Sorry. For saying all that stuff about you. That was mean of me.”


  “It’s fine. I mean, it’s true. My family’s poor.”


  “Yeah, well… We’re not so well-off, either. I was lying about buying stuff for that game on my phone. If I’d actually done that, my dad would’ve killed me.”


  “Why’d you lie?”


  “To, y’know…look cool and all.”


  Minoru grinned, and Akagi punched him in the arm, half in anger and half in fun. It didn’t hurt at all, and Minoru grinned even harder.


  “That’s your definition of cool? Buying stuff in a phone game?”


  “I dunno, doesn’t it feel grown-up? Like spending your own money. Buying rainbow gems, pulling in a gacha.”


  “What are gems?” The word was in English and unfamiliar to Minoru.


  “Y’know, jewels and stuff. All games have ’em these days. They’re the currency you use for gachas.”


  Once again, Minoru was reminded of the ghost’s bracelet. Its applicability to the gacha question aside, the bracelet and its gemstones must have been worth a fortune. He understood why someone would covet these gems—or gems of a different type altogether.


  He grinned a little more and switched the topic. “If I told you I met a ghost yesterday, would you believe me?”


  “A ghost? Like, a legit ghost?”


  “A legit ghost,” Minoru affirmed.


  “…Did it not have any legs?”


  “No, he had legs. Doesn’t change the fact that he was a ghost.”


  “How’d you know he was a ghost, then?” said Akagi. “Could be you saw something else entirely.”


  “Trust me. He was definitely a ghost. He was wearing a suit and was so beautiful, you wouldn’t think he was real.”


  “Hey, what’re you guys talking about?” another classmate cut in. She and her friend left the knot of students at the front of the class and made their way over to Akagi and Minoru’s desks.


  Ah, Minoru thought. It’s another change. There’ll always be another change, one right after the other.


  Akagi spread his arms wide, gleeful. “Get this. Kirie saw a ghost yesterday.”


  “Nuh-uh.”


  “Yeah-huh,” Minoru said. “He had blond hair and blue eyes.”


  “Sounds like the foreigner from ‘The Red Shoes,’” said one of the girls.


  “Where’d you see him?” the other asked.


  “Near my house.”


  “Could’ve just been a tourist out shopping, then.”


  First one, and then another of his classmates came away from the board to cluster around their desks.


  Akagi’s voice boomed. “That’s exactly what I said. But Kirie swears it was a ghost. You wanna know why? Tell ’em, Kirie.”


  The attention was turned on Minoru. “Well, that’s what he said. ‘I’m a ghost.’”


  “That’s such bull,” one of his classmates said.


  Others laughed. “Sounds like you met a crazy person.”


  As Minoru went on, the story of the self-titled ghost attracted more and more of the class until all the kids were hanging on to his every word. He chose to sidestep the issue of him sneaking into the Jungle House—he didn’t want Seigi Nakata called in for yet another early dismissal—but he went into detail on the ghost. His otherworldly friend was stunningly pretty, exact in his speech, and as fluent in Japanese as he was in English. One of the girls, an avid idol lover, sneered—such a figure sounded too good to be true. But Minoru didn’t care. It was true.


  It was only when the teacher showed up that the class dispersed to take their seats.


  Akagi leaned over and whispered, “Hey, Kirie?” Minoru turned. Akagi grinned, faint tears shining in his eyes. “Thanks.” Minoru didn’t know what to say, so Akagi went on. “For forgiving me, I mean.”


  Again, Minoru didn’t know how to respond.


  “If, uh, there’s ever anything I can do…let me know.”


  “…Well, now that you mention it, Akagi…” Minoru summoned his courage and, with a wink, took the plunge. “Don’t you want me to be your friend?”


  Akagi snorted. He thumped his desk with the palm of his hand, like an adult might, and grinned. “Just Ryota’s fine. I’ll call you Minoru, too. Deal?”


  “Deal, Ryota.”


  “…Man, feels kind of embarrassing to hear you call me by my first name.”


  “Honestly? Me too.”


  “Hey!” the teacher snapped. “Cut the whispering, boys.”


  Ryota Akagi and Minoru Kirie exchanged grins.
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   “C’MON, MINORU,” said Ryota. “Let’s pop over to class 4.”


  “What, again? Can we not?” Minoru protested.


  “Don’t be like that! Let’s go. Let’s go, let’s go, let’s gooo.”


  “If you insist…”


  Now that Minoru and Ryota were on a first-name basis, Ryota dubbed Minoru his Fantastic Friend. He swore by it. Had any of Ryota’s other friends earned this unique label, perhaps? Nope. Ryota just felt like it fit. 


  Minoru was aghast—what a way to make decisions—but he knew it was meant well, so he accepted the title. Sure. He’d be Ryota’s Fantastic Friend. 


  It was only later that he learned that none of the kids who treated Ryota with such deference were close to him—or were even friends at all, really. After the fight, no one wanted to be around either Ryota or Minoru, so Ryota’s once-flunkies went off and created their own friend group.


  Now, three days post-fight, the class had settled back into its usual routine. No one made a big show of ignoring their classmates; no one was icing out anyone else. Minoru found himself rather relieved.


  For some strange reason, every day before the start of class, Ryota tried to convince Minoru to swing by class 4 with him. It didn’t take long for Ryota to learn why—the class next door to Minoru’s own class 3 was home to a shining star. Or a girl who was just as dazzlingly bright. Ryota wasn’t the only boy who was gaga over her, and Minoru could only sigh, watching them cluster around her.


  That was Marin Shiki, but she went by Mari-rin or Marilyn. Rumor had it she was named after an old actress—Marilyn was her real name!


  Marin had waist-length black hair, plump red lips, long curved eyelashes, and sanpaku eyes that lent her a fixing gaze. She modeled for magazines; she’d even been in a movie once as an actress. She was a regular celebrity.


  “Is she cute, or is she cute?” Ryota said. “I can’t believe we’re the same species.”


  “Uh-huh,” said Minoru, not caring.


  “And have you seen her hair? How does she get it that smooth, dude? It’s not even real. My sister has to get her hair straightened. If she saw Marin, she’d be so jealous.”


  “What does that mean? Get her hair straightened?”


  “Like she gets it chemically straightened at a salon.”


  Ryota had one older brother and one older sister, both in high school. The brother was in his third year, the sister in her first. Now that Ryota’s brother was preparing for college entrance exams, he existed in a permanent state of grouchiness, which made Ryota’s home life a challenge. All this Minoru knew because, if left to his own devices, Ryota would talk about himself incessantly. This was fine for Minoru, who wasn’t much of a talker, but he did at times resent Ryota’s habit of dragging Minoru along on his frequent personal missions.


  In today’s mission, the girl with the long black hair sat with perfect posture at her desk in defiance of the many eyeballs trained on her. All her textbooks were out on her desk, and she flipped through now one, now another, then turned to copy a line from someone else’s notebook. She worked at a furious pace. Maybe, Minoru thought, she didn’t have the time to do her homework at home. Every move, every gesture she made, made her seem so grown-up. He found it impressive that she had a job and was making money even though she was just in junior high, but he didn’t think that was the source of Ryota’s infatuation with her. Ryota seemed content just watching her covetously like she was a piece of merchandise in a shop window.


  He sighed in dreamy delight. “Oh, that Marin Shiki. She’s a diamond in the buff.”


  “…Not the rough?” said Minoru.


  “She sets the bar for pretty girls at this school! She puts the rest to shame.”


  Two girls walking by, overhearing the gushing, tossed insults over their shoulders. “Excuse me? And who made you judge and jury, loser?”


  “What a creep.”


  Ryota laughed it off and called after them, “Say what you want, but you know I’m right!” 


  “My sister,” he added, turning to Minoru, “acts just like that when I catch her in a bad mood.”


  (Here, Minoru kept his opinions to himself.)


  Ryota turned back to Marin Shiki. “God, she’s something else. Celebrities, man. They’ve got this aura about them.”


  That reminded Minoru of the Jungle House’s ghost. That ghost had possessed a stunning beauty as well, but also—and more importantly—a heart of gold.


  Minoru bet that Ryota wouldn’t dare talk like this to Marin Shiki’s face. But looking from afar seemed to enable him to say all the things he wouldn’t otherwise dream of telling her. Odd, the way these things worked.


  Minoru stared at the girl, too. He watched her black mane of hair slip over her shoulders and fall against her chest as she worked and the way she moved it back, so elegant that it was like magic.


  Then she dropped her eraser. It bounced off the floor and rolled to a stop at Minoru’s feet. He picked it up automatically and looked up just in time for Marin Shiki to stand up and walk over to him.


  Their eyes met. “Here,” he said.


  She didn’t even thank him. She just snatched the eraser back and returned to her seat. Minoru might’ve been invisible.


  A girl—a different one, not one of the pair who’d passed by earlier—whispered behind him, “Just look at her. She thinks she’s all that just ’cause she’s pretty.”


  “She would’ve been better off going to a school for celebrities,” her friend whispered back.


  “With those grades?”


  The girls snickered.


  Minoru’s blood ran cold. He exchanged a look with Ryota—girls could be mean. The gossip felt as pointed as a knife in the small of his back. There was no way Marin Shiki hadn’t heard, but she simply kept up her intensive note-taking with the precision and detachment of a robot.


  Seigi Nakata took Minoru back to his house the following Saturday. He needed to get his stuff and bring it to the condo. A lot of stuff.


  “You have your uniforms and textbooks, but I’m sure there’s all sorts of things we still need to get,” Seigi Nakata listed off. “Clothes, toiletries…”


  “They’re all in trash bags,” Minoru said.


  “Yup. We should do some cleaning while we’re here as well. You direct me, Minoru. I don’t know what needs to be kept and what can be thrown out.”


  “Okay.”


  After acclimatizing to the condo, the Kirie house seemed like nothing so much as a garbage dump. There was an odd, pervasive odor hanging over everything, and the place was dark. His mother had covered all the windows with cloth and packing tape, afraid—and ashamed—of anyone looking in from the outside.


  Seigi Nakata started by unpeeling the tape, folding the cloths, and cracking each window wide open. It’d been so long since there’d been a breeze in the house. Minoru’s eyes widened, surprised. His house was as tiny as ever, but that didn’t make it pokey or shameful. It was just a house. A place where people lived.


  “Let’s start sorting all this stuff,” Seigi Nakata said. “This will be a big job, so we’ll go and get something tasty to eat when we’re done.”


  Dressed in a T-shirt, jeans, and gardening gloves for the occasion, Seigi Nakata opened every bag and transferred all the obvious trash into city-approved garbage bags labeled for trash pickup. Plastic bags that had once held rolls. Used tissues. Empty plastic bottles. A pink plastic thingy that had fallen off something or other. Minoru, unable to just sit there and watch, joined in with the help of child-sized gloves courtesy of Seigi Nakata. Now the sorting was a two-person job. Every so often, the search yielded up something important: bank documents, the stamp that functioned as his mother’s official signature, an album of photos devoted entirely to Minoru and his mom. Seigi Nakata set those aside with great care and placed them in his personal bag to ensure they didn’t accidentally go out with the trash.


  There was no end of trash to go through, and the pair filled bag after bag to near bursting. Every time a bag could hold no more, Minoru took it out to the curb himself.


  He worried it might take all day to finish, but Seigi Nakata was an efficient worker. By one o’clock, every item in the house had been split into one of three categories: Actual Trash, Maybe Trash, and Probably Not Trash.


  Actual Trash, of course, would be tossed out. But Seigi Nakata was in favor of keeping both Maybe Trash and Probably Not Trash, much to Minoru’s surprise. He and Minoru sat in the modest front yard sipping energy drinks with bits of gelatin in them from the convenience store.


  Seigi Nakata spoke around bites of a kelp-flavored rice ball. “We can always choose to throw away things later, but once we toss them out, they’re gone for good. I’d rather wait and ask Ms. Yura before we lose anything permanently.”


  “I agree,” said Minoru.


  “Still, we should make it as easy as possible for her to sort through what’s left.”


  Seigi Nakata sorted each item from the Maybe Trash and Probably Not Trash piles into little plastic cases that Minoru suspected he’d bought from the hundred-yen shop. Cloth doodads. Dolls. Place mats. Minoru’s baby clothes, now much too small for him. Expired medications. The album did not wind up in this pile—that was to go back to the condo.


  It was two o’clock when all the tidying up was complete.


  “Phew! Good work, Minoru,” Seigi Nakata said.


  It took Minoru a moment to respond. “Thanks. It…feels like a whole new house now.”


  There was so much space. Space everywhere. Other houses had spare space, but not Minoru’s. He could look in any direction and see the floor. He couldn’t stop goggling. If anything, the house felt a little too bare, but he could already tell that the lack of trash bags was a huge first step toward making the home more livable.


  Seigi Nakata grinned, bashful. “Feels like a whole new house, huh? In a good way, I hope.”


  “Yeah! In a good way.”


  “Good.”


  He wiped his brow and beamed at Minoru.


  Several neighbors had walked by in the middle of cleaning and stopped to say hello to the working pair. The man responded to all the curious callers with loud, friendly hellos and explanations—when asked the inevitable “And who are you, exactly?”—that he was a relative of Minoru’s. Those aware of the police kerfuffle pressed for details, but to this question, Seigi Nakata had no answer but an evasive smile.


  “On our next visit,” he said to Minoru, “we should clean the floors. We’ll wax them down, change the tatami matting, and give Ms. Yura a nice, comfortable house to come home to.”


  “Okay,” Minoru said.


  As happy as the nice clean house made him, the loss of the business card case still needled him. He’d searched all over school and poked around in the Jungle House, too, thanks to the ghost’s beneficence. Yet the case refused to turn up. Where on Earth was it? Was it lost in the thick jungle of a yard that separated the Jungle House and his own home? It must have been.


  But the Jungle House was not named in vain. The yard was a true no man’s land—a chaotic thicket of grass, dirt, and trees. They’d had a lesson on ethics once with a story about a person searching a desert for a lost needle, and this current predicament felt even more futile than that. But what other choice did Minoru have? He had to find that case. Once night fell, he resolved, he’d bring over a flashlight and comb the jungle from top to bottom.


  He was so lost in planning, he jumped when Seigi Nakata called his name. “You okay?”


  “I’m fine,” Minoru said. “Just tired, I guess.”


  “Boy, you’re telling me. I would kill for a shower right about now. Let’s head back to the condo. We barely ate any lunch, so we should figure out what to do about dinner.”


  “Didn’t we have those rice balls from the convenience store?” Minoru said.


  “Oh, those were just appetizers. I promised we’d get something tasty. That’ll be our real dinner.”


  It was on the walk back that Seigi Nakata’s phone rang. “Do you mind if I take this?” he asked.


  Minoru had no objections, so Seigi Nakata answered the phone and carried on walking with the phone up to his ear. “Hello?” he said in English. Natural, unaccented English. 


  He spoke fluently, without pause, even without a textbook to read from. Maybe, Minoru thought, Seigi Nakata could teach him English—but he quickly dismissed the notion. He wasn’t anywhere near smart enough to learn; he’d just disappoint Seigi Nakata with his lack of progress. Let him get a good grade on his first semester finals, and then maybe he’d consider it.


  The call was so long that Seigi Nakata was still talking by the time they reached the condo. A frown had found its way onto his face—not from the length of the call, Minoru guessed, but whatever the person on the other end of the line had to say.


  Once inside, Seigi Nakata communicated by gesture that Minoru was free to go take a bath first, so Minoru wasted no time clambering into the enormous tub and cleaning himself off. His guardian was still on the phone by the time he got out. Seigi Nakata answered his questioning gaze with a peace sign, which Minoru interpreted as I’m almost done. Sure enough, half a minute later, Seigi Nakata hung up at last.


  The man grinned, exhausted. “Sorry. Turns out, there’s something I have to go take care of.”


  “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”


  Minoru felt kind of bad for the guy; it must suck, having to work on weekends. He watched Seigi Nakata brush past him in the direction of the bathroom, then sat around on his phone until his guardian returned in the guise of a smart, stylish, besuited businessman. Seigi Nakata’s hair was neat as a pin, his suit was the light blue-grey of a cloudy sky, and his tie was dappled with colorful geometric shapes. He even smelled good.


  Instead of darting out the door, Seigi Nakata paused. He looked Minoru up and down, the glimmerings of an idea showing in his eyes. “Do you like fried kukul mas?” he asked. “How about french fries?”


  “What? Fried what now?”


  Oops, said the look on Seigi Nakata’s face. “Fried chicken,” he corrected himself.


  Sure, Minoru liked fried chicken. It was right up there with hamburgers and curry, and what kid didn’t like french fries? Seigi Nakata, who didn’t eat frozen ready-made meals, rarely put either in Minoru’s lunch box, so junk food felt like a rare treat.


  “The place I’m going to is known for its beer and Western food. The beer is off-limits for you, young man—but come to think of it, I won’t be drinking on the clock, either. Anyway, you should come with me and eat as much as you want. It’s all free.”


  “Free food!” Minoru clenched his fist in excitement.


  Seigi Nakata nodded. “Yup.”


  Minoru imagined stuffing himself silly on chicken and french fries; just the thought was pure heaven. Then he came down to Earth.


  “Wait, but this is for work,” he said. “Are you sure you can bring me along?”


  “Sure I can. My client’s hosting a party, and they said the more, the merrier. I know they’d love to have you. There will be other families with kids—some even younger than you, I bet.”


  Minoru fell silent. In that case, stuffing himself with fried chicken and french fries would make him fit right in. Maybe there’d be orange juice or fizzy soda, too. Score!


  He changed into a set of new clothes that Seigi Nakata had bought for him before taking his spot in the passenger seat of the blue car. And then they were off, trundling down the highway all the way to Tokyo. A sign passed overhead announced their destination: Ginza.


  Ginza. Minoru knew about Ginza. It was famous for being ridiculously, hideously expensive to live in—and also packed with department stores. Ginza was a place for people with money to burn. Ginza was a place for people with time to kill on window-shopping. Ginza was not the place for people like Minoru.


  Seigi Nakata found a spot in a parking garage with the kind of practiced ease that suggested he did this every day.


  “Right-o,” he said. “It’s that place right there—the one that’s got a beer hall. I’m needed up on the sixth floor, but the buffet should be on floor one. It’s reserved for a private party.”


  “Whoa,” Minoru said. “I’ve never been to Ginza before.”


  “It’s kind of a hike, huh? Sorry. Must be exhausting after such a long day.”


  Minoru shook his head. Seigi Nakata was far more exhausted than he was, surely. But the besuited businessman didn’t show it; he was all smiles, as ever.


  The beer hall was closed to them until Seigi Nakata presented a business card to the attendant standing just outside. The doors opened immediately, and Minoru was ushered into a world of grown-ups dressed in some of the finest clothes he’d ever seen. He felt breathless, but there was no time to catch it. Three smiling, besuited men were already making a beeline for Seigi Nakata, attempting to lead him away. He brushed them off in deference to the left-behind Minoru.


  “I’m going to pop upstairs and say my hellos,” he said. “You can go eat, Minoru.”


  “Right! Take…take your time!” Even that much was a challenge. Minoru was so overwhelmed.


  He watched Seigi Nakata grin and vanished in the direction of the elevators before going to investigate this so-called beer hall. It turned out to be a large restaurant. Small tables stood in rows; clustered bunches of round lamps were suspended from a distant ceiling. His eyes widened at the selection of paintings of half-naked women with armloads of produce lining the back wall.


  Then his attention turned to the brigade of tables, and his eyes lit up. Baskets of fried chicken! French fries! And not just that, but all sorts of tasty treats—omelet rice, roast beef, sausages, and more. A stocky boy, who couldn’t have been much older than a second-grader, hoovered up thick potato wedges with a single-minded intensity.


  Minoru couldn’t wait to dig in. He descended on the buffet, grabbed a fork and spoon, and set about choosing all his favorite dishes. Buffets were fun! He devoured more baskets of food than he could count, leaving nothing but the parsley and lemon wedge. Hamburgers? Eaten. Sausages? Consumed. He tried a dish of potatoes served up in a manner he’d never seen before, and when he asked the lady working the buffet what it was called, he learned the term Bratkartoffeln.


  It felt too good to be true. It felt like a dream. But without someone to talk to while he ate, well, it just felt like something was missing. He wished Ryota were here. The two could’ve gadded about through any sort of nonsense, shoveling down as many french fries or strips of fried chicken as they could stomach. Instead, Minoru sat alone in his own silence.


  He decided to call it there; he didn’t want to have an upset stomach on the car ride home. There was still no sign of Seigi Nakata.


  He glanced toward the elevator just in time to see someone step out. She might have been a fairy for the gauzy white tulle dress she wore. Long black hair, sanpaku eyes. He could’ve sworn he’d seen this girl before, but where? He was still struggling with the puzzle when she looked up and caught his eye.


  Minoru panicked. Too late, he knew exactly who she was: Marin Shiki. Who else could it have been?


  And she recognized him, too. She crossed the hall with purposeful steps to stop right in front of his table. His! Why on Earth was she approaching him?


  “You’re that kid from school,” she said.


  “Uh. Yes.”


  “What’re you doing here?”


  What a blunt question. Her voice was lower than Minoru would’ve guessed from her airy-fairy appearance; in choir, she would’ve been an alto.


  He didn’t dare admit he’d come for the free food. So what else was there to say? What would Ryota have done, if he’d been in Minoru’s shoes? Taking a leaf from his friend’s book, Minoru seized upon the nearest cool thing to say: “Work stuff.”


  “You work here?” Marin Shiki responded, surprised.


  “Well, no. Someone in my family does.”


  “Huh. That so?”


  She was intimidating in person. She seemed so much older than Minoru, what with the shining lines of something—makeup, Minoru realized—just visible on her neck and face.


  “I might know them, then,” she said. “What floor’re they on? I’m here for the magazine shoot, if you’re curious.”


  “You mean, you’re working, too?” Minoru said.


  Marin Shiki looked at him like he was an idiot. What else would I be here for? her face demanded. (Minoru thanked his lucky stars he hadn’t said he was only here for the buffet.)


  “The sixth,” he said, returning her earlier question. “Went up to, uh, say hello.”


  “Hmm?” Marin Shiki said. “You mean at the diamond show?”


  “Uh…?”


  His blank look was returned with one of clear disappointment. Ah. I see. You know nothing. You’re just tagging along, her expression jeered. Minoru was mildly insulted.


  “Yes,” he said. “The diamond show. I’m told it’s one of those last-minute emergencies. Had to step in and save the day, that kind of thing.”


  “Huh,” she said again. “Sounds like your relative is a real hotshot.”


  “Mm-hmm. Young, too.”


  “So who is this VIP? An aunt of yours? An uncle?”


  “He’s a guy,” Minoru said. “And he’s just…family.”


  Now that it came up, he still didn’t know where, exactly, Seigi Nakata fell on the family tree. At their first meeting, Mr. Fukuda had only identified him as a relative, and Seigi Nakata had never supplied any additional info. They didn’t even have the same last name—Nakata, Kirie. Two very different names.


  But his name didn’t stop Seigi Nakata from being very, very kind.


  Minoru nudged his plate of half-eaten french fries in Marin Shiki’s direction, offering her the snack. She sneered. “No, thank you. I can’t possibly eat all those carbs. Did you mean that as an insult?”


  “No,” Minoru stammered. “Not at all.”


  “Being a model means dieting, dieting, and more dieting,” she informed him. “I gotta stay on my game. There’s always another girl out there waiting to take my place.”


  If Minoru hadn’t known better, he’d have said that last sentence was directed at herself. He glanced down at her white high heels. They must’ve been the wrong size, because she kept wobbling and losing her balance.


  He thought to himself, What would Seigi Nakata do? and was immediately in motion. Spotting a table with two open chairs, Minoru steered her there. Right on cue, a buffet worker came by the table, and Marin Shiki ordered two glasses of Perrier like it was second nature. Perrier. Minoru didn’t even know what that was.


  “Remind me, what was your name?” she asked him. “Sorry, it’s slipping my mind.”


  “Minoru Kirie,” he said pointedly.


  “Marin Shiki. Although you knew that.”


  Minoru sighed. He did.


  She pulled off her white gloves and stuffed them into a bag—white, again—that was so teeny-tiny, it couldn’t have held much more than the gloves and her phone. She grabbed three sprigs of fried parsley from an empty basket, tore them into little pieces, and popped them into her mouth—bam, bam, bam. Minoru wasn’t a slow eater by any stretch of the imagination, but the speed with which she downed the garnish shocked him.


  “You must be hungry,” he said.


  “No, you don’t say? This dress is for a collaboration with a clothing brand and one of the manufacturing companies hosting the show upstairs, and this is the only size it comes in. I have to fit in it no matter what. I haven’t eaten all day.”


  “That can’t be good for you.”


  “It’s not about what’s good for me,” she said with authority. “That doesn’t matter to a model.”


  She ordered a salad and tucked into it, silent as a rabbit. Potatoes were a no-go, but evidently, green vegetables got the model seal of approval.


  Marin kept glancing over at the elevators.


  “Are you waiting for someone?” Minoru asked her.


  “My boss. I’m not allowed to go home until she comes back.”


  “You mean, you can’t get anything to eat until this lady shows up?”


  “I can’t get anything to eat, period,” she informed him. “Except veggies. Those are okay.”


  Having french fries, fried chicken, sausages, and Bratkartoffeln dangled right under her nose and not being allowed to have so much as a nibble sounded like torture to Minoru. He couldn’t have put up with it for one minute. Not having junk food at all was one thing, but having it dance just within reach was another.


  Suddenly, he was reminded of the near-shoplifting incident at the drugstore. What had inspired that bizarre need for the bandages? The question had taunted him; he was sure he could think until he was blue in the face and still never know, but…now he felt he was just that one little bit closer to the answer.


  It wasn’t that he wanted the bandages. He just needed to do something. Anything. He wanted to do something forbidden, something he’d been told he shouldn’t. What would the consequences be? He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. He just wanted to do it. When anything and everything was beyond standing, when the situation was such that he couldn’t take it for one minute more—then he’d been gripped with a need to do something. Didn’t matter what. Just something. Something that would hurt him and society both.


  Marin, scarfing down another sprig of parsley, giggled at Minoru’s sudden silence. “Food coma? You’re spacing out hard.”


  “No,” Minoru said with an effort. “I’m just thinking.”


  “You don’t have to make up excuses. You’re not exactly on the job here.”


  Cutting, but there was a hidden kindness in her tone, a core of sweet filling in a dessert. Her single-minded intensity on her work was a little on the weird side, but not in a bad way. It made her interesting.


  They chatted to pass the time, covering whatever seemed innocuous. School stuff. Marin’s work. Work meant she got to leave school early constantly, but that had its downsides—she was falling farther and farther behind in the coursework. And wasn’t it scary how close school was to that busy stretch of downtown?


  Minoru sipped the carbonated drink she’d ordered. Perrier—that’s what she’d called it. Its slight hint of lemon made him feel something halfway like an adult.


  Ten minutes passed. Then twenty. Then thirty.


  The elevator kept depositing groups of twos and threes into the beer hall, but the two people they were waiting for resolutely failed to make an appearance.


  “My boss sure is late,” Marin eventually remarked.


  “So’s Mr. Nakata. I hope he’s okay.”


  “Want to go see what’s up with them?”


  Minoru’s eyes widened.


  Marin put on her model face. “Look, I work here, okay? I’m allowed to go up if I want to. You can come with me if you’d like, too. I have a pass.”


  Minoru took a moment to respond. “You mean, to the ­diamond show?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  He sized up the elevators and the old-fashioned foyer.


  Just what did Seigi Nakata do for work anyway? He couldn’t claim he wasn’t curious. He wanted to know, and besides, he wouldn’t have minded having a peek at Seigi Nakata, businessman, in action. His guardian might not have relished the prospect of Minoru seeing him at work, but that didn’t stymy Minoru’s inquisitiveness.


  So he followed Marin into the elevator.


  “Just so you’re aware,” she said, “you’re not allowed to touch any of the display cases. You’ll get yelled at.”


  “What display cases?” Minoru asked.


  “Gosh, you really don’t know anything.”


  The elevator arrived at the sixth floor with a ding. Marin flashed her ID at the waiting attendant, and that was all that was needed for the two to be waved through to an exhibition hall lined with glass display cases. Adults in suits milled around conversing, glasses in hand. They were all drinking some kind of alcohol. Not beer, Minoru thought. Maybe some kind of wine? Whatever went in those long-stemmed glasses.


  He looked around, but there was no sign of Seigi Nakata. Surely, he hadn’t left without Minoru, had he? No. Seigi Nakata wasn’t that kind of person. At least, Minoru didn’t think Seigi Nakata was that kind of person.


  “Oh? Marin, you came back?” a woman in an orange suit remarked.


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Marin. “Since I noticed you were gone a rather long time.”


  The woman she’d called ma’am—her boss, the rather tense Minoru guessed—sighed. “There are four different companies represented at this exhibition. The reception’s bound to last a while. Here, do you remember what they said about the singer performing just after this? I hear they might’ve canceled. There’s been some kind of trouble…” she trailed off. “And who’s this?”


  “This is Kirie,” Marin answered promptly. “He goes to my school. I happened to run into him on the first floor, because one of his family members is working at the exhibition.”


  Minoru’s head reeled; he couldn’t get over a junior high schooler reporting to her boss like this. The boss in question looked middle-aged. She wore a large ring on the first finger of her right hand, a face of white makeup, enough caked-on mascara to make her eyelashes stiff, and a violently red lipstick that made her lips look thrice the size of Marin’s. Was she pretty? Minoru couldn’t tell under all the makeup. Well, pretty or no, she was a grown adult talking to his classmate with the frankness of one colleague to another.


  “Oh? Were you two waiting together, then?” She turned to Minoru. “Hello there. What do you think of diamonds? Aren’t you just tired of them? If not, let me know. I think you could have what it takes to be one of our models.”


  Minoru felt tongue-tied. Eventually, he managed a basic “Hello.”


  “He’s shy, ma’am,” Marin put in. “And he doesn’t like you teasing him.”


  “A shy one, are you? I suppose girls always grow up faster than boys. They’re so different by the time they reach junior high.”


  Minoru couldn’t shake the feeling that she was making a joke at his expense, but he kept quiet—he knew nothing good would come of talking back to Marin’s boss. Instead, he chose to look around the room. This exhibition he’d heard so much about already was evidently a jewelry showcase. The left and right walls bore signs for each of the companies with a small cluster of glass display cases beneath. Some of the cases held rows of tiny trinkets, while others displayed a single bust draped in a piece of jewelry. At the other end of the room, a pianist labored at an ebony piano on a raised dais next to an unattended microphone.


  Everywhere Minoru looked, he saw diamonds.


  He left Marin and her boss to their conversation and wandered through the hall. Each booth was manned with a man or woman in a business suit to offer explanations—or sales pitches, as they seemed to Minoru—to anyone interested. He walked up to one where a lady with diamond earrings sat. She flashed Minoru a brilliant smile and said hello. Minoru said hi back, a bit shyly.


  “Can I ask a question?” he added. “Is it all diamonds here?”


  “That’s correct. This reception is hosted by a diamond jewelry company, so that’s all we have. Was there something else you were looking for?”


  “To be honest,” he said, “I’m not sure what jewelry is.” Especially not when she used the English term.


  “Jewelry is a term for decorative items made from precious metals like gold or platinum. It’s a step up from the word ‘accessory.’”


  Again, she used the English term. Minoru fell silent.


  But she seemed amiable enough, and she treated him to a tour of all the objects in her booth’s display cases. She had all sorts of jewelry to show off. This silver-colored metal, she told him, was called platinum—a very popular metal in Japan. That golden-colored metal turned out to be just that: gold. In India and other parts of Southeast Asia, she said, many people made a point of buying only golden jewelry. Minoru was amazed. It was like a map of the whole world was packed into a single display case.


  Still, even with all these wonders before him, the biggest and brightest jewels to him were those shining stones of light the ghost had shown him in the Jungle House. None of the diamonds on display could hold a candle to those stones in luster or size. Of all the beautiful things here, nothing could rival the bracelet’s beauty, Minoru thought, but he kept that to himself. Maybe there was no jewelry the world over that would ever be half as good as the bracelet.


  The lady, upon seeing Minoru’s lack of excitement, remarked almost to herself, “You’re not the only one unimpressed. It’s a shame, really. Everyone was saying we might’ve had the most amazing person show up today.”


  “Who is that?” Minoru said.


  “A person so beautiful, they couldn’t be real.” It didn’t sound like she believed it, though. It was more like she was repeating a lie—a fun lie, to be sure, but a lie nonetheless. Minoru was nonplussed.


  She smiled again. “It’s just one of those rumors. You hear them all the time, doubly so in Ginza. People talk about princesses sequestered away in their fancy castles who only rarely show their faces in public, and the funny thing is that sometimes, there really is a princess. They say that if you serve the most amazing desserts, the person I’m talking about will maybe—just maybe—show up and grace you with their presence. The way they handle gemstones is just exquisite. You’ll fall in love with every stone they show you. It’s a bit of an urban legend at this point.”


  “You have to tempt them with food? Kind of sounds like if a koi fish was a person,” Minoru remarked.


  The lady laughed. “Spot on. My boss pulled all the strings to contact their people, but it sounds like things just didn’t work out.”


  She looked up as a new prospective customer approached—a repeat customer, most likely, because she seemed to recognize them. On went the glittering smile and off went her attention to Minoru. She folded her hands behind her back, the way a proper saleswoman would, and flashed Minoru a little wave goodbye.


  He left the booth as a plump gentleman with thick glasses and even thicker checks on his charcoal-grey suit climbed the dais and tapped the mic, making Minoru’s ears ring.


  “May I have your attention please? Thank you. My name is Matsuura, and I have the pleasure of being one of the organizers of this four-company joint exhibition. I hope everyone is enjoying themselves tonight. On behalf of Mr. Erickson, I’d like to thank you all for coming.”


  His words were followed by a round of applause from across the room. The crowd was in high spirits tonight, no doubt with the alcohol acting as a social lubricant.


  The man with the glasses bobbed a bow to the room before continuing, a tad self-conscious, “Unfortunately, tonight’s singing performance has been canceled. I’m afraid our singer ate rather too much spicy chorizo at the buffet and had to be taken to the hospital.”


  That announcement was greeted with a burst of laughter that Minoru did not join in. He didn’t have the faintest idea what chorizo could be, but being taken to the hospital on account of eating too much was eerily evocative of his own buffet experience. He felt a kinship to this poor singer.


  He was sending them his best wishes mentally when Marin came up to him. “What’re you up to?” she said. “Looking at the jewelry? That’s a weird thing for a boy to do. Oops, I can’t say that. I’ll get canceled. I should watch my mouth.”


  Minoru nodded. He’d noticed in their earlier conversation that Marin could be, well, blunt. She didn’t mean her comments in a bad way—if anything, the bulk of her criticism was directed at herself. He didn’t take it personally.


  “Jewelry is pretty,” he said.


  “It is,” she agreed. “That’s the thing about metals and gemstones. They never stop being pretty. They’re pretty from moment one to all the way until the end. Not like feminine beauty.”


  He frowned, not sure what to make of that last sentence, and she sighed. The man on the dais was still giving his speech, but most of the audience were talking among themselves just like Minoru and Marin.


  “I’m sure you won’t understand what I mean,” Marin said, “but the world’s crawling with pretty women and cute girls. You know the only ones anyone ever cares about? The young, pretty girls. Take away the young part, and welcome to the world of ‘Move along! Next!’ The only way to stay in the spotlight is to have something that draws people to you. Something beyond being pretty or cute, something that you can never lose.”


  “Uh…?”


  “That’s what I wish I had. I wish I could be a gemstone, too.”


  At length, Minoru said, “Could you get there through hard work and studying?”


  “Not in a million years. I’m too stupid.”


  Minoru couldn’t help but grin a little. She was the last person on Earth who deserved to call herself stupid. Looking at her, he felt like she could do anything and everything. It was honestly kind of a relief to know she couldn’t, that she was a regular seventh-grader just like him.


  “My grades are terrible in English,” he confided to her.


  “Oh, English doesn’t bother me. I actually grew up in New Zealand. No, it’s math and classics I’m terrible at.”


  “Is it just me, or is the classics teacher kind of scary? With all that flyaway hair…”


  “Class 3 has Koba the Kobra for classics, too? His classes are the worst. He drones on like a monk.”


  Minoru snorted with laughter. “Koba the Kobra”—Mr. Kobayashi, that was—permed his hair and sported a large, everlasting pimple not quite in the middle of his forehead. It did give him a certain resemblance to the Buddha, now that Minoru thought about it. The monotone didn’t help with the monk impression, either.


  He tried to pass his amusement off as a coughing fit in an effort to not draw attention, but then Marin went and laughed, too. 


  “Do you like school?” Minoru asked her.


  “Not one bit.”


  Really? Minoru didn’t know what to say to that.


  “Pass along a message to that friend of yours, will you?” she said. “Tell him I’m not some animal in a zoo for him to gawk at.”


  That took Minoru aback even further. Marin was aware of Ryota’s incessant visits? No, of course she was—how could she have failed to notice? He’d just never thought about it before. She could’ve told Ryota himself and probably scared him silly—while also making his day—but Marin didn’t want any such reaction from him. Not fright, not surprise, and definitely not delight.


  He hesitated for a few seconds, Mr. Glasses’s speech filling in the silence in the interim. “I’m sorry,” he said at last.


  “You don’t owe me an apology.”


  “Well, I mean…he’s my Fantastic Friend and all.”


  “Your what? Are you messing with me?”


  “No, it’s…”


  Minoru didn’t know how to begin to explain. For starters, only Ryota knew the exact definition of a Fantastic Friend. But like it or not, Ryota was a Fantastic Friend to the end, and that meant it fell on Minoru to bear the consequences for his rudeness.


  “Sorry,” he said again.


  Marin sighed once more, this time exaggeratedly so. “Why is it always like this? The people who don’t need to apologize always apologize too much, and saying sorry never occurs to the people who actually owe me apologies.”


  “I-I couldn’t tell you why it works out like that,” he said.


  “I wasn’t talking to you. Don’t worry about it.”


  The speech was over at long last, and the subsequent applause put an end to any further chances at conversation. The speaker crossed to a door leading outside the hall and said, “Now, with no further ado, I present—”


  And then he went and presented Seigi Nakata.


  “What?” Minoru spluttered. “How? Why? What?”


  “What’s the matter?” Marin said. “Playing Twenty Questions with yourself?”


  Minoru could do no more than point at his guardian and say, “He’s—he’s—”


  “Hello everyone,” said Seigi Nakata, taking the mic. “My name is Seigi Nakata, and I’ll be tonight’s backup singer. The pinch hitter, if you will. I mean, I’m better off in the outfield, and I tend to hit ground balls, but…I’ll give this my best shot!”


  Laughter from the crowd once more. Minoru didn’t get what the baseball metaphor was all about, but he could tell that Seigi Nakata was about to put on some kind of performance. He watched his guardian cross to the pianist and share a few quick words. Seigi Nakata still hadn’t seen Minoru.


  The pianist and Seigi Nakata exchanged a nonverbal signal, and the pianist, with a flourish of his arms, launched into a spirited rendition of a song. A flood of music.


  Seigi Nakata lifted the mic to his lips, undid the top bottom of his jacket, and began to sing—in English. The song began somber in tone, but in just a few bars, it transformed into a bright, bubbly tune. Minoru felt himself bopping to the beat.


  Marin leaned over and whispered, “It’s Marilyn Monroe.”


  “What is?”


  “The song. ‘Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.’ The lyrics are different, though.”


  Seigi Nakata swapped the mic from hand to hand every other line, throwing in hand movements and toe taps without ever missing a beat. A few bars in, he pointed at one jewelry company’s sign and shouted the company name. Then the next, and the next, and the next—all four in turn, each shout-out received with applause from the lucky company’s employees. A person just ahead of Minoru leaned over to their neighbor and whispered, “And you’re telling me he’s the backup singer?”


  Minoru could only stand there in slack-jawed amazement, but not Marin. “Oh, I get it,” she said. “He changed it from a ‘girl’s’ to a ‘guy’s’ best friend.”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s not a girl song anymore. It’s a boy song.”


  “Diamonds! Diamonds!” sang Seigi Nakata, every repetition blessed with perfect pronunciation. A man near Minoru began translating on behalf of the lady next to him who didn’t speak English.


  The sad truth


  Is we lose our youth


  And all those we once called our dear friends.


  Let them be fair-weather!


  Our stones are forever!


  Diamonds are a guy’s best friend!


  “How politically correct of him,” the translator added, the meaning of which was lost on Minoru. One thing was clear, though—Seigi Nakata was making magic. No one could tear their eyes away from him as he sang and danced his way across the stage, casting layer after layer of enchantment. Golden fireworks going off right before Minoru’s eyes would’ve been less dazzling.


  Just as he reached the second verse, Seigi Nakata spotted him at last. Minoru could tell from the widening of his eyes that his guardian was shocked to see him here—but then Seigi Nakata beamed as bright as the sun and extended a hand right in Minoru’s direction. Not at anyone else. Just him. Like it was a song for his ears only—and Minoru was completely, totally thrilled.


  “That’s him,” he whispered to the girl next to him. “That guy’s my relative. His name’s Mr. Nakata… Shiki?”


  He turned to see her frozen stiff, staring up at the man on the dais with trembling hands clutched to her chest.


  “Shiki?” Minoru said. “You okay?”


  “Shut up. I’m trying to listen to the song,” she snapped.


  Minoru shut up.


  The song got to the good bit. Seigi Nakata pranced in a circle across the stage and belted out the final words—“Diamonds! Are! A guy’s best friend!”—then snapped into a bow, and the audience erupted. 


  “Thank you! Thank you!” he called, bowing with each thank-you.


  The gentleman in the glasses trotted back on stage to throw his arm around the singer’s shoulders. “Bravo! Give us another one, Mr. Nakata.”


  “I’m so sorry, but that’s all I have in me for tonight. Thank you, everyone! Until we meet again in Dubai!”


  The final joke reduced the now quite drunk audience to roaring laughter. Just then, someone grabbed Minoru’s shoulder and yanked hard. It was Marin, and she looked ready to kill.


  “Wh-what’s the matter?” he said.


  “Who is he. Who. Is. That. Man?”


  “Mr. Nakata. I said th—”


  “I’m asking his first name!”


  “Seigi…”


  “And how do you know him?”


  “We’re family.”


  “Family could mean a lot of things. So what is he? Your cousin? An uncle? Don’t tell me he’s a great-uncle.”


  “I actually don’t know,” Minoru admitted.


  “What’s that supposed to mean? Just tell me!”


  “Sorry, I don’t know what else to say—”


  “Minoru?” another voice cut in.


  Marin squealed and let go of Minoru’s shoulder. There stood Seigi Nakata, wiping the sweat from his brow and grinning. Other people kept trying to get his attention, but the man only had eyes for Minoru. “Sorry that took so long! I didn’t think I’d find you up here. Did you get enough to eat?”


  “Yes,” Minoru said, stumbling over his words. “I did.”


  “Oh, good. Who’s your friend?”


  “Marin Shiki, age thirteen,” Marin answered promptly. “I’m with T3 Productions, and it’s such a pleasure to meet you, sir.”


  She bowed. Seigi Nakata stared back at Marin, not quite sure what to make of her.


  “She goes to my school,” Minoru helpfully supplied. “She’s also a model. We were eating fried chicken downstairs just a bit ago.”


  “There is no we! I only had parsley.”


  “Ohh,” Seigi Nakata looked delighted, if self-conscious. “You’re a friend of Minoru’s.” He put his hand out to shake. Marin looked ready to die on the spot, but she took his hand and lightly pumped it. “My name’s Seigi Nakata. I’m one of Minoru’s family members. Great to meet you, Marin.”


  “I-It’s my pleasure, sir!”


  Who was this excited, high-pitched little girl, and what had she done with Marin? Minoru wondered.


  Unfortunately, there was no time for further conversation. The converging crowd of adults eager to have Seigi Nakata’s ear threatened to swallow Minoru’s guardian whole, so the two beat a hasty retreat to the elevators and the blue car.


  “Wish we could grab some goodies and head home,” Seigi Nakata muttered under his breath.


  “Why can’t we?” Minoru said.


  “No time. I have another work responsibility after this.”


  Seigi Nakata had as many agenda items as talents, Minoru supposed. He felt as giddy as if he’d been up there singing and dancing himself. He grinned at his guardian. “You’re a really good singer,” he said.


  “Did you like the performance?”


  “Oh, yes!”


  “Woo-hoo. I’m glad to hear that.”


  “You can do anything, I bet,” Minoru added. “You’re amazing.”


  “Oh, no. Far from it.”


  “What do you mean?”


  As they spoke, Seigi Nakata swung the large car out into highway-bound traffic once more. Minoru eyed the cars’ stock of tissues and soft-drink bottles. A mask—must’ve been a piece of traditional craftsmanship from who knew where, and honestly, it kind of gave Minoru the creeps—dangled from the rear view mirror next to two charms in the shape of dog mascots.


  “I have a friend—hmm, no. A person who means the world to me. And he really can do anything.”


  “Better than you?”


  “Way, way better. I can’t even compete.” And he meant it, too. Minoru could tell from the sound of his voice. He’d never met anyone as capable as Seigi Nakata before. He couldn’t begin to imagine what way, way better would be. An actual god?


  “He gets tons of attention for it,” Seigi Nakata went on. “Wherever he goes, there’s always someone gushing over him. I’m sure you can imagine what that’s like.”


  “Yeah.”


  “It just seemed exhausting to me. At first, I thought about snatching him up and taking him somewhere where no one could look at him. I thought that’d help, you know? I was Googling how much it’d cost to buy a cabin in the Swiss Alps when it hit me that maybe that wasn’t the answer after all.”


  The car sliced through the Ginza weekend night. Seigi Nakata kept his gaze fixed straight ahead as he talked, almost like he wasn’t saying it for Minoru to hear. He was saying it to say it.


  “So I changed my game plan,” he said. “I started working to outshine him.”


  “Huh?”


  “You know, to be a decoy of sorts. Give people a show to distract them, and they won’t be so preoccupied with him all the time. It took a lot of work, believe you me. I spent three years working on my singing, and I think I’ve gotten pretty good at it. I’ve practiced public speaking. I’ve studied how to make all the right facial expressions. How to dress. How to stand and sit. Not to mention a whole bunch of party tricks—magic tricks, dancing, you name it. Remind me to show you sometime.”


  Minoru didn’t know what to say, and it tipped off Seigi Nakata that he’d been rambling. “Oops. Sorry. You must be embarrassed that I’m such a show-off…”


  “No, not at all!”


  Actually, he’d been thinking about Marin Shiki. Wherever she went, there was someone gushing over her, too. Tell him I’m not some animal in a zoo for him to gawk at. Would Minoru do the same for her, if they were friends? If she begged him for help? He thought maybe, yeah. He would. He didn’t have the confidence that he could pull it off—but he could certainly try.


  He bet Seigi Nakata’s friend knew what it was like to be Marin Shiki.


  “Your friend is a diamond,” he eventually said.


  Seigi Nakata grinned. “In that he’s this guy’s best friend? You know it.”


  The whole story about the singer eating too much chorizo, the man went on to explain, was totally true. It was a complete stroke of bad luck that just happened to coincide with Seigi Nakata’s arrival. There had been some talk of having the pianist perform without a singer, but the event organizer, the very culprit behind the interminable English phone call, begged him to do something to save the show. And thus Seigi Nakata, pinch hitter, stepped up to the plate.


  “Which was the last thing I expected to be doing tonight,” he went on, “but I did owe the guy, so…I just had to grin and bear it. I think I’ll be remembered as a bit of a clown, but oh well.”


  “Does your company work with jewelry?” Minoru asked.


  “Yup. We buy and sell gemstones. You could say we’re jewelers. My friend is a jeweler, too.”


  A jeweler. Minoru had not heard that word before, and there was a kind of gravity to it. It wasn’t like being a cop or a baker. How did someone become a jeweler anyway? A jeweler, a jeweler, he repeated under his breath.


  Seigi Nakata beamed with joy at the boy’s apparent interest. “It’s not like going into the office every day for a desk job, but it’s fun in its own way.”


  “Because of your friend?” Minoru asked.


  “Well, yes. But I like the job itself, too.”


  Suddenly, Minoru found himself thinking about the tough-as-nails girl in the white tulle dress. Now there was someone who used the word job like a shield. A strut propping up her life. 


  Gemstones would be beautiful forever, but once a girl lost her youth, she’d be tossed out with the trash. Wasn’t that what Marin had said? Gosh, what a painful thing to think about.


  “Minoru?” Seigi Nakata said.


  “Oh, sorry,” said Minoru. “I was just thinking… If your friend is like a diamond, then his age won’t matter. He’ll still be in high demand even when he’s older.”


  “When he’s older? And what’s this about demand?”


  Oops. That was rude of him to say, but it was too late to take it back. With a silent apology to Marin, Minoru thought back to what she’d said—the model industry was crawling with pretty girls, and without their youth, it was only a matter of time before another model popped up to take her place. A prospective model needed something else to give her staying power. In essence, she needed to make herself into a gemstone.


  He tried explaining as much to Seigi Nakata, who listened silently, then sighed. It wasn’t a bad sigh. Just a sad one.


  “Your friend is an amazing girl,” he said. “Back when I was in junior high, none of us thought about stuff like that.”


  “I mean, I’ve never considered it, either.”


  Minoru had never considered youth to be a positive attribute. If anything, he’d always categorized it with the likes of childishness—something to be pushed away, not held on to. Being a kid meant riding the buses and trains for cheap, and sure, that was a blessing for the family finances. But being a kid was also being half a person in society’s eyes, and that got under his skin. Being a kid meant being too little to help his mom. Being a kid was frustration itself.


  He wanted to hurry and grow up, get a job, start bringing money in. But even if he waved a magic wand and became an adult on the spot, he still had his doubts. Would he be half as competent as Marin Shiki was now? He didn’t think so. Was he capable of being a thirteen-year-old model, a hardworking soul striving to be a gemstone, an object of desire no matter their age? No, he really didn’t think so. He was no gemstone. Just a pebble.


  “She’s right in that there are all kinds of jobs out there,” Seigi Nakata told his gloomy companion. “Some jobs are restricted by age in the same way that an adult couldn’t be a children’s clothing model. But I don’t think it’s that prescriptive.”


  “What does that word mean? Prescriptive?”


  “That age isn’t the only deciding factor. Hmm, that’s probably no help. This is hard to explain. I mean that there’re no rules that say we have to be young. There’re no rules that say we have to be anything. The world’s a big place, and the more we see of it, the more we understand its lack of rules.”


  Minoru might not have understood every word, but he got what Seigi Nakata was trying to say. If youth was best, and that was that, there would’ve been no old-timers in any position ever—the people fresh out of college would own the job market. In Marin’s world, maybe it was ideal to constantly be seeking out fresh talent. But her boss lady with the red lipstick hadn’t been all that young, and there was clearly a demand for people like her. She was doing important work, just like any of the models.


  Seigi Nakata didn’t say anything until Minoru had time to mull all that over. Then he added, “I really mean it, Minoru, about your friend being amazing. She’s saying those things because she’s ready to take on the big world that exists outside of all these little rules.”


  “Is that what makes someone amazing?”


  “I think so. It’s not an easy thing to face the whole world head-on.”


  That was disquieting. Marin was no older than Minoru, but she was well-dressed and well-groomed, a hardworking regular industrialist. She copied notes and raced through her textbook readings every morning before class; she put in the work. She let her classmates bad-mouth her and never took it to heart. He couldn’t have done any of that, he thought with a shudder. Not without some huge, powerful core of steel and determination.


  “This is just my personal opinion,” Seigi Nakata went on, “but I think your friend is already a gemstone. She’s certainly as tough as diamond.”


  “Are all gemstones tough?”


  “We say hard, but yes. In our industry, we only classify certain minerals as gemstones if they can stand up to daily wear and tear. Have you ever heard anyone say that diamonds are the hardest minerals in the world? Industrial grinders—those are machines that grind things down until they’re smooth and shiny—use little bits of diamond to shave away at whatever needs polishing. I mean…you can crack a diamond if you throw it as hard as you can against a wall, but…most people aren’t that stupid, so…”


  Why the sudden hesitation? Minoru shot his guardian a puzzled look.


  “Never mind.” Seigi Nakata laughed it off, embarrassed.


  For a split second, Minoru was seized with an inexplicable twinge of jealousy toward Seigi Nakata’s friend. “I guess that makes your friend tough, too,” he said.


  “He is,” Seigi Nakata affirmed.


  “Very, very tough.”


  “So tough. The toughest. He’s about as tough as you can get.”


  “More so than a diamond?”


  “…I guess so.” Seigi Nakata grinned at the thought. He glanced over at Minoru. “If I had to compare my friend to anything, he’d be a star. A star person.”


  “Huh, really?”


  “Yeah. He’s a shining star.”


  That last sentence was in English, and even with Minoru’s poor grasp of the language, he knew what Seigi Nakata meant. A bright, dazzling star, twinkling away up there in the night sky. Not the sun, not the moon, but a star. What the imagery implied, Minoru couldn’t say for sure, but one thing was apparent to him: Seigi Nakata loved this friend with all his heart.


  “You…really care for your friend,” he said.


  “Yeah. I love him.”


  “I…” He searched for the right words. “I have a good friend, too. A Fantastic Friend. From school.”


  “What’s a Fantastic Friend? A super, super best friend?”


  “I think so… He said it, not me.”


  “Wow,” said Seigi Nakata. “I bet it feels great to have someone care about you like that.”


  “Yeah. It does.”


  “Good! I’m glad for you. So, you have a Fantastic Friend, huh? Good.”


  “Yeah. I do.”


  Seigi Nakata was all smiles. He wanted to know everything there was to know about this Fantastic Friend. Everything! 


  Well, Minoru said, he was the guy from that fight a few days ago (that one got a raised eyebrow in response), but one thing led to another, and now they were fast friends. 


  Seigi Nakata smiled again, so hard that he started to tear up.


  Alarmed, Minoru said, “Are you all right? Did I do something wrong?”


  “No, no. I’m just happy for you. You’re making friends… Well, it means more to me than having friends myself. Sorry. I’m just a crier.”


  What a genuinely good person, Minoru thought. Most adults wouldn’t tear up when some random kid—not even their own son or daughter—made a new friend at school. Seigi Nakata must’ve really, really cared about Minoru.


  So he went on to tell his guardian all about his adventures at school, and, when it was suggested he bring the Fantastic Friend over to the condo, he looked up in surprise.


  “Can I really?” he said.


  “Of course you can. It’s your home, too. Oh, shoot—I did tell you it belongs to someone else, didn’t I? Well, don’t worry about him. He and I have an understanding. You could cover the whole condo in paint, and it’d be fine!”


  “Um, except I would never…”


  “I know you wouldn’t. You’re a good kid. It’s just the principle of the thing.”


  “I…see…?”


  “Just let me know what kind of snacks your buddy likes to have around, and I’ll stock up on them. Oh wait—you probably don’t want me hanging around and being in your hair, huh? I know when I was in junior high, I could never relax when I was over at a friend’s house when their family was around. I know! I’ll—”


  Several equally viable alternatives later, Seigi Nakata decided on pizza delivery. In Minoru’s fantasy, Ryota would come over, and the lone adult in the group of junior high schoolers would vacate the premises and just so happen to leave a flyer for the nearest pizza parlor on the table. It was the perfect plan—too perfect, if Minoru was going to be honest with himself. Compared to his old life with his mother, this felt like living on another planet entirely.


  At the reminder of his mother, Minoru’s stomach clenched. What was he doing jetting around Ginza and making plans for hangouts and pizza parties while she was suffering in the hospital? What kind of son was he?


  Seigi Nakata’s wide grin faded, and he looked at the boy with a softer, simpler smile. Minoru felt a brief stab of fear—could Seigi Nakata read his mind?—but “brief” was the operative word. More than anything, he marveled at how easily the two of them connected, and that joy was in and of itself something to marvel over, too.


  “It’s okay, Minoru,” Seigi Nakata told him.


  At first, Minoru didn’t say anything.


  “Ms. Yura will be better soon. I promise. She isn’t ready to have visitors yet, but the social worker says they’ll give us permission to go see her soon. We’ll go together. Okay?”


  “…Okay.”


  “We should bring her a gift. What does she like to eat? I’m sure we can bring anything so long as it’s in small enough portions. Maybe a nice gift of fruit? What kind of fruit does she like?”


  “Grapes. She’s not a fan of bananas, pears, apples, oranges, and… Uh, what else… Cherries, and…”


  The old memories stirred up the threat of tears. The last time he and his mom had cherries or oranges was when he had been little, just barely in elementary school. It wasn’t long after that their daily menu lost all semblance of variety. There had been no consideration of likes or dislikes in their diet. The food question was simple: Do we have it?


  Seigi Nakata lifted a hand off the steering wheel to ruffle Minoru’s hair. It was a warm, comforting gesture. As careful as if Minoru might break from a too-rough touch.


  “It’s okay,” Seigi Nakata repeated. “She’ll get better. She’ll come home. I know it’s hard, but you only have to deal with me just a little longer.”


  “Dealing with you is a weird way to put it, Mr. Nakata,” Minoru said. “Living with you is like being on vacation.”


  “Is it? I mean, I can try as hard as I can to make this comfortable for you, but I’ll never be able to replace your mother. There’s no replacing the people we love.”


  Minoru knew that very well. He would’ve traded all the fanciful dreams in the world—even the most beautiful woman on Earth, the most brilliant thinker on the planet, swearing unconditional love and promising to stay with him forever—just to get his mother back. Silent lump in the futon and all. There was simply no replacing her.


  And in thinking that, Minoru realized something else, too. It all came back to what Marin had said—the whole thing about becoming a gemstone. Maybe that was an odd thing to want. Maybe people didn’t need to be gemstones. Why should Marin seek to be a treasure when, to her parents, she was already the most precious treasure of all?


  “Minoru?” Seigi Nakata prompted.


  “I’m just thinking…” Minoru said. “People and gemstones aren’t so different after all.”


  “You think so? I like that. The friend I told you about said something like that to me shortly after we met. Not in so many words, maybe, but that was definitely the lesson I took away from it.”


  Minoru frowned, a question mark all but visible above his head.


  Seigi Nakata grimaced and apologized yet again. “I mean, everyone is someone else’s gemstone. The English word jewel can mean a ‘precious thing’ or a ‘loved one,’ too. And some people don’t know that—oh, not the English bit. I mean that not everyone knows that they’re someone’s jewel.”


  Minoru thought this over in silence before nodding. Yes. That made sense to him.


  “…I don’t know if she’ll like it, but the next time I see my mom, I…” Minoru paused. “I want to tell her I love her. A lot. She’s my jewel. Though…I don’t know if she’d like to hear that.”


  “She will.”


  Minoru didn’t share Seigi Nakata’s confidence.


  “She will,” his guardian insisted. “I promise.”


  There was such conviction in his voice. This was a voice that would permit no counterarguments, a voice with a core as thick as a robust tree trunk. And that made Minoru happy.


  He leaned forward, bowing with the seat belt rasping against his shoulder and throat. “Thank you,” he said. “Mr. Nakata, you’re incredible.”


  Seigi Nakata needed a moment before he could choke out, “Oh gosh. Sorry, but you made me cry. Now I owe you a thank-you.”


  He extricated a pack of tissues from the glove compartment, blew his nose, and returned his attention to the road shortly thereafter as if nothing had happened. They drove along with the radio for company, and Minoru thought to himself just how nice it would be if he could only be this man’s passenger forever.


  Minoru was all agitation the following Monday at school. He couldn’t wait to tell Ryota about his weekend in Ginza, but how? Exaggerate it too much, and it would come out like bragging, something Minoru hoped to avoid. But downplay it too far and it would lose Ryota’s interest. Half nervous, half exhilarated, he entered the classroom, and—


  Ryota was there before him. “Heya, Minoru. How was your weekend?”


  “Not bad. Uh. I went on a trip.”


  Ryota raised both hands jokingly. “Me too! I went to Zoorasia. What about you?”


  “Tokyo. I was—”


  “Sorry, but could I borrow you for a moment?” interrupted a person with a prim, proper voice.


  Ryota yelped. Minoru turned, curious, and his heart leaped into his throat. Right there, just outside the door of class 3, stood Marin Shiki, waist-length curtain of black hair, sanpaku eyes and all.


  “Kirie, that is,” she said. “I need to talk to him.”


  “To Minoru? By all means!” Ryota stammered. “Please! Take him! Go, Minoru! Shoo!”


  Minoru failed to protest as his friend bundled him out of the classroom under the many stairs of his classmates and the kids in the hallway. Suddenly, Minoru was the center of attention. Or rather, his unexpected guest was.


  In the unhurried, detached air of a queen, Marin Shiki said, “Give me your phone number please. Oh, and your email address. Your message app ID as well, if you have one.”


  “Wait, but why?” said Minoru.


  “Because I want them.”


  “I’ll give you my number!” Ryota volunteered. “And my ID! Here, let me write them down—”


  “No, thank you. I’m not interested.”


  Ryota, felled by the weight of rejection, collapsed across his desk with a whine. Marin pointedly ignored him. She was here for Minoru’s contact info and nothing else. The toe of one school shoe tapped the floor, impatient.


  Rushing, Minoru yanked a page out of his notebook and fished a mechanical pencil out of his school bag.


  “What are you doing?” Marin said. “Just send it from your phone.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  Minoru had never felt so flustered in all his life as he pulled out his phone to swap his ID, phone number, and rarely used email address with the commanding presence in front of him. With brisk efficiency, she confirmed that she’d received all three, looked up, and beamed at him. If ever a smile was purely for procedure, it was this one. There was not one degree of warmth in that smile.


  “Thank you,” she said and, with no warning, stepped forward to whisper into Minoru’s ear. “Introduce me to you-know-who.”


  “Who?” Minoru repeated.


  “You know. Him!”


  “Seigi Nakata?”


  “That’s Mr. Nakata to you,” she insisted. Minoru nodded, terrified, and fortunately, that was enough to placate Marin at last. “Good. See you around, then.”


  She turned on her heel and headed for the door, the gathered crowd of onlookers parting to let her pass. At the threshold, she turned, her hair and skirt whirling with the motion, to point a finger straight at Minoru. “From now on, I’m a Fantastic Friend, too. Got that?”


  And before Minoru could do more than gape, stupefied, she was gone.


  Behind him, sounding like he was a million kilometers away, Ryota exploded. “What happened this weekend?!”


   


  He spent the rest of the day in a confused daze that was not entirely unpleasant. English class had always been a chore, but now all he could think about was Seigi Nakata dancing and singing in English, turning the once-torturous class into a pleasant experience. With enough English practice, maybe he could do something like that, too. He was a long way off, but still. A way was a way.


  And speaking of Seigi Nakata, what had gotten into Marin? Why did she want to be introduced to him? Hadn’t she done that just this weekend? She’d given him her name at the event; surely, she didn’t need to be introduced twice.


  “Maybe it’s some work thing,” he said to himself.


  All through lunch and the after-school chores, Ryota pestered Minoru nonstop about his budding relationship with Marin. Unfortunately, Minoru didn’t have a good answer to give—at least not while the rest of the class was hanging on to his every word.


  “It’s complicated,” he finally said.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ryota demanded. “Huh? Huh?!”


  Minoru just grinned.


   


  He stopped by the convenience store on the way back to the condo; they’d run out of milk that morning, and Seigi Nakata had bemoaned his lack of time to grab more on the way home from work. Convenience store milk cost more than milk from the grocery or the grocery outlet. In his other life, Minoru wouldn’t have dreamed of buying one of those pricey cartons. But after Seigi Nakata’s constant insistence that Minoru not worry about money, Minoru found himself falling into new routines and habits. If he could save his guardian a bit of hassle, well—that was worth a slightly lighter wallet.


  The blue sign of the convenience store came into view. He spotted an equally blue and dazzling car sitting parked in the lot, a set of silver wings sprouting from the hood—Seigi Nakata’s car. Was he here to get milk, too? Minoru glanced over. There was his guardian facing away from him, posture poor and hair tousled. Who was this imperfect stranger, and what had he done with Seigi Nakata?


  The not-Seigi was on the phone. “Yeah. Yeah, I know. Look, I’m still concerned.”


  This conversation was in Japanese, and Minoru froze. Should he speak up and make his presence known? Some part of him said yes, and some part said no, but before he could decide, the conversation took a sudden turn.


  “Minoru’s doing great. He’s a good kid. Yeah. Yeah, no, he’s fantastic.”


  Seigi Nakata was talking about him. Heart pounding in his chest, Minoru stood stock-still and strained his ears.


  Seigi Nakata was hesitant. Afraid to speak, almost. “No, it’s too soon to tell him,” he said. “No. No, I haven’t told him what I am. What? Because it’d shock the hell out of him. Minoru’s a tough kid, but learning about a new older brother is a tough pill for anyone to swallow.”


  A what?


  Minoru’s head spun; he felt like he’d been hit with a hammer. Before he knew what he was doing, he was turning on his heel. And running. Running away.


  Seigi Nakata was his what? His brother? Not some random long-lost distant relative but a brother? How was that even possible? None of it made any sense.


  So he ran. He ran away from the convenience store, from the parking lot, from the information that had upended his life. But of course, there was no real escape from the truth.


  Not from a brother.


  A brother like Seigi Nakata.


  Seigi Nakata’s voice rang in his ears as he ran and ran and ran.


  [image: ]


  THAT MORNING, Minoru left the condo thirty minutes early. He bolted down his breakfast in two bites, told Seigi Nakata he wanted to get some studying in, and was out the door before his guardian could ask any questions. Seigi Nakata didn’t press for details. Good. Minoru didn’t have the heart to face him.


  At this time of morning, he was practically the only kid on the road. Just after he passed the train station, a car honked at him. He ignored it and moved on, and the car honked again. Following him, almost.


  He turned in time to see a black Mercedes-Benz pull up alongside him. One of the back doors flew open, and out stepped Marin, her black shoulder bag caught in an iron grip.


  “Mother dearest,” she called to the driver, “you can let me off here. Ta-ta!”


  The middle-aged woman in the driver’s seat must’ve been her mother—Minoru could see the familial resemblance. She waved and drove off, leaving Marin standing side-by-side with Minoru.


  She fixed her hair and looked over at him. “Good morning.”


  “…Hi, Marin,” said Minoru.


  “How are you? Not so hot, from the looks of it. Isn’t it awfully early to be walking to school? What’s going on?”


  “I could ask you the same thing,” Minoru said. “What are you doing out so early? It’s barely 7:30.”


  “I always come early. I have to copy notes from all the classes I missed. My friends lend me their notebooks.”


  “Oh. Gotcha.”


  Now that she mentioned it, he did always see her copying notes before class. This was apparently a daily ritual. Impressive, that. Just copying the notes was one thing, but absorbing all the material well enough to catch up for the next lecture sounded like an ordeal to him.


  “That can’t be easy,” he said.


  “It’s not so bad,” she replied, brushing him off. “I do it because I want to. My mother allowed me to get into modeling on two conditions: that I keep my grades up and graduate from high school. She said professionals have to balance school and work both. But then I didn’t want her to pay a lot of tuition fees for nothing, you know? So I opted for a public junior high. Aren’t I responsible?”


  “I thought you called yourself stupid.”


  “So? Doesn’t mean I can’t work hard. No natural talent plus no dedication equals game over.”


  Makes sense, Minoru thought. He’d only mentioned it because most of his academically challenged classmates were slackers. To them, if they couldn’t hack it at school, what was the point in even trying? But when Marin called herself stupid, she wasn’t throwing in the towel. She was just stating the facts, acknowledging the very real challenges she had to rise above.


  “You’re incredible,” Minoru said.


  “What’s that now?”


  “The way you talk about hard work. I like how you can just come out and commit to it.”


  “Without hard work, we’re nothing. It’s the bare minimum requirement to be a person,” she said. “That’s a quote from an American supermodel I like.”


  The requirements for personhood, huh? He didn’t know what those were, but Marin sure did sound cool when she talked about them. He studied her as they walked, noticing a faint, pleasant smell from her hair. Funny. She was taller than him, and he’d never realized.


  She grinned. “So, when am I going to be introduced to Mr. Nakata, hmm?”


  “Huh?” Minoru said.


  “Well?”


  Minoru’s brain scrambled itself. Things were so complicated between him and Seigi Nakata that the last thing he needed was to introduce someone else into the mix.


  “Now’s not a good time,” he said, eventually.


  “What? Is he busy?”


  “Yeah, something like that.”


  “Huh. Must come with being so capable. Well, don’t give up, Marin!”


  That last part wasn’t directed at Minoru, which was good, because he didn’t know what to make of it.


  She sneered at his puzzled expression. “Don’t tie yourself into knots thinking about it. It has nothing to do with you.”


  Minoru didn’t know what to say to that, either.


  “Gosh, you really are out of it today,” she said. “You wanna talk about it?”


  Like a test tube in chem class used to separate precipitates, Minoru’s head swirled with grey, sludgy thoughts. He had a brother. Seigi Nakata. A long-lost, much older brother. He still half believed it was false.


  “I…” he began. “I got some shocking…but good…news. And I don’t know what to do about it.”


  “Sounds like it must’ve been a big shake-up,” Marin opined.


  Minoru shrugged.


  “You don’t have to go into it if you don’t want to,” she said. “But if I were in your shoes, I’d go watch my favorite streamer. Or sit on my phone and watch stupid Instagram Stories. What you need is to stop thinking about the problem. Step away from it, do something else, and you’ll be in a better headspace for working things out. Then give it some thought. Come up with a solution, even a temporary one. Then put it into practice. Got it?”


  That was certainly a mature way of looking at things, but taking his mind off the problem was challenging enough. He couldn’t imagine a single thing that would get this revelation out of his head.


  He sighed, and his model friend snorted at him. “Getting trapped in your own head never solves anything. You know what people are always saying. ‘Stop thinking and just do it.’ Come up with an action plan, even a short-lived one, and put it into action. You’d be surprised how often these things work themselves out from there.”


  Minoru didn’t say anything for a long, long time after that. It fell on Marin to break the silence. “Never mind,” she said. “That probably doesn’t mean much, coming from a near stranger. Oh well. You can keep moping, but I have classwork to take care of.”


  She took off. The shoe lockers for class 3 and class 4 weren’t next to each other, so she would have had to leave soon anyway.


  But still Minoru called after her. “Hey, Shiki!”


  “Yeah?” She turned back, her glare withering—she had things to do, remember?


  Minoru smiled in apology. “Thank you. I have to ask, though… Why’d you hear me out? You said it yourself. We’re practically strangers.”


  “Because I’m a good person, silly. And your Fantastic Friend. Well, in a fashion.”


  And then she grinned. Most Marin smiles were picture-perfect, but this wasn’t one of them. Or maybe this smile was perfect for a whole other kind of picture—a goofy selfie with friends, say. It was a friendly grin. A little-kid grin. It felt like an encouraging pat on the back.


  Minoru grinned back. “Well. Thanks. I mean it.”


  “You’re welcome. And you know what they say… If you want to get with a guy, you need an in road with his friends.”


  “Huh?”


  “Nothing. See you!” She waved, and then she was gone.


  Minoru sat there for a moment in his own silence, mulling over everything she’d said. He needed a solution, even a temporary solution. Then put it into practice and…


  He wanted like anything to follow her advice. He just had not the slightest idea how to do it.


  He found his desk and stared off into space while the minutes ticked past, thinking it over. Ryota popped in just after eight, like clockwork, and accosted Minoru with a friendly “What’s gotcha down, bud?”


  “I’m fine,” Minoru said.


  “Not with that frown, you’re not. Ah ha, I know what it is—you have a stomachache. I feel you, I really do. I once ate a bunch of chocolate snacks that were five years past their expiration and had to hide it from my parents. I thought I was going to die.”


  Minoru didn’t bother to respond. He couldn’t even manage much of a smile.


  Seigi Nakata was his brother. His brother. How could he talk about the revelation with anyone when he hadn’t come to terms with it himself?


  Come lunchtime, he barely touched his food and simply let Ryota’s chatter wash over him like a wave, until, suddenly, there was a tap on his shoulder. He turned. It was Lin, one of the Chinese kids who always kept to himself and his circle of friends, on the fringes of the classroom.


  “Kirie,” Lin said. “Listen.”


  “Yeah?” said Minoru.


  The rapid-fire stream of Chinese that followed lost him entirely. Starting that May, there was going to be a class every other week called Global Studies that taught basic Chinese and Korean—hello, nice to meet you, stuff like that. But even that wouldn’t have kept him from being swept away in this avalanche of not-Japanese. He only managed to catch two words, one of which was Imagawa, the name of the Global Studies teacher. Ms. Imagawa was fluent in both Chinese and Korean—which was incredible, to Minoru’s mind—but absent today on account of illness.


  The other word was Nakata. As in, Seigi Nakata.


  “Sorry, who are you talking about?” Minoru interrupted. “Ms. Imagawa or Mr. Nakata?”


  “Nikeyiqing Mr. Nakata xianshenggeiwodadianhuama? Woxianghetatantanxuexiyiyudewenti.”


  “I’m really sorry. I don’t know what you’re telling me.”


  Lin nodded like he’d anticipated the language barrier. “Here,” he said, fishing a handful of notes out of his pocket—three sheets of paper in all, with the topmost one having what looked like a phone number on it.


  “It’s fine! Phone number. Mr. Nakata. Mr. Nakata.”


  Minoru was nonplussed. He glanced at the other two sheets, but they were both in Chinese, and he couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Seigi Nakata would have been able to read them, but Minoru felt weird about playing messenger. Still, he couldn’t give the papers back to Lin, not when Lin was beaming at him so brightly. So the papers were his.


  He went home to Seigi Nakata and his sunny Seigi Nakata smile. “Hi there! How was school?”


  “Fine,” Minoru said.


  “Okay. Good.”


  No matter what Minoru told him, Seigi Nakata ate it up. Once, that had just made Minoru sad—his mother had used to treat him like that, back when she was better. Now he felt a different sort of ache altogether.


  Seigi Nakata was his brother. And he still hadn’t said anything to avoid giving Minoru a nasty shock. But he, Seigi Nakata, knew, and he’d known the whole time.


  Minoru’s mother was thirty-six, and Minoru was her first and only kid. She was far too young to have a child aged twenty-seven. That meant his dad must’ve had a kid before he married Minoru’s mom. And that meant his father, the Shime no-named hole that appeared in his life at age five, would’ve been Seigi Nakata’s father, too. Then how come the man wasn’t named Seigi Shimano? Kids took their dads’ last names, right? They’d talked a little in class about the controversy of women not wanting to take their husband’s names, but Minoru didn’t think that had anything to do with this current predicament.


  “Is something wrong, Minoru?” his guardian asked.


  Minoru, startled out of his thoughts, took a moment to respond. “Sorry, what?”


  “You just seem a little upset. That’s all.”


  “I’m okay.” He responded so quickly that it came out sounding like a Go away, don’t talk to me. “I-I mean it,” he added, hurrying to correct himself. “I’m okay, I promise.”


  Oh, he was just making things worse. The thing was: He really, really didn’t want to talk about it.


  Seigi Nakata looked slightly taken aback, but his surprise quickly faded into a gentle smile. “Sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have pried.”


  “I’m okay, though,” Minoru protested.


  “All right. If you say so.”


  Leaving the conversation behind them, Seigi Nakata offered Minoru a freshly made potato and cheese omelet. This dish was a common feature of the condo’s table, appearing without fail whenever Seigi Nakata had a hankering for tortilla española. It was hot, salty, and just that little bit sweet. Minoru loved it. He’d always thought tortillas were those flatbread sandwich wraps sold at the convenience store, and he’d never tried one. Privately, he liked Seigi Nakata’s version better.


  But Minoru had little appetite today. Even after Seigi Nakata cut the tortilla into thirds like a slice of cake, Minoru asked for only half of one slice, pushed it around his plate, and wound up eating but a half of the half.


  Finally, Seigi Nakata broke the awkward silence. “I have some news about your mom to share.”


  Minoru looked up. “Is she coming home?”


  “No, not immediately. We don’t know how long she’ll need to stay in the hospital, but it’s looking to be another month or two.”


  “…Two whole months?”


  Two whole months meant all the way to the end of spring. Two whole months meant two months of life in the condo with Seigi Nakata. Up until yesterday, that wouldn’t have been such a big deal. Up until yesterday, Seigi Nakata was just a nice, considerate, fun-loving person who minded Minoru’s boundaries.


  But then the big secret had come into Minoru’s life. That big, brother-shaped secret.


  Seigi Nakata might’ve known Minoru’s father. He might’ve known the man who’d up and vanished from Minoru’s and his mother’s lives. He might’ve known why.


  Minoru wanted the answers so badly, he could almost taste them, and yet Seigi Nakata refused to tell him. Because it might’ve been too shocking. Because Minoru was just a kid.


  What a noxious thing to be, a kid.


  “Are you okay, Minoru?” Seigi Nakata asked again. “Do you have a stomachache?”


  “I’m fine,” Minoru promised. “Before I forget, Marin Shiki—that girl I was talking to earlier—asked me to ‘introduce’ her to you.”


  “Huh? What does she mean by that?”


  “I don’t know,” said Minoru, and he didn’t.


  He pulled Lin’s notes out of his pocket and handed them to Seigi Nakata. “And this is from Lin, the Chinese boy in my class. I think he wants something from you. A phone call, maybe?”


  “Oh, hmm…” Seigi Nakata scanned the notes. “Looks like Ms. Imagawa, the Global Studies teacher, is on leave, and Lin is making very little progress in learning Japanese without her. That’s not good.”


  “Yeah. I think that’s what he was trying to tell me.”


  Seigi Nakata flipped the pages over and checked the back. For a moment, Minoru could see the fatigue on his face—but then the smile snapped back on.


  “All right. I’m on it, boss,” he said. He flexed his bicep, a playful joke.


  It hit Minoru then that perhaps Seigi Nakata was a much busier person than Minoru had first assumed. And yet, with so many tasks on his plate, he was eager to devote his precious time to Minoru and Minoru’s friends. 


  So it was then Minoru knew that the thing he was about to do would break Seigi Nakata’s heart. But he couldn’t let that stop him. He stood up. “Thank you for making me a snack,” he said.


  “Are you sure you had enough?” Seigi Nakata said. “I have yogurt parfaits, too.”


  “That’s okay. I’m going out to play.”


  “All right. Have fun.”


  Minoru turned and all but fled the condo, Seigi Nakata’s voice chasing him.


  He walked through Yamate. His first thought was to visit a seaside park overlooking the harbor, but the number of tourists there drove him away. He just wanted to be alone. From there, he wandered between any number of gardens of the many Western mansions dotting Yamate, hoping to find a deserted corner in which to let the afternoon drift by—gardens had the attractive quality of lacking admission—but these, too, were too populated for his liking. I guess gardens also make good tourist attractions, he thought distantly, like he was looking down over it all from a great height. There was that floating feeling again.


  Eventually, his feet led him down a very familiar path, and he wound up outside the small house with the Kirie nameplate. It stood deserted and empty. Just like him.


  He built the three-bucket ladder at the side of the house and jumped the fence. There was still sunlight, so this was his chance to find that business card case for good. But his mind was elsewhere. Even supposing he found the case, what would he do about the key inside? How was he supposed to face Seigi Nakata to give it back? What could he say? He thought he’d started to understand Seigi Nakata as a person, and now he had the unsettling sensation that his guardian had been wearing a mask the entire time. Had Minoru ever seen the true face underneath? Put plainly, it was all one hell of a shock.


  The will to do anything drained out of him. He crossed to the trunk of a large tree and lay down in its shade. He admired the sky overhead as the approaching evening mixed dreamy swirls of pink into the turquoise blue. It was lovely—but all so far from Minoru.


  His eyes began to wink open and shut as the sky above darkened by degrees. I’m falling asleep, he realized at last, but that realization came on the heels of another: He was not alone. There was a person standing right next to him.


  His eyes traveled up. Leaden blue suit, white dress shirt, tie with odd complex pattern.


  “Might you be in need of assistance?” asked the figure.


  “…Hello, ghost,” said Minoru.


  The blond-haired, blue-eyed ghost laid a hand on his chest and swept into an elegant bow. It was more dance move than salutation, and something about it conveyed a kind of concern for the sleepy Minoru.


  “I didn’t know you could come out in the daytime,” he said to the ghost.


  “Ah, but it is just about twilight, you see. Would you like to come inside?”


  Minoru said nothing, but suddenly, without knowing why, he felt like everything would be all right.


  He rose and followed the ghost into the house without a second thought. They entered by the usual back door, but the sight that greeted him was anything but usual, as the furniture that had once crowded the hallway was now ordered in tidy rows, revealing a door leading to an adjacent room beyond.


  “This way,” the ghost said, leading Minoru past the furniture with measured footsteps.


  The room on the other side of the door was a long narrow hallway, only just big enough for two people to walk abreast. An odd thing to have in a house this size, especially considering the size of the room in which the ghost and Minoru had held their nocturnal tea party. The passage continued for another five meters before ending at another door, this one blue.


  The ghost opened the door. Minoru cried out in delight.


  A great hall spread out before him, and while its window shutters were closed fast against the light of the sun, the whole room glowed in a warm orange lamplight. A soaring stone ceiling, a shiny black-and-white tile floor, throw rugs in wine red and grey, a sofa with long golden legs, a chandelier trailing strings of crystalline tears, paintings on every wall, a carved bust of a lion, an ornament of an angel, a marble staircase with wrought-iron railing at the far end of the room… It was like something out of a storybook.


  And it was as neat as a pin, as if someone had just tidied up and ran a vacuum over it all moments before Minoru’s arrival. Just meters away, outside, vegetation snarled thick enough to rival the Amazon jungle. It was mind-boggling.


  “…I thought this was the Jungle House,” Minoru said.


  “Yes, I suppose that is what people call it. I personally refer to it as the Kandachi estate.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “This was once the property of one Mr. Kandachi.”


  Minoru remembered the story the ghost had told him the day they’d first met. The ghost had been tasked with appraising the mansion’s many treasures, and it only stood to reason that if there was a task, so, too, was there a tasker.


  “So you’re appraising all the stuff that belonged to this Mr. Kandachi?” Minoru asked.


  “Precisely. A certain amount of tidying proved necessary before I could begin, and I’m afraid the task has been rather laborious. I’ve hardly touched the western half of the mansion yet.”


  “Which direction is west again?”


  “The side closest to your house.”


  Ah. That explained the earlier mess. But that last bit, that surprised Minoru. “You know where I live?” he said.


  “Being a ghost does wonders for one’s omnipotence. But in all seriousness, I saw you coming out of the house next door.”


  Minoru had to take an embarrassed pause. “Sorry for sneaking in…”


  “Think nothing of it. Besides, there is a rich history between this house and yours.”


  “Huh?”


  “Have you never stopped to wonder why there should be a gate between these two properties? Such a low gate at that, if a child can climb over it.”


  Now that the ghost mentioned it, nothing much separated the Jungle House and Minoru’s home, save for that low gate. Which was really quite odd. Why did his house need a direct conduit to the Jungle House anyway?


  Smiling gently, the ghost stepped forward a pace, his shoes clicking softly against the tile floor.


  “Your grandparents, I am given to understand, were once caretakers of Mr. Kandachi’s estate.”


  “What are caretakers?” Minoru asked.


  “People who perform various tasks for the estate owner’s behalf.”


  “Like, maids and butlers and stuff?”


  “A tad more old-fashioned than I intended, but those are apt-enough descriptions.”


  Minoru’s grandparents had died before he was born, leaving his mother all alone in the house. That was when she met Minoru’s father and had Minoru. There were photos of his grandparents at home—not many, but some—so he knew what they’d looked like. But he’d never known that they had anything to do with the Jungle House. If that was true, then how come his mother had never told him?


  “Mr. Kandachi’s estate became uninhabited surprisingly close to when your grandparents passed away,” the ghost went on. “I can only speculate, but I believe the owner of the house chose to vacate the premises because the caretakers had passed on.”


  “What makes you say that?” Minoru said.


  “Let me show you a few photos.”


  The ghost crossed to the back of the room where a collection of framed photos sat on a table level with the ghost’s waist. Some of the photos were larger than Minoru’s school notebooks; others could easily fit in one hand. Some were round; some were square-shaped. He guessed they had once been in full color, but time had leeched the saturation away, leaving them little more than shades of faded blue and white.


  And there were his grandmother and grandfather. They were much younger than they looked in their portraits in the memorial shrine at home. His grandfather wore a smart black suit with no necktie and matching leather shoes, and his grandmother had on a long black dress and white apron. The outfits were old-fashioned but not stuffy; these were work clothes.


  Each picture spoke a thousand words, a little story of the past. Here was his grandfather on a stepladder, doing the gardening beside a distinguished-looking bearded gentleman. Here was his grandmother cooking with a little girl clinging to her legs. Here, in a family portrait, stood his grandfather and grandmother at the edge of the group. Here was a woman descending a flight of stairs, a long train billowing out behind her, and Minoru’s grandmother bringing up the rear to straighten the train with a smile. Here was a Jungle House Christmas party, complete with enormous Christmas tree and snowman ornaments.


  “They were a most distinguished couple, the footman and his wife,” said the ghost. “No, perhaps butler is the proper term after all. Any mansion would’ve been lucky to have the service of either fine person. Perhaps Mr. Kandachi simply lost the will to keep the place running in their absence.”


  “So after my grandparents died, the Jungle House was abandoned?”


  “Well, Mr. Kandachi hadn’t the heart to hire new helpers. There was no replacing them. I am told he eventually took up residence in an apartment in Tokyo and later passed away in an assisted living home.”


  Minoru fell silent, brooding over this new information. He tried to imagine what it must have been like to live in the Jungle House—the Kandachi estate, as it was. What would it have been like to be fabulously rich, to run about in pretty dresses all day long, throwing parties and entertaining friends? And what if his mother had gone on to work there to support Minoru? Why, work and home were right next door—that was as good as it got. Wouldn’t his mother have loved that? She’d have had work; she’d have had regular social contact. Her illness wouldn’t have gotten so bad. She would have been happy.


  But she didn’t, and she wasn’t.


  “…Why did Mr. Kandachi go away and abandon me and my mom?” Minoru had to ask.


  “You’ll forgive me if I ask how old you are,” said the ghost.


  “Twelve.”


  “I’m afraid you hadn’t been born yet.”


  Which meant Mr. Kandachi had only abandoned his mother. He’d known he was leaving her all alone. That just made him even more heartless.


  “Why couldn’t he have taken my mom with him?” Minoru asked the ghost.


  “Again, I can only speculate, but I am under the impression that your mother and her parents—and, by extension, their employer—had a rather less-than-congenial relationship.”


  “I don’t know what that means.”


  “They failed to get along.”


  Minoru considered the photos of his grandparents in the family shrine. The shrine wasn’t, he grudgingly accepted, in the most prominent of places—frankly, it was impossible to see the shrine in the second-floor altar for all the trash bags, and the shrine was little more than a place to hold old photos. His mom didn’t have anything against putting up photos; there was a picture of Minoru in the alcove where the old landline had once been. It was putting up pictures of her parents that bothered her.


  Suddenly, he recalled a line of his mother’s: “I’ll spend my life bootlicking and apologizing when hell freezes over.”


  In elementary school, Minoru’s mother had gotten into an argument with the mother of one of Minoru’s classmates. His teacher had intervened, advising her to drop the issue and apologize, and that’s when that famous declaration had dropped.


  “Don’t you ever be a servant,” she’d told Minoru afterward. “You be a prince.”


  Looking back at it, hadn’t the argument started because Minoru hadn’t gotten the lead role in the school play? His friend had been made the prince, and Minoru’s mom went around saying the meanest things: Minoru had better grades; Minoru was more handsome; the boy was nowhere as deserving as Minoru. The other parents in the PTA drew away from her, leaving her isolated and without allies in her war on the other boy. Minoru, too, found the rest of the class drifting away from him.


  He wondered if there was a good reason for this strong anti-servile sentiment. If it came from his grandparents—his mother’s parents—then maybe it made sense after all.


  Words eluded him for a moment. When he found them, he said, “Mom’s not good with people. She’s got that stubborn streak, too… I don’t think she has many friends or people to look out for her.”


  “Is that so?”


  It wasn’t, not really. Minoru had told a fib. His mother didn’t have any friends that he knew of. She hated Mr. Fukuda from the social services but didn’t shut him out completely because he was at least someone to talk to on his occasional visits. Minoru was only in junior high school, but even he could tell at his age that she was so self-defeating, she needed some sort of help. He wasn’t sure he could call her a good person. She wasn’t easy to get along with, that was for sure. But for all that, she was the only mother he had. The only family.


  That is, until Seigi Nakata blew into his life like a sudden gust of wind. Seigi Nakata, Minoru’s brother.


  The ghost watched Minoru lapse into silence, the odd one out in this world of neatly ordered things and beautiful people.


  “Forgive my idle observation, but you’re rather quiet today,” the ghost said at last.


  “…Why are you so polite to me all the time?” Minoru said.


  “Why shouldn’t I be? Rather, I should question your own politeness toward me. You’ve treated me with perfect courtesy and haven’t made light of me once.”


  Of course Minoru hadn’t. He was only twelve years old, and the ghost had to have been at least a decade older. Plus, he was a foreigner, and there was no telling what a foreign ghost might do to a rude little boy. Simply put, the ghost cut an imposing figure. And a beautiful one. Minoru had never known anyone, man or woman, to be anywhere near as beautiful as the ghost. And you had to treat beautiful things right. Person or object, it made no difference. It just wasn’t right to mistreat the beautiful.


  Minoru sought for an answer but didn’t find one, prompting the ghost to shrug. “Tea, then,” the ghost suggested. “The kitchen should be serviceably tidy, and we’ve refreshments in the fridge. Would you care for a sweet?”


  “Is…there any more of that tea from last time?”


  “There is indeed,” the ghost assured Minoru, and he vanished through the door on the left.


  Minoru, now alone, made himself comfortable on the brown leather sofa, raising a puff of dust when he sat. Not so neat after all, then.


  Looking up, he let his gaze travel up the slight incline of the domed stone ceiling to where a chandelier was transfixed at its central point. Plump cherubs bore sunny grins in the stone carvings whenever the ceiling and support pillars met. If only Minoru could’ve stayed in the Jungle House forever and ever. What a dream that would be. No homework, no school, nothing but an endless tea party with the ghost. And if eating food from a ghost wound up killing him after all, well, so be it. He wouldn’t mind.


  He knew his mother wouldn’t be released from the hospital within a scant handful of months. There was just no way. Chances were, this wouldn’t be her only hospitalization, either. All her life would be a succession of hospital visits interspersed with short periods at home. She might even die in the hospital, and then Minoru would be all alone.


  Alone was alone. Whether Seigi Nakata was there or not.


  Minoru didn’t know if he had the courage to go on living were his mother to die. But he knew one thing: He wouldn’t want to live in a world without his mother. Not one bit.


  He was still gazing up at the ceiling, watching the dust dance in the orange light, when the ghost returned bearing a large silver tray with a teapot, two teacups, and a plate of cookies.


  “My apologies for the wait,” said the ghost. “It has been quite some time since I’ve made up a tea service.”


  That reveal prompted Minoru to ask, “Were you once a servant, too?”


  “I’m afraid I have little experience in that particular profession, but I can brew a pot of tea with the best of them.”


  Setting the tray atop a coffee table, the ghost poured out two cups of tea, one for Minoru and one for himself. The table, Minoru noticed, was made of a sort of red stone and supported by ornamental lions crouched like house cats. The ghost eschewed the sofa in favor of drawing up a backless chair from against the wall and took his seat elegantly.


  Minoru sipped the cream-colored tea. Oh, so warm. Oh, so sweet and scrumptious, just like he’d remembered. The tea settled in his stomach as a warm weight, alerting him to just how hungry he was. He’d only had a few bites of Seigi Nakata’s Spanish tortilla at snack time, and that wasn’t nearly enough to fill his stomach.


  Smiling, the ghost slid the cookies in Minoru’s direction. Each cookie was a square sandwich with a chocolate center; a girl’s face was stamped into the top and bottom biscuit. She jogged Minoru’s memory of another girl—not the one who’d been spirited away by a man from foreign lands, but Marin Shiki. Marin’s words, to be exact. Come up with a solution, even a temporary one. Then put it into practice. Put another way, a solution was the wellspring of action, and action was the pillar that kept a life from coming crashing down.


  So what did Minoru want? What did Minoru really want, when it came down to it? He wanted to carry on being a part of Ryota and Marin’s lives, sure—but if he continued living in this state of awkwardness with Seigi Nakata, who was to say how that would affect his social life at school? He hated the thought of losing that, too. And he hated how life, which had finally started to feel just the smallest bit brighter, had only gone on to darken once more.


  He crunched through a cookie before meeting the ghost’s eyes. “You see, I’ve met someone recently who really means a lot to me. He treats me so well, and he can do anything. He’s also just an amazingly nice person. But the thing is…” He floundered there for a time. “The thing is, he has a secret he can’t tell me. He thinks it will be too shocking for me, so…he can’t say a word.”


  As he spoke, he had the strangest sensation that he was twisting the truth. Yes, Seigi Nakata was his older brother. Yes, Seigi Nakata hadn’t said as much on the basis of not wanting to upset Minoru. But those were the only facts. He knew he had no right to his guardian’s silence against him—if anything, he should’ve been thankful for this display of tact.


  But still there was that restless, uneasy mass churning in his stomach.


  “I know I can’t be mad at him,” Minoru went on. “He’s done so much for me, and it would be so rude to be upset at him. Besides, if he turns his back on me…I’ll be put in one of those awful children’s homes or shipped off to some other prefecture. So I can’t say a thing.”


  “Which is precisely why you should,” said the ghost.


  “Huh?”


  “Tell him up front. ‘Why are you hiding this thing from me? It makes me sad.’ Would that not be best?”


  “I… I could never. That would be so rude.”


  The ghost ignored this last comment, his tropical-ocean-blue eyes never once leaving Minoru’s. “I can’t claim to know what sort of person your loved one is, but if he is worthy of your trust, then there is surely no harm in telling him your honest feelings.”


  “What makes you so sure?”


  “Only a fool balks when confronted with the truth. Let us pose the problem another way. If this man you speak of has only your best interests at heart, he has no reason to be so cruel as to cut you out of his life. None whatsoever. If he should feel something, let it be guilt for causing you such distress.”


  Minoru fell silent. Actually, it made sense to him. He’d known for quite some time that Seigi Nakata wouldn’t react badly. He just hadn’t known he’d known.


  Seigi Nakata, being Seigi Nakata, would be ready with an apology when confronted with the truth. Minoru could practically hear the sorry already and see that grown-up, slightly upset smile.


  But that was the thing. Minoru didn’t want to make Seigi Nakata upset.


  “…I’m a bad kid,” he said.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Mr. Nakata’s such a good person. He’s too good. He’ll forgive me for anything. I don’t want to be a disappointment. I don’t want him to think I’m a bad kid! I want to be good. I want to be good enough to make him happy he took me in. I want to be so good it makes the trouble of taking care of me worth it.”


  The ghost lapsed into silence, so Minoru filled it for him. “I just want to be good. But I’m not, and it makes me feel sorry for Mr. Nakata.”


  After a time, the ghost sighed. Minoru felt a quick twinge of fear—the ghost was going to laugh at him, he just knew it—but the ghost dismissed the idea with a shake of his head, his hair swishing like spun gold around his brow.


  “Forgive me. That was impolite.”


  “No, it’s fine,” Minoru said.


  “I was only thinking to myself that you are really and truly an admirably good person.”


  Minoru couldn’t quite place the ghost’s expression. It wasn’t pity, but there was something sad in that look aimed at Minoru.


  He shook his own head. The ghost couldn’t have been more wrong. “I’m not,” he said. “I’m not good at all. If I was really a good person, I wouldn’t be struggling with feeling this way. I wouldn’t care at all. I’d just live my life—the way Mr. Nakata always does. He never cares what other people think about him. He always just goes along with a smile.”


  “This Mr. Nakata of yours sounds rather an overeager beaver,” the ghost opined.


  “What’s that?” Minoru said.


  “What an acquaintance of mine in Kyoto calls a gentleman who does not know when to stop trying to present himself in the best light.”


  The thought of a ghostly acquaintance in Kyoto amused Minoru to no end. Granted, the ghost was probably just a regular human man, but you never knew. Could be there was a ghost network connecting British specters with long-dead Kyoto geishas. It was such a funny thought that Minoru grinned.


  The ghost smiled back. “I presume you would not be so reluctant to approach him had you witnessed him watching TV and picking his scalp, nothing but his boxers and the dog to cover him, before informing you that dinner would be takeout.”


  “I-I don’t think Mr. Nakata would ever do that…”


  “You don’t?”


  “No, I can’t picture that at all.”


  “Not at all? I see.” The ghost nodded, his expression rather oddly stiff before it switched back to something altogether more serious. “Childish grown-ups are such a handful.”


  “Huh?” Minoru didn’t know where that had come from.


  “This gentleman you speak of is trying to present himself in the best light such that you will think he is a good person.”


  “He is a good person,” Minoru insisted.


  “Better than he already is, then.”


  That just confused Minoru further. Seigi Nakata was putting on an act? For him? What a bizarre idea. Why would someone who was genuinely good need to go out of their way to make themselves seem even better?


  The ghost’s stern frown crumpled. “Or let me put it this way: He is doing too much. He is running as fast as he can just to stay in one place.”


  “Oh!”


  “Spot-on, am I?”


  Seigi Nakata was a busy person, always driving hither and thither, juggling multiple cell phones, or clacking away on his laptop. His agenda was clearly piled with work. All the same, he somehow found the time to make Minoru a lunch every morning, to say nothing of French toast breakfasts and Spanish tortilla snacks. That was, Minoru had to admit, kinda doing too much.


  The beautiful ghost smiled, set his cup down on the coffee table, and crossed his long legs. “As are you,” he said. “You are exhibiting the same tendency toward hm. Yet I can’t imagine it’s at all comfortable to be on your best behavior around one another at all times.”


  If only it were possible to tell Seigi Nakata he didn’t need to try so hard for Minoru’s sake. But Minoru knew that if he did, he’d only have his own words turned on him. And what would that mean anyway? Not trying so hard—telling Seigi Nakata not to hold back, to not walk on eggshells all the time, to tell the truth. To say he was Minoru’s brother.


  Minoru was scared. Scared of revealing that he’d inadvertently eavesdropped, that he’d stayed silent for so long, that he’d kept it bottled up and let it twist him into different shapes. That he might disappoint Seigi Nakata.


  But hadn’t the ghost said Seigi Nakata wouldn’t ever be disappointed in Minoru for that? Maybe it was best to come right out and say it. Even if it took more courage than Minoru thought he had, maybe it was best to speak up.


  He nodded to the ghost, a big, big nod to lift the dark cloud that had loomed over him all this time. “I’ll try. I…” He fished for words. “I’ll talk to him.”


  “That would be for the best, yes.” The ghost smiled. Funny how whenever the ghost smiled, it was like the whole world was wishing him luck. Like knowing everything would turn out all right.


  Minoru shook his head at himself; now was not the time to be lost in the clouds. There was still more to say. He rose and straightened as best he could. “Mr. Ghost?”


  “Yes?”


  Minoru hesitated. Then: “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you so much.”


  You probably aren’t even a ghost, but that’s okay. You’ve been too good to me, and…and just thank you.


  He didn’t say it, but he bowed with as much gratitude as he could pack into a simple bow. And one final “Thank you.”


  When he looked up, he was staring right into the eyes of the ghost rising from a bow that went just as deep. “You’re too kind,” the ghost said.


  “No, you are—”


  “Now, I’m afraid it’s gotten quite late.” He nodded, cutting off Minoru. “Do take care on your way home.” 


  His tone was encouraging; he felt like he’d gained a little shot of courage.


  Just as Minoru was about to go, one thing struck him. “Wait,” he said. “Can I ask something else?”


  “Yes?”


  If anyone could explain the puzzle of Marin’s mysterious desire for an introduction, it would be the ghost. She’d been all weird ever since she’d heard Seigi Nakata sing, and then she was demanding Minoru introduce the two of them. What was that all about, seriously?


  The ghost’s face was a wall all throughout Minoru’s story, but as Minoru finished and cocked his head quizzically, the ghost nodded. There was a surprisingly serious look on his face. Uh-oh. It hadn’t been that difficult of a question, had it?


  “Fascinating,” the ghost said at last. “Very fascinating. This young lady wished to be introduced to your loved one.”


  “Yes, but she’d already met him…?”


  “Then she wanted to be introduced again?”


  “Yes. I don’t get why.”


  The ghost put his hand to his chin, tilted his head, and grinned. “Oh ho. I see.”


  “Do you know what she means?”


  “This young lady,” the ghost explained, “wishes for a closer relationship with your gentleman friend.”


  “Huh? But why?”


  “A fantastic question. One might imagine she wishes he’d teach her to sing.”


  “Oh. That could be it.”


  “I suppose this addresses your concern?”


  “Yes!” said Minoru. “Thank you.”


  Bowing, he left the Jungle House, hopped the fence, and landed square in his own backyard.


  He could’ve sworn he heard an angry mutter behind him that sounded uncannily like “That utter twit.” That wasn’t something the ghost would have said, although the voice was similar. Maybe he was mishearing things.


   


  Seigi Nakata met him at the door. “There you are, Minoru! I was starting to get worried.”


  “Oops.” Minoru glanced down at his phone. Six missed calls, all from Seigi Nakata. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.”


  “It’s fine! You must’ve been busy. The bath’s free if you want it.”


  There were quite a few questions Seigi Nakata wasn’t asking. “Where were you?” for one. “Just what were you up to?” for another. If Minoru had been the adult, he knew he’d have been pressing for answers. He could feel just how much Seigi Nakata was tiptoeing around for the sake of Minoru’s comfort. It wasn’t a bad thing, but he could imagine how much it wore his guardian down, and that wasn’t a pleasant thought.


  Seigi Nakata grinned. “I just called your friend Lin’s house. His dad works at a restaurant in Chinatown. Did you know that? He said Lin couldn’t come to the phone right then, but when I put him in touch with a Mandarin-language volunteer group in town, he was super happy. He invited us to come eat at their restaurant, so we’ll have to do that one of these days.”


  Oh no. First Minoru had made Seigi Nakata call Lin, and now Seigi Nakata was researching and contacting volunteer groups. If only Minoru had thought twice before agreeing to pass on Lin’s note. It wasn’t that he was guilty, per se, but the sensation of his own uselessness was crushing. He was out of his depth, and he’d never known it’d feel so humiliating.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “For all the trouble…”


  “It’s no trouble at all! It was fun for me. Lin’s dad says Lin talks about you all the time. He thinks you’re a cool kid, Minoru. It takes real chengshu to make friends with a kid you had a fight with.”


  “What does that word mean?”


  “Maturity.”


  Maturity. That was like being grown up.


  Minoru inhaled. “Mr. Nakata?”


  Seigi Nakata, halfway to the dining room, turned back to grin over his shoulder. “Yes?”


  Minoru wouldn’t beat around the bush any longer. “I’d like to talk to you.”


  His guardian immediately realized that something was wrong. He nodded and crouched to face Minoru—but now Minoru had to look down at him. He shook his head. “There’s no need to crouch. I think we should both sit down. In chairs. I think it’ll be easier that way.”


  Surprised, Seigi Nakata rose with a bit of a bashful grin. It made him look younger than the age he always came across to Minoru. “That’s good thinking. Let’s go sit down.”


  “Okay.”


  Truth be told, Minoru was only copying the ghost. Maybe one was an adult and one was a child, maybe one was from Japan and the other from a country halfway across the globe, maybe even the boundary between life and death separated the two. But they could still sit like equals and take tea together. And maybe Minoru and Seigi Nakata could do that, too. It was a dream—if not a very fantastical one—that Minoru would never have considered had the ghost not presented it to him.


  The blue-toned dining room had a large dining table on top of which sat a jam jar filled with blooming dandelions. Dandelions grew in the garden of the Jungle House, Minoru thought, comforted. Seeing them felt like the ghost was here, cheering him on.


  Before Seigi Nakata took his seat, he procured a bottle of lemonade from the fridge, poured a glass for himself and a glass for Minoru, and set both on the table. Minoru tightened his fists in his lap, working up the courage to speak, until finally he said: “I need to start with an apology. I, uh, overheard your phone call in the convenience store parking lot the other day.”


  “Sorry, where was this?”


  “The store at the bottom of the hill with the blue sign.”


  Panic blossomed on Seigi Nakata’s face. Minoru bit his lip and forced himself to keep going. “Mr. Nakata, are you really my…” It was now or never. “Are you really my brother?”


  There was a moment where Seigi Nakata said nothing, too stunned to speak. But if he was as shocked as Minoru assumed, he didn’t let his emotions show on his face. It was almost like he’d suspected Minoru had known the truth all along.


  “It was an accident,” Minoru continued. “I’m sorry. I really am.”


  “No, you don’t need to apologize. I… Huh. Well, then.”


  Nodding, Seigi Nakata went quiet. Not a mad quiet, either. It was like he’d come to terms with the facts, and all that was left was to figure out how to proceed. He seemed to come to his decision quickly, and before half a minute passed, he looked up and met Minoru’s eye.


  “You’re correct, Minoru,” he said. “I am your brother—different mother, same father. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”


  Minoru shook his head. He felt calm inside, almost strangely so. It wasn’t a joke after all. Nor a lie, nor something half overheard and entirely misunderstood. Now the tension was gone, leaving him with a curious, hollow feeling, the kind that came from flipping ahead in a half-finished book and reading the ending.


  “Did you ever wonder,” Seigi Nakata went on, “why your father isn’t listed in your family register?”


  Minoru sat there and listened; it was all he could do. He’d only had to ask the government for a copy of his family register once, back when he was signing up for junior high. His mother was the only parent listed, but Minoru hadn’t thought twice about it. The absence of his father in the book felt as natural as the absence of his father in his life.


  “I admit I haven’t told you everything, Minoru. Do you remember when I mentioned the owner of this condo? Years ago now, he was looking into my father—long story—and found out that he had met your mother and had you. But around that time, I…well, I was very sick. I wasn’t in a good place to be thinking about those things. So he didn’t tell me about you until recently.”


  “How recently is recently?”


  “Last year. He tracked down my father seven years ago, back when I was in my third year of university.”


  Seven years ago. Minoru was just a little kid back then, too young even for elementary school. That was right around when his father went missing. The thought struck Minoru with a flash—were those two facts related?


  “Is my father…alive?” he asked. “Do you know where he is?”


  “I’m sorry, but no. We’re still looking, but we haven’t found him yet.”


  Minoru had to take a moment before he could get the next words out. “Does that mean he’s dead?”


  “It’s possible. But we don’t know, Minoru. It’s just as possible he’s still alive.”


  Seigi Nakata was so cheery about it. Like it wasn’t the potential demise of his own father he spoke of.


  Minoru sipped his lemonade in lieu of answering, prompting Seigi Nakata to switch topics. “Of course, it’s possible you and I aren’t related—we haven’t had any testing done. But we could, you know, if you wanted us to. We could do a Y-STR test. I’ll skip the science lesson, but basically, we could have scientists tell us the probability that you and I share the same father. It would give us a more accurate understanding of the facts.”


  Minoru reeled. Probability? More accurate?


  “You mean, it’s possible there’s been a mistake?” he asked.


  “It’s always possible, but I’m positive we’re related. How many men are running around with the name Hisashi Shimeno?”


  Hisashi Shimeno. The name was like a magic key. One day, a man with that name would appear, say, “I missed you,” and pull Minoru into a hug. He’d dreamed of that very occasion countless times, but in each of these dreams, his father always lacked a face.


  A father never captured in family photographs. A father not represented in Minoru’s memory.


  He didn’t even know how his mother felt about Hisashi Shimeno. She never, ever spoke of him, and every time Minoru asked about him, her health took a turn for the worse. He was best not talked about, not touched upon.


  Minoru’s silence prompted a sudden, huge bow from Seigi Nakata—palms braced on knees, head bobbing so low it almost struck the tabletop. “I’m sorry, Minoru. I really am. I should’ve been in a better place seven years ago. I could’ve given you and Ms. Yura better options. This…is all my fault. After everything everyone’s done for me, I…I let you all down. I disgust myself. I’m sorry, Minoru.”


  His voice trailed away at the end, growing so faint that Minoru struggled to hear it. Nor could he comprehend what he was hearing. What reason could Seigi Nakata possibly have to be burdened with such guilt? It didn’t make any sense. The only thing he could grasp, the only thing he knew, was that Seigi Nakata wished he could’ve been a part of Minoru’s life seven years ago.


  But he’d been sick. He was in no state to embrace long-lost family members. His hands had been tied, so why did he feel remorse now? It wasn’t like he could’ve revolutionized Minoru’s life had he shown up, besides. He couldn’t have brought Minoru’s father back.


  Minoru couldn’t bear to watch Seigi Nakata beat himself up. He stood, crossed to his brother, and sat at his feet so he could look into Seigi Nakata’s eyes.


  “Please don’t apologize, Mr. Nakata,” he said.


  “But that’s all I can do for you, isn’t it? Apologize?”


  “Well, I don’t know about that…”


  “I can’t turn back the clock. But if I’d just done something, maybe your mother wouldn’t be in the hospital. I keep thinking that—”


  “Sorry to interrupt,” Minoru cut in, “but isn’t that a waste of time?”


  “Huh?” Seigi Nakata looked up. He met Minoru’s gaze.


  “I’m sorry,” Minoru said again, “but that’s something my mom always used to tell me. ‘We can’t fix the past, so fretting about it now is a waste of our time.’”


  Surprise momentarily registered on Seigi Nakata’s features. Then it passed, and in its place was a smile. His eyes were red at the corners. “She’s right,” he said.


  “It’s a bit harsh,” Minoru admitted, “but I think she’s right, too. Time machines aren’t real, after all.”


  “That they aren’t.”


  “So don’t feel bad, Mr. Nakata. What’s done is done, and there’s nothing we can do about it now. But everything you are doing now… Being there for me, helping my mom, making me lunch, letting me live in your condo, taking me to Tokyo. All these favors, I… I just want to say thank you. And I’m glad I got to meet you eventually. I’m glad you’re…you.”


  He felt the ghost’s hand on his back at that final word, a reassuring touch. He wouldn’t have been able to say all that if it were just him, but with the ghost’s phantom assistance, well—getting all the words out was like squeezing the very last drop of paint out of the tube. And he was glad to have done it.


  Seigi Nakata rose from his seat, knelt on the floor, and wrapped his arms around Minoru. It was a tight, tight hug, and the warmth of it took Minoru by surprise. People were warm. He didn’t remember how long it had been since his mother had held him, but those had been soft, sweet-smelling embraces. This wasn’t like being cradled in a mother’s arms. This was the solid warmth of being held by a grown man.


  “Thank you,” Seigi Nakata whispered into his air. “Thank you, Minoru.”


  Minoru, flustered, stammered back, “No, I should be thanking you. Really.”


  Seigi Nakata nodded against him but made no move to let Minoru go. They just stayed that way for a time—until the man lifted his head and met Minoru’s eyes.


  “You’re so mature, Minoru,” he said. “For a minute there, I thought you were the grown-up.” 


  “There’s no way,” Minoru said. “You were seeing things.”


  “Maybe I was. It’s probably better that way. I mean,” Seigi Nakata added with a grin, “I’m supposed to be the big brother.”


  Minoru’s eyes widened. Seigi Nakata released him, pulling back and smiling wide. “To tell you the truth, the news made me so happy.”


  “What news?”


  “The news that I had a little brother. Sure, it came as a surprise—I remember my mind went black. But once the shock passed, I was just bowled over with joy. I’d never had a little sibling before.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  At length, Minoru admitted, “I’m happy to have a big brother, too.”


  “Oh no,” said Seigi Nakata. “I’m sorry, Minoru. I’m really such a crybaby. Oh gosh, here I go… Hold on. I need to wash my face.”


  He rose, his head hidden in his hands, and rushed into the bathroom. Minoru sat there in stupefied silence. It was a relief, admittedly, to see Seigi Nakata as a creature of emotion, too. In fact, he found himself grinning at the thought.


  His guardian returned with a freshly mopped face and a curious frown. “What is it?” he asked Minoru.


  Minoru felt self-conscious. “It’s…just kind of a relief.”


  “What, me crying?”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it in a bad way.” Minoru rushed to explain. “It’s…well, it’s realizing that you’re not a superman after all.”


  “A superman?” Seigi Nakata repeated.


  “I mean, you can do everything…”


  The man scratched the back of his head, self-conscious. “You think? It’s nice of you to say that, but I don’t know…”


  “No!” Seigi Nakata’s expression sharpened into a frown. “I don’t want a superman,” said Minoru. “I don’t want you to…to have to take everything on alone. I’m just a kid, but I’m not completely helpless. Let me help out! I can take out the trash, I can do other chores, I can… I can…make my own afternoon snack! And you don’t have to make me a lunch from scratch every day. I’m fine with just frozen food. Oh, and if you need to cut back on my allowance, that’s okay, too.”


  As he spoke, he watched his guardian’s frown vanish by degrees until, by the end, Seigi Nakata was again blubbering into his hands.


  “Sorry, I need to wash my face again…”


  “Oh, no! I’m sorry!”


  Waving off Minoru’s protests, Seigi Nakata retreated into the bathroom once more; a ringing slapping noise could be heard before he emerged again.


  “There! Nice and cheered up!” he exclaimed. “Now let’s see about getting some dinner. What are you in the mood for? I’m up to cook anything.”


  Minoru waffled. There was one more thing he wanted to express, something that had been needling at him since the day he first came to live with Seigi Nakata—and now he found the courage to say it:


  “Could I cook?”


  “Fantastic! Exceptional! Dynamite! You’re a regular spatula savant!”


  “I’m not that good…”


  “No, no. You are. You’d be amazed—I know a guy who regularly flings the entire contents of the pan onto the floor. Once, he sent the spatula flying, and it landed standing up straight in the rice cook—wait. Forget I said any of that.”


  What was that all about? Minoru wondered as he flipped the second of two large hamburger patties. Back when he’d cooked for him and his mom, necessity had forced him to skip ground meat in favor of something more like cabbage burgers, but Seigi Nakata’s budget was not so tightly constrained. There was plenty of money to buy nice meaty burgers—ground beef and ground pork, with the more expensive ground beef forming the larger portion.


  Seigi Nakata, meanwhile, whipped up several vegetable side dishes. Minoru let the man do his thing; vegetable side dishes didn’t exist even in concept in the Kirie family home, and to him, it all felt very restaurant-like.


  The hamburgers came off the heat just as Seigi Nakata finished a tempting trio of sides: steamed cauliflower and asparagus, glazed carrots, and mashed potatoes with ham.


  Minoru’s guardian grinned with genuine delight. “Isn’t it fun to cook with someone else?”


  “Yeah.”


  Minoru had never conceived of cooking as fun. But Seigi Nakata’s grin, his palpable joy at watching Minoru in the kitchen, made every crappy dish (his mother’s occasional term for his cooking—nothing bad was meant by it, and Minoru never took it personally) he’d ever cooked feel worth it somehow. His heart warmed.


  Over champagne flutes of orange juice and heaping plates of hamburgers and veggies, Minoru and Seigi Nakata pressed their hands together and said their pre-meal Thank you for the food. Minoru tried the mashed potatoes first. They were just as good as they looked. The creaminess brought out the saltiness of the ham, and his tongue was in paradise.


  Seigi Nakata beamed with every bite of his hamburger. His pleasure was so obvious, it embarrassed Minoru. “This tastes great,” he said. “It’s the best burger I’ve had in my life!”


  “Thanks,” Minoru said. “I like the mashed potatoes, too.”


  “Aren’t they something? This is one of my favorite recipes. It’s a staple at the office New Year’s Eve party.”


  “Your work puts on a party at the end of the year?” Minoru asked.


  “We do, but it’s more of a family party thing. It’s just me, my family, my boss and his family, and our grandboss.”


  Family and work went hand-in-hand at Seigi Nakata’s company, Minoru thought. He hadn’t realized work could be that personal. It was an odd feeling.


  Seigi Nakata grinned. “You could come to the next one.”


  “I don’t want to intrude,” Minoru protested.


  “You wouldn’t be intruding. Oh man, this hamburger is so good! The texture came out great.”


  “It’s like that because of all the bread crumbs I put in,” Minoru said.


  “Well, it’s very good. I love it.”


  Just then, the doorbell rang, the loud ding-dong drowning out the rest of the conversation. Seigi Nakata scooted back his chair and crossed to the wall, flipping the switch to trigger the camera outside the door.


  “Who is it?” he called.


  No response. He frowned. “Give me a minute,” he said to Minoru, before turning to the front door and opening it just a crack without removing the chain.


  “Huh,” he said. “Someone left something for us.”


  He picked up what looked like a small box from the ground near his feet. It was small enough to fit in the palm of the grown man’s hand, wrapped in silver paper, and tied with a turquoise ribbon. Odd. All the delivery drivers Minoru had seen thus far left their packages in a drop box outside the condo proper, and anyone who could’ve made it into the hallway must’ve had a resident key. Unless—unless perhaps they had special powers. Paranormal powers.


  Seigi Nakata shared none of Minoru’s concern. He lifted the box and grinned. “There’s a weird note on it.”


  “What does it say?”


  “It’s in English, but it means, ‘To: Minoru. From: the ghost.”


  “The ghost?” Minoru repeated the English word, incred­ulous. 


  “Yes. Spooky, huh? You friends with a ghost, Minoru?”


  Seigi Nakata grinned. Jokes aside, the box was clearly a present for Minoru, and he wouldn’t have dreamed of opening it himself.


  It was only after dinner was finished, the plates were put away in the dishwasher, and Seigi Nakata had gone off to take his bath that Minoru bolted to his bedroom and tore the wrapping paper off the box. He knew what he would find inside long before he pulled off the top and confirmed it.


  There it was. A business card case patterned with butterflies nestled in a plush red cloth.


  The manager at the drugstore said, “Sorry, repeat that?”


  It took a moment for Minoru to do so. “I owe you an apology.”


  “For what? You didn’t steal anything.”


  “I…I still tried.”


  It was Saturday, the Saturday after the ghost had given back the business card case, and Seigi Nakata and Minoru had returned to the drugstore—the same drugstore in which they’d met.


  The drugstore manager, an elderly woman with a fluff of a perm, blinked in confusion at Minoru’s confession.


  “I was going to steal those bandages,” Minoru tried to explain, “but then an accident happened. If it wasn’t for that, I would’ve taken them. So I wanted to apologize.”


  She shot Seigi Nakata a look over Minoru’s head: What is he talking about? A door opened behind her, and out stepped the brown-haired clerk who’d caught Minoru on the day of the almost theft.


  “What’s going on here?” he said. The manager recounted the series of events.


  “Oh,” he said. “You’re that kid.”


  Minoru squirmed. “Yes.”


  “I thought something was up. I could’ve sworn I saw you putting a bag in your pocket.”


  “You did,” Minoru admitted. “But then…” What could he say? That Seigi Nakata stole them from him? No, he couldn’t tell the clerks that.


  He waffled until the brown-haired man grinned, clearly writing Minoru off as a lost cause. “You dropped it? Bad luck, kid.”


  “You saw him take it, Kato?” his coworker asked.


  “I thought so,” Kato said. “I stopped him and checked his pockets, only he didn’t have anything. There wasn’t anything else I could do.”


  “Well, I suppose not.” She didn’t seem entirely convinced, but she could tell there was something more to the story than Minoru was letting on. She sized the boy up. “We’re not mad, but we still need to ask: Why did you steal from us?”


  Minoru hesitated. “I didn’t know what else to do with myself.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean, young man?”


  Minoru didn’t know what it was supposed to mean. He couldn’t rationalize it to himself, much less a drugstore manager he’d never met before.


  But his silence must have been more telling than he’d known, for in the end, she said, “I’m sure you had your reasons. We all do. What’s important is that you didn’t take anything.”


  “Yes, ma’am. I’m very sorry.”


  “Here’s a question for you. How much do you think shoplifting costs us every year?”


  “Huh?” Minoru said.


  “Guess.”


  Put on the spot, he shot a glance at Seigi Nakata. His guardian shook his head; he didn’t know, either. Minoru gave it some thought—and then some more—and finally hazarded a guess. “Eighty thousand yen, maybe?”


  “Not quite. Try six hundred thousand.”


  Minoru and Seigi Nakata squawked in tandem, surprised.


  The drugstore lady crossed her arms, her perm bobbing with the motion. “A single shoplifter can’t walk off with that much merchandise. The most high-profile heists make off with, oh, twenty or thirty thousand yen. But it adds up. We’re talking vitamins, hair growth treatments. Enough of those, and that’s where we get our lost six hundred thousand a year.”


  “How does the store not go under?” Minoru said.


  “That’s the question, isn’t it? We make do, but it isn’t easy.” She flashed him a snazzy, film starlet smile. “I’m glad you recognized what you did wrong. I’m sure you won’t do it again, but just to be sure, you’d better resist that temptation. It’s not just bad for business. It’s bad for the soul.”


  Minoru didn’t know what to say. Eventually, he settled on “I’m sorry, ma’am.”


  She chuckled. “You and your brother here can make it up to us with your business.” Minoru and Seigi Nakata froze as her gaze landed upon the elder of the pair. Your brother, she’d said.


  Her eyebrow quirked in confusion. She glanced between the two of them, both as stiff as statues. “Did I say something wrong? Are you an uncle, then?”


  “No,” Seigi Nakata said. He placed his hands on Minoru’s shoulders. “I’m his brother.”


  In the resulting shopping spree, Minoru and Seigi Nakata all but cleaned out the store. It was a wonder they ever managed to get the trunk and back seat closed.


  Minoru slipped into the passenger seat. “Thank you, Mr. Nakata,” he said. “I think I would’ve been too tongue-tied if I’d gone alone.”


  He squeezed the rubber ducky in his hands (there was no room for it in the filled-to-bursting back seat) and bowed his head.


  Seigi Nakata grinned around the bags of shampoo and conditioner crowding his lap. “I was just moral support. You took the initiative to go and apologize.”


  Minoru fell silent. Maybe so.


  “I think you’re incredible,” Seigi Nakata said.


  Okay, that was a step too far. “I’m not,” said Minoru.


  “You are. It took a lot of courage to apologize. I think that was so cool of you.”


  Minoru fell silent again. That line of reasoning didn’t track—it suggested that a repentant shoplifter was a more admirable individual than a law-abiding one. But he didn’t think that was what Seigi Nakata was trying to say. It was Minoru’s courage that made him great in his brother’s eyes. Minoru could accept that. It had taken effort. He could allow himself to appreciate the praise for what it was.


  Courage. Once more, he wrestled with his courage and spoke up before it slipped away from him again. “Mr. Nakata, why did you help me that first time?”


  Why had he slipped his hand into Minoru’s pocket, his fingers so deft it was like magic, and steal the bandages?


  No further explanation was needed; Seigi Nakata understood the question. “I knew you didn’t really want to steal them.”


  Minoru took that in, silently.


  “My grandmother once said to me there are two types of thieves,” Seigi Nakata went on. “One steals to stay alive in body. The other steals to stay alive in the soul.”


  “What does that mean?” Minoru said.


  “Staying alive, well—that’s easy enough. Everyone needs to eat food, drink water. We’d die otherwise, so sometimes we’re forced into theft of the necessities.”


  Sure, and Minoru got that. But what was this about keeping a soul alive?


  As the car cruised soundlessly up Yamate Hill, Seigi Nakata continued. “Keeping our souls alive is a little more complicated, but I think I know what she was trying to say. It’s not like a soul can die of hunger or thirst, but there are times when we need to do something so we don’t lose ourselves. It’s like being trapped in the dark with your arms and legs bound. You’ll do anything to break yourself out—tear your hair out, scratch yourself. It’s like that but worse. Better we let a body die than a soul.”


  When Minoru didn’t respond, Seigi Nakata backtracked. “Sorry if that didn’t make any sense. I’m no good at explaining these things. You should see my boss.”


  Eventually, Minoru said, “You’re not mad at me, Mr. Nakata?”


  “Not at all. Maybe I should be, but I’m not. I feel more guilty than anything.”


  “Why guilty?”


  “I wish I could’ve stepped in sooner. I could’ve been a part of your life before all this tragedy, and we could’ve made so many good memories together.”


  Minoru didn’t know what to say.


  “But there’s no use crying over spilled milk,” Seigi Nakata said. “What’s done is done, and brooding over it is a waste of my time. I have to live in the moment. Do what I can now. Right?”


  “You’ve already done plenty,” Minoru said.


  “Sorry, Minoru, but I’m just getting started.”


  Minoru grinned at the joke.


  He looked up then and realized that this wasn’t the way to the condo—the car was making its way down Yamate Hondori, which would eventually lead them to Minoru’s house.


  “I’m just making a quick detour,” Seigi Nakata said by way of explanation. “There’s something I want to check on.”


  Minoru nodded and left the navigation to the driver. The car pulled into the narrow parking space next to Minoru’s house. But Seigi Nakata, upon getting out, turned away from the Kirie residence. He stopped in front of the Jungle House and turned back to wait for Minoru.


  “We’re here,” he said.


  “This isn’t my house,” said Minoru.


  “No, it’s where I’m working. Our shop is in Ginza, but right now, most of my business is here.”


  “But this is…”


  “The Jungle House, right? Isn’t that what people call it? I know it as the Kandachi estate.”


  The name made Minoru jump. That was exactly what the ghost had said.


  Seigi Nakata fished a key out of his jacket pocket and made quick work of the chain fastened to the gate. The rusty chain, despite every appearance otherwise, came off willingly into the man’s hands. Seigi Nakata opened the black gates wide and cast a look back at Minoru. “Watch your step.”


  “We’re going in?”


  Seigi Nakata grinned and led the way into the jungle.


  Minoru trailed a step behind. Much to his surprise, the front garden was not as overgrown as he’d feared. It had been impossible to tell from beyond the fence, but there was a path of sorts leading up to the door, wending to the right of the gates and snaking about to form the shape of the letter U. The overgrown foliage plaguing the rest of the yard did not encroach upon this path; he saw only a few short weeds poking up here and there. No jutting branches, no runaway shrubs—it wasn’t much, but someone had clearly cleaned up the place.


  Upon reaching the front door, Seigi Nakata produced another, larger key from his jacket pocket—this one much bigger than the key in the business card case—and fitted it into the oversized keyhole. The door, stuck fast in its frame, resisted multiple attempts to open it before it finally surrendered with a loud creak. The view before Minoru was quite familiar—a black-and-white tiled floor, a soaring ceiling, a chandelier.


  “Ta-da!” said Seigi Nakata. “You wouldn’t believe how bad this place looked before I cleaned it all up. The house used to belong to a man named Mr. Kandachi, and now it’s being handed down to his grandchildren. But the estate must be partitioned—meaning all the money, land, and valuables have to be divvied up among his relatives—and that’s taking a lot of time and effort.”


  “To appraise everything?”


  “Exactly. Wait, how’d you know that word?” Seigi Nakata looked hard at Minoru.


  Uh-oh. Now he’d have to tell Seigi Nakata everything. About sneaking into the Jungle House. About the ghost. Not that Seigi Nakata would ever believe him; ghosts weren’t real.


  But before Minoru could figure out how to explain himself, Seigi Nakata’s attention was diverted by something else. “That’s funny,” he murmured. “I thought that bureau was…”


  Minoru noticed the problem, too. That bureau hadn’t been there just the other day during his tea party with the ghost. But here it was. His eyes traveled down it, cataloguing its ebony wood panels, iridescent mother-of-pearl inlays, and multitude of drawers. Each drawer had a different inlay. He hadn’t noticed that before. Twittering birds, trees in full bloom, fisherfolk hard at work, swimming fish and scuttling shrimp, lines carved into the wood to simulate a river winding its way down the bureau…


  Yes, this was the very bureau from his first tea party with the ghost. He was sure of it.


  Seigi Nakata cocked his head in confusion. “That’s weird,” he said. “I could’ve sworn I left this in the room on the west side of the house.”


  A voice from the top of the stairs responded, “I moved it.”


  Clack, clack, clack went the heels on the staircase as the owner of the voice descended from the mansion’s upper story. Their leather shoes shone with polish. Their slacks were a crisp light blue. Their fingers tapered to elegant, pale points. The face could’ve been a carved piece of marble sculpture; their hair was gold; their eyes, a smoky blue.


  “Richard,” Seigi Nakata said, and the owner of the voice came alive with a smile. “Are you not needed at Étranger?”


  “Tavey and Vince are minding the shop. He’s back in Japan from the States for an auction.”


  “Oh. That explains the dresser. I was just thinking you couldn’t have moved it alone.”


  “Yes, Vince lent me his gracious assistance—albeit with copious quantities of snark.”


  “You could’ve just called me up,” Seigi Nakata said with a hint of reproach.


  “I’ve forced you to cut back on sleep far too much as it is.”


  This man treated Seigi Nakata like they were old friends. Minoru felt frozen to the floor. He didn’t have the faintest idea what to do. But then the decision was taken from him as the man stepped through the morning sunlight dappling the room, cut straight across the tile floor to stand before Minoru, and dipped in a graceful bow.


  “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” said the man. “My name is Richard. Richard Ranasinghe de Vulpian. I take it you are Mr. Minoru Kirie? I’ve heard so much about you.”


  “You’re the ghost,” Minoru whispered.


  “A pleasure,” the ghost repeated, “to make your acquaintance.”


  Oh. Minoru took the hint. “N-nice to meet you,” he said.


  The ghost—Richard Ranasinghe de Vulpian—smiled as beautifully as a doll might, but there was a hint of mischief in that look that no doll could match. Minoru’s heart fluttered. This blond-haired, blue-eyed gentleman was no ghost. He was a flesh-and-blood living being—and he knew Seigi Nakata.


  Seigi Nakata grinned, too, and came over to stand beside Richard. “Minoru, this is Richard,” he said. “He’s my boss. We go way, way back. We both work for a place called Ranasinghe Jewelry, but he’s the real brains behind the operation—I don’t know what I’d do without him. Oh, and I’m also his personal secretary.”


  “And an invaluable help to me in many ways,” added Richard.


  “Right back at you.”


  Minoru’s head spun. The ghost—Richard, Richard, his name was Richard—was Seigi Nakata’s boss and invaluable helper. The two knew each other. More than that: They were friends. Which meant anything Richard knew was liable to be passed onto Seigi Nakata—


  “Are you okay, Minoru?” Seigi Nakata said.


  Out of the corner of his eye, the blanching boy saw Richard shake his head in a quick Watch out. Seigi Nakata looked confused. “Did I…show you a picture of Richard?” he said, looking to Minoru. “I must have. You’ve never met before, right?”


  “We have not,” Richard promptly replied. “Is that not so, Mr. Kirie?”


  “Y-yes.”


  So Seigi Nakata was in the dark after all. What a relief.


  Minoru inclined his head the barest of degrees to Richard, grateful, and Richard repeated the gesture back in a manner far more graceful than Minoru’s had been.


  Meanwhile, Seigi Nakata disappeared further into the mansion and returned bearing a tray laid with tea for three. Minoru recognized that silver tray and those pretty teacups from his first tea parties here, but Richard acted perfectly oblivious.


  “My, what lovely cups,” he said.


  “This whole mansion’s like a time capsule,” Seigi Nakata gushed. “Sealed away all these years… I even found vacuum cleaners and a washing machine from thirty years ago.”


  “The china and silverware were likewise kept in their original condition,” Richard said for Minoru’s benefit. “They were quite dusty when we found them, but with a little cleaning, each was revealed to us as a valuable antique in its own right.”


  “We didn’t want word to get out that we were working here because we were concerned it’d attract burglars. But we finished installing the new security system last night, and that meant I could finally bring you, Minoru.”


  “What does a security system do?” Minoru asked.


  Richard answered in Seigi Nakata’s stead. “Should anyone enter without authorization, the security company will be alerted and subsequently dispatch one or more of their employees.”


  A chill traveled down Minoru’s spine. Now if he sneaked into the Jungle House, he ran the risk of being nabbed by a security guard. Good thing Seigi Nakata happened to mention it. Deep down where the adults couldn’t see, Minoru was gratified, if a little forlorn. The Jungle House was no longer his secret hideout. In fact, it was no longer the Jungle House—it was Mr. Kandachi’s estate. Time to say goodbye to his days of coming over to play.


  He sipped his tea and eyed one of the colorful gelatin treats on the tray in front of him. Seigi Nakata caught Richard’s eye, and Richard returned the glance with a nod.


  “Let me show you something, Minoru,” Seigi Nakata said.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s inside the bureau. Here.”


  Minoru rose from the sofa and followed Seigi Nakata over to the bureau. It came up to his chin, its black sides studded with numerous drawers—too many to count—and equally numerous carvings. All made from that mother-of-pearl stuff Richard had talked about earlier, if he remembered correctly.


  Seigi Nakata drew his attention to a drawer whose inlay showed a family of sparrows in flight against a bed of wild plum blossoms. The thin layers of pale white stone shone in all the seven colors of the rainbow wherever the sun hit it.


  On an unspoken cue from Seigi Nakata, Richard spoke. “The inlays of this particular piece of furniture date back to the Ming dynasty, a period of Chinese history some four hundred years ago. Two hundred years later, in the Edo period, Japanese artisans repurposed the inlays in the creation of this bureau. This piece is, in essence, a collaborative effort that transcends time itself. We call the wood ebony and the inlay technique raden. Mother-of-pearl, the inner layer of shells belonging to such creatures as the turban snail or the abalone, is sliced into thin iridescent shavings, which are affixed to lacquered panels to create the intricate designs you see here. Raden artwork is a rich and rigorous tradition dating all the way back to the Shoso-in treasures of the eighth century CE.”


  Much of this went over Minoru’s head, but he liked just listening to the crisp, clear timbre of Richard’s voice and the ordered manner of his speech. It was like the burbling of a brook he could’ve listened to forever.


  Richard smiled like he’d read Minoru’s mind. “This bureau is home to many secrets and all sorts of complex mechanical contraptions. There are many drawers we’ve yet to uncover how to open.”


  “Just think of how many treasures could be hidden inside,” Seigi Nakata chimed in. “We’ve still got a way to go before we’ve cracked all its mysteries, but we did find this.”


  He squatted in front of the unreadable bureau—Minoru could only wonder what might open, and how—pushed at a panel on the bottom, fussed with a component on the top, and at last found the right mechanism. A plain wooden panel beneath the carving of the swallows and plum blossoms swung open, revealing a hidden drawer in the belly of the bureau. Minoru gasped.


  Seigi Nakata reached into the drawer. “Here. Look at this.”


  He showed Minoru a small square of yellow cloth wrapped around a box. The cloth’s color had faded with age, but the box itself had stood the test of time. On its bottom was a sticker bearing an S followed by a string of numbers—the year the object was created in the Showa era, if Minoru had to guess. So sometime before Minoru was born.


  “You can touch it,” Seigi Nakata said.


  “Are you sure?”


  Seigi Nakata nodded. He cracked the lid and showed Minoru what was inside: a brown bag made of a soft-looking fabric. Minoru held his hands out, cupped, like he was waiting for water to be poured into them. Instead, Seigi Nakata removed a small white ball from the bag and gently dropped it in Minoru’s expectant palms.


  The ball was glossy and roughly the size of a large cashew. Shades of light and shadow played out across its stony surface, and a carving of a dove flapped its wings across the curvature of the ball.


  “What is it?” Minoru asked.


  “That would be called ivory,” Richard answered for him. “It comes from elephant tusks. While the Washington Convention presently restricts the trade of ivory goods, older antiques still enter the market with some frequency. The piece you hold in your hand is what we refer to as a ‘locket’ in English. An exceptional piece of work, I might add.”


  “What’s a locket?” Minoru wanted to know. It sounded too much like rocket to his ears.


  “No, not a space rocket,” Richard said, catching Minoru’s unspoken confusion. “A locket is a charm or pendant affixed to a string and worn about the neck.”


  “It opens when you push here,” Seigi Nakata said.


  “What do you mean, open?”


  “It’s made to open and shut so you can put things inside. Here, try it.”


  Minoru did as he was told, pressing his thumb to the metal clasp. The locket opened with a click, parting in two like a split walnut. The side with the loop where a string might run through was carved all around the edges with a sprig of flowers looped with ribbons. The other side held a photograph in a golden frame. A baby, their face worn colorless by age, peeped out of the photo—and next to it was a teeny, tiny scrap of paper folded in two.


  “What’s this?” Minoru said. He gingerly squeezed the paper between his fingertips and flipped it open. There was just enough room for four words in thin, wavering handwriting: For my ­beloved Yura.


  Minoru stiffened. Yura. That was his mother’s name.


  “Is this…?” he began.


  “I can only guess,” said Seigi Nakata, “but I would assume this was written by your grandmother or grandfather.”


  “But I thought this was Mr. Kandachi’s house,” Minoru stammered out. “And this is Mr. Kandachi’s bureau.”


  “It is, but your grandparents worked here—put their hearts and souls into their work here, even. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Kandachi loved them like family. There could be any number of reasons why they would give him something of theirs to hold on to.”


  “Similarly, we should not discount the possibility that this locket was one of Mr. Kandachi’s possessions to begin with,” Richard put in. His voice flowed like water—serene, yet powerful. “Judging by the workmanship, this locket is a British artifact dating back to the Victorian era. Mr. Kandachi was a collector of fine art, and as such I think it probable that this rare item was a part of his collection. It was gifted, I believe, to one of your grandparents before it found its way back into this bureau for reasons I dare not assume. Does that not seem the likeliest possibility?”


  “Maybe…?” Minoru wasn’t following.


  Richard continued, his tone soft, “I would imagine that your grandparent wished to give this to their only daughter—your mother, the one Ms. Yura Kirie.”


  “Then why didn’t they give it to her?”


  “Perhaps it was not possible.”


  That gave Minoru pause. If his grandparents had wanted to give the locket away, what would’ve prevented them? He thought he knew: his mother’s feud with her parents. Don’t you ever be a servant. You be a prince.


  He wondered how his mother might’ve received such an expensive gift. A too expensive gift. It could only have come from Mr. Kandachi. He remembered how often his mother had snapped, “I don’t need handouts.” He knew just as well as she did how pity stung, how shameful it was to bear the brunt of benevolent goodwill, but to him, that never extended to money or food—gifts of either were something to be grateful for, and that was that. For both, there was a world of difference between having enough and going without.


  Yet his mother disagreed. Even monetary or culinary handouts could sour her mood. Paying the utilities and all the other humdrum proceedings of daily life irritated her, too. Maybe it was money itself that she hated. An expensive gift like the locket—especially when passed down to the hired help like they were just another charity case—well, Minoru’s mother would’ve dashed that against the wall just like the fancy teacup.


  His mother wasn’t one of those people who broke things in anger. It was more like she’d be seized by sadness, and then she’d whirl around in a circle, punching, kicking, smashing everything that got in her way. Then, when it was all over, she’d pick up the broken pieces with care, place them in a trash bag, and keep them forever. In Minoru’s eyes, it was her way of punching herself.


  “Mr. Nakata…” Minoru said. Seigi Nakata regarded him kindly. Minoru took his time choosing his words. “Do you think…I could give this to my mother?”


  “Now might not be the best time. The doctors say we aren’t allowed to give her anything apart from the bare essentials.”


  “Oh.”


  “You could send her a letter, though.” Seigi Nakata smiled, and that made Minoru smile a bit, too. “Let’s sit down and write to her together. I have a few things to send her as well.”


  “Okay!”


  “Before that,” Richard cut in, “might I ask you to take another look at the locket?”


  Minoru exchanged a nod with Seigi Nakata before the two turned in tandem to face Richard. With the bureau at his side, there was such an air of collected poise about him that he was something not altogether human—more like a work of art, the bureau’s twin.


  Minoru turned his attention back to the locket. The baby photo, the gold clasp, the flowers and ribbon wreath… He focused on the flowers, attempting to determine what they were, when he noticed something odd. The sepals—or the things where the sepals should have been—didn’t look so much as parts of a flower as leaves. No, that wasn’t quite right, either. They were an odd shape reminiscent of those pastoral paintings on the walls of the Ginza beer hall.


  “What kind of flowers are these?” he said.


  “Those would be called ears of wheat,” Richard explained.


  “Wheat have ears?”


  “Have you ever seen a stalk of wheat before, Mr. Kirie?”


  “No.”


  Seigi Nakata pulled out his phone and brought up an image for Minoru of golden sheafs of grain. Wheat, barley, rice… The ear, Minoru realized, was just another name for the edible kernel at the tip of the plant.


  “In English, the general term for this part of the plant is the ‘fruit,’” Richard said.


  “But wheat isn’t a fruit,” said Minoru, thinking of the fruit he saw in grocery stores.


  “That’s correct. The ‘fruit’ you are thinking of is a noun, but the English word also has an application as a verb—to bear fruit.”


  Nouns? Verbs? Those had come up in English class, but they were Minoru’s worst enemies. “You’ve lost me,” he said, casting a plea for help with his eyes to Seigi Nakata.


  Minoru’s guardian half smiled, half grimaced. “Let’s dial it back a notch, Richard.”


  “Very well. The English word ‘fruit’ is one very familiar to you, Mr. Kirie. In Japanese, you would call it the noun minori—or the verb minoru.”


  Minoru.


  He blinked, taken aback.


  Seigi Nakata grinned. “I have to come clean, Minoru. Richard and I already took a look inside the locket—we needed to make sure it wasn’t broken. And then we got curious about who the baby was.”


  He returned to his phone, scrolling through his gallery. The images he pulled up were ones he and Minoru had uncovered in the cleaning-slash-excavation of the Kirie house. Seigi Nakata had snapped his own copies of each photo, and now he had the full Kirie photo album on his phone. Huh. Minoru didn’t know he’d done that. He leaned in—and there on Seigi Nakata’s phone screen was a younger version of his mother and a baby. Baby Minoru. The red, chubby face was a match of the one in the locket.


  “That baby isn’t your mother, Minoru,” Seigi Nakata said. “It’s you.”


  “Me? But why?”


  “If I may venture a guess,” said Richard, “it was not your grandparents who last touched this locket. It was your mother. Otherwise, we cannot explain how a picture of you came to be inside Mr. Kandachi’s collection.”


  “Does that mean my mom’s been in this mansion before?”


  “I would assume so.”


  “And…she managed to open this bureau? Even though it’s really hard to figure out?”


  “Precisely,” said Richard.


  Minoru had never dreamed his mother would set foot in the Jungle House. In his mind, these two aspects of his life were as distant as the moon and the Earth. But then again, his grandparents had worked here. Lived here. Maybe it wasn’t so strange after all.


  It took him a moment before he could find it within himself to say, “My mother’s broken a lot of things, but she never broke the locket.”


  “The human heart is a mysterious thing, Mr. Kirie. Not all of us are blessed to be receptive to the feelings others hold for us. It may take time, indeed, for some of us to acknowledge those feelings at all. In the end, your mother was one of the lucky few, and she came to recognize just how much her parents loved her. Now it was her turn to pass that love onto someone else.”


  “Dial it back, Richard,” said Seigi Nakata. “Dial it back.”


  Richard cleared his throat. “That is to say, this photograph is undeniable proof that your mother loves you very, very much.”


  Minoru’s throat closed. Love. It was like a lamp had been burning away in his chest all this time, but far removed, and now it was brought close and suddenly wondrously warm. Love. Love was a word for the kind of theatrics best reserved for daytime television; his mother had never used that word for him. Not once. He couldn’t imagine that word in his mother’s vocabulary at all.


  But all the same, he knew what it meant to be loved. He knew that very, very well. To be loved was to be treated with immaculate care, to be swaddled up with kind solicitude and placed in a beautiful bureau for safekeeping. To be loved was to be tucked away somewhere safe, out of range of breaking hands. To be loved was to be kept beautiful and pristine and perfect forever. And if his mother felt that way about him—


  Minoru squeezed his eyes shut against the threat of tears. He bit his lip. He didn’t want to cry—not because it was shameful to cry in front of these two grown men, but only because he didn’t want the tears to leave him. He wanted to take this thing seeking to pour out of him, to pack it deep down inside so that a year later—ten years, twenty years if need be—he could revisit it, like an old book waiting to be flipped open and paged through once more.


  He took a deep breath. The mansion still smelled of dust and mold, but between the high ceiling and the warmth of the morning sun, there was something pleasant about it. Something invigorating.


  He turned back to Seigi Nakata, reached into his pocket, and touched the thing inside. This time, it wasn’t a bag of bandages. This time, it was a business card case.


  “Here, Mr. Nakata,” he said. “This is for you.”


  Seigi Nakata nodded in recognition. “Oh, my old business card case?”


  “You gave it to me, and I…lost it. And then—”


  Richard cut him off with a polite clearing of the throat. The meaning came through loud and clear: Some things were best left unsaid. Unless Richard simply didn’t want Seigi Nakata to know of his involvement, but why that might be, Minoru wasn’t sure.


  Still, Minoru smiled, and he made his words as simple as they could go. “I think I’d better give it back to you. I don’t have a use for it, and it’s too grown-up for me.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that,” Seigi Nakata said. “It was my pleasure.”


  “But what about the key?” Minoru opened the case and fished out the key from behind the business card bearing Seigi Nakata’s name. “You didn’t mean to leave this in here, right?”


  Seigi Nakata’s face twisted.


  “Is something wrong?” Minoru said.


  “Huh? No. Oh, shoot! I completely forgot to explain.”


  Minoru could only stare in amazement as Seigi Nakata went white as a sheet.


  Richard’s eyebrows lifted, two willow trees bending over a stream. “Seigi.”


  “I-I’m so sorry,” Seigi Nakata stammered. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. It completely slipped my mind.”


  “I hardly think further apology will be useful at this juncture. Now explain yourself to this young man.”


  “Yes, sir.” Seigi Nakata, the picture of dejection, bowed low to Minoru before taking the key and holding it back out to the boy.


  “This key unlocks the door on the west side of the house and the gate between your house and the Kandachi estate. I meant to give it to you earlier.”


  “Huh?” This was news to Minoru.


  “This copy of the key comes from the estate owners, but we know your mother kept a copy of her own. I’m holding onto it for safekeeping with her permission. Here, see—”


  He dug into his pocket and pulled out another key dangling off the end of a dog-shaped keychain. It looked just as small as the key from the business card case, and as Minoru looked it over, he noticed its bumps and ridges were a perfect match as well.


  “I saw your stack of buckets against the wall, so I thought you were climbing the gate… I figured your own key would come in handy.”


  “Then Seigi, my good fool, why didn’t you ever tell him that?”


  “I thought I did! Gosh, I’m such an idiot. The biggest idiot in the world! I’m sorry, Minoru. I really am.”


  “Mr. Kirie, this gentleman has his doltish tendencies, but his heart is the purest gold. Please forgive him—once you’ve mocked him for a week straight, of course.”


  “O-of course I’ll forgive him!” Minoru said.


  “Richard? What’s this about mocking me for a week?”


  “You’d demand mercy without due punishment? Such an impudent creature, the elder brother. A pity all such specimens display this shameless behavior.”


  “…Okay, good point.”


  Minoru could feel the warmth in their banter from here. In such an environment, where any harsh words would be forgiven, he couldn’t help but feel better, too.


  Chastened, Seigi Nakata bowed to Minoru. “You should hold on to this key, Minoru. You might need it. Work is going to have me holed up here for a while, and I’d feel better if you had some way of coming and going as well. Oh, and please don’t bring friends over—that wouldn’t be a smart idea.”


  “Okay.”


  “Don’t forget the bit about Mr. Kirie’s own residence,” Richard added over Seigi Nakata’s shoulder.


  “I’m getting to that!” Seigi Nakata straightened from his bow, chagrined, and met Minoru’s eyes. “I’m planning on having you stay at the condo with me, but with your permission, I’d like to keep your house in use. It’d benefit from regular cleaning, and we need to keep an eye out for bugs and all. I wouldn’t want to leave it completely unoccupied until your mother comes home.”


  “The gentleman is asking,” Richard summarized, “if he might act as caretaker in conjunction with one Mr. Kirie of the Kirie house and grounds.”


  Minoru zeroed in on one of the unfamiliar words. “And caretaker means…?”


  “One who regularly cleans and otherwise keeps an eye on the place.”


  Meaning he’d live in Seigi Nakata’s condo but could come home whenever he wanted. That sounded so very pleasant that he sighed in relief—and realized he was smiling. Asking to go home, when Seigi Nakata had provided him such a beautiful place to live, had always seemed rude. But if Seigi Nakata was offering himself, well—then Minoru was glad to accept.


  “I’ll do my best to be a caretaker, too,” he said. “It’s my house and all. I want it to be perfect for Mom when she comes home.”


  “I’ll help,” Seigi Nakata said. “We’ll find a way to make everything work so we won’t have to throw anything away.”


  As Minoru nodded, the strangest thought occurred to him. “Mr. Richard,” he said, “where are you staying?”


  “Right here,” Richard replied.


  “In this mansion?”


  “After a bit of cleaning, we found the second floor is perfectly suitable for my needs. The bedrooms are enormous, frankly.”


  But the Jungle House was, well, trapped in a jungle. Surely, it was a hassle and a half to go anywhere.


  Before he knew what he was saying, Minoru was already blurting out, “Why don’t you come live with us in Mr. Nakata’s condo?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  Seigi Nakata went silent; Richard was the only one to react. After a moment of polite bewilderment, he blinked several times in rapid succession, looked away for a moment more, and then let his gaze slide back to meet Minoru’s.


  “Would I not be imposing?” he said.


  Minoru turned to Seigi Nakata. His guardian, in turn, glared at Richard in a This is what you get for not listening to me, kind of way.


  “See? I told you, Richard. Minoru wouldn’t mind. I told you.”


  “This is a most crucial period for building your relationship with young Mr. Kirie. I—”


  “Minoru,” Seigi Nakata said, turning to his charge, “can I ask you a favor? Do you mind if Richard comes to live with us? I’ve been having to come out here every morning to drop off his breakfast, and it’s driving me up the wall.”


  “Seigi!” Richard barked.


  “Well, it is! It doesn’t help that you never get up on time.”


  “Seigi—”


  “Because then your French toast gets all soggy.”


  “Seigi, please—”


  “Excuse me for wanting you to have a nice warm breakfast, I guess! Just like—” Here, he raised his voice, like this was a matter of unbelievable importance. “—I used to make for you every morning!”


  Richard’s blue eyes snapped wide open. The man himself was at a loss for words.


  Minoru looked from one man to another and then, judging the appropriate timing, let his hand creep up with a question. Seigi Nakata and Richard gestured for him to speak in perfect unison, which made Minoru grin.


  “Mr. Richard, I’d like you to come live with us,” he said. “That is, if you don’t mind. There are plenty of bedrooms, so…”


  “My apologies, Mr. Kirie,” Richard said, “but Seigi has expressed a desire to have his quality time with you.”


  “But we can have quality time with you there, too,” Minoru protested. “And… And, uh…” He found his courage and blurted out, “And if you lived with us, you could teach me English!”


  Minoru heard a gasp from Seigi Nakata and looked up, concerned. Seigi Nakata furiously shook his head, his face white as a sheet. He gave off the impression of a man attempting to stop someone else from making a deal with the devil. Before Minoru could ask what was the matter, Richard clasped his hand—gently, but Minoru could feel the steel under that grip.


  Richard’s doll-perfect features formed themselves into a dazzling smile. “You wish to master the English language, Mr. Kirie?”


  “Uh, yes…?” Minoru said. “I mean, I just started junior high school recently. I don’t know anything yet.”


  “Languages are tools, Mr. Kirie. The more we use such tools, the greater our proficiency with them. Come. Let us set aside one day per week in which we shall converse in nothing but English.”


  “Nope,” Seigi Nakata interjected. “Nope, nope, nope. Richard. Nope. You can’t do that to him. He’s only taken English classes for a few weeks. He’s not ready for immersion.”


  “I was under the impression the government’s standards for education mandated English coursework as early as primary school.”


  “Sure, but that’s learning basic vocab like ‘dog’ and ‘cat’! Singing songs! Playing games! He doesn’t have enough English to use it for an entire day. It was hard enough for me, and I was in college when we started!”


  “Oh, pish. Quit your whining. You enjoyed it, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, but that was because I was happy to have any opportunity to talk with you.”


  Minoru tried to follow the rapid ping-pong match that was this conversation. So Richard had taught Seigi Nakata English? That was funny, because Richard didn’t look all that much older than Seigi Nakata, but he could see something of a student-teacher relationship in their interactions. A fractious student-teacher relationship, maybe. It was evident how much pleasure Seigi Nakata took from arguing with Richard and just how much joy Richard found in return.


  At a lull in the conversation, Minoru interrupted. “Mr. Richard and Mr. Nakata, you two—”


  “You should just call me Seigi,” said Seigi Nakata. “How come only Richard gets the first-name treatment? It’s not exactly fair to me, is it?”


  “I’ve just had the most dreadful sense of déjà vu,” Richard said. “You’re the spitting image of a certain ‘big brother’ figure whining about his hurt feelings.”


  “I am not!” Seigi Nakata protested, and the bickering started up again in full force.


  Minoru’s heart felt warm. Happy. Seigi Nakata had asked something from him. And that meant the world. He grinned, braced himself to try the unfamiliar name, and said, “Mr. Seigi? Thank you for taking care of me.”


  “Yay! Thank you for using my first name,” Seigi Nakata exclaimed. “Oh, and what was it you were going to say earlier?”


  It took Minoru a moment to recall. Once it came to him, he said, “You two are really close.”


  The adults met each other’s eyes and grinned. Then, to tie the bow on the formalities, Richard and Seigi Nakata bowed to Minoru. Welcome to the family.


   


  Minoru woke at seven a.m. to music in the condo. Someone was singing.


   


  Rise and shine; the night is done.


  Morning’s come and brought the sun.


  Rise and shine; flowers in bloom


  bid farewell to evening’s gloom.


  Put on your clothes; let the day take hold.


  Come to the table before the food goes cold.


  Try my fresh-made miso soup


  With rice, eggs, and salad, too.


  Rise and shine; the food is hot.


  Rise and shine; fresh from the pot.


   


  The singer’s voice was beautiful, full-throated. Minoru had never heard anyone belt from the heart like that before. (Belatedly, he recalled Seigi Nakata once praising the condo’s robust soundproofing.)


  He rose, washed his face, changed into his school uniform, and followed the singing to the dining room to find Seigi Nakata standing just outside the door to the right-hand bedroom, singing the final two lines of his song over and over.


  Rise and shine; the food is hot.


  Rise and shine; fresh from the pot.


  That was the bedroom Richard had used the night before. Ah ha. Minoru grinned.


  Seigi Nakata broke off at Minoru’s approach. “Good morning!” he said.


  “We’re having Japanese food for breakfast?” Minoru said by way of a greeting.


  “Mm-hmm. I change up the lyrics depending, of course.”


  Of course. Minoru cocked his head, an unspoken question.


  “Oh.” His apron-clad brother beamed. “I’ve been singing variations of this song for years now.”


  This only served to make Minoru more confused, so Seigi Nakata said, “It’s a wake-up song. Hey! Richard! Rise and shiiine! Fresh from the pottt!”


  He thumped on the door, and it creaked open a few seconds later.


  “I’ve risen,” snapped a tart voice.


  Minoru’s breath died in his throat. Richard’s blond hair was tousled with bedhead, and his usual suit was discarded for a white dressing gown. Clad in white and tottering with sleepiness, Richard could’ve been a ghost after all.


  Seigi Nakata’s grin widened. Catching the door in one hand before Richard could slam it shut, he said, “Rise and shine, sleepyhead.”


  “I’ve risen.”


  “And I’ve made you a lunch to take with you to the office. You’re going to Ginza today, aren’t you?”


  “I’ve risen and require no further assistance. If you would let go of the door—”


  “Nope. No going back to bed. Up you get. It’s morning. Seven o’clock JST.”


  “Woyijingxingle, suoyimeiyouwenti.”


  “No! Also, we agreed just yesterday we’d only use Japanese around Minoru. It’s uncomfortable to have people talk in front of you when you can’t understand. And it’s just plain rude on our parts.”


  “…Around Mr. Kirie?”


  Three seconds passed. Four. Five. Then, like a robot with its power switched on, Richard came to life and slammed the door shut.


  He emerged fifteen minutes later armed with his higher faculties of reasoning and stunning good looks. Not a hair was out of place; not a trace of sleep lingered on his features. The suit was crisp and perfect.


  “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said. “Lovely weather we are having today.”


  He pulled his tie tight and passed a smile around the room. Minoru smiled back, albeit a bit hesitantly.


  “My apologies for that shameful display of behavior,” Richard added.


  “You have nothing to apologize fo—”


  “Oh, Minoru, what would I do without you?” Seigi said. “Richard’s never rolled out of bed so fast in his life.”


  “Seigi.”


  “I’m…glad I could help…?”


  “You’re the best! If only every morning went this smoothly.”


  “A-hem.”


  Richard took his seat, prompting the other two to follow suit.


  Fresh-made miso soup. Rice, eggs, and salad, too. The song hadn’t lied. The food was hot and fresh from the pot. There was even a chicken dish with a sweet and savory orange glaze that hadn’t worked its way into the lyrics.


  Minoru tried the rice and washed it down with a sip of soup. The rice had bits of radish, seaweed, and sweet potato in it—Minoru’s favorite. Richard, across from him, tucked into the food silently. Minoru marveled at the deft maneuvering of Richard’s chopsticks—it seemed to pair oddly with the man’s decidedly un-Asian features—but he felt it’d be rude to point it out; he opted to stay quiet.


  Seigi Nakata’s smile grew wider and wider as he watched the other two eat. At last, he reached for his own chopsticks. “There’s something so fun about cooking rice in a proper clay pot,” he remarked to the table at large. “I like induction heaters as much as the next guy, but I’m a gas stove man through and through.”


  “It tastes great,” Minoru said, searching for an appropriate response. “It’s really airy.”


  “Good.”


  “Thank you for cooking,” Richard added.


  “You’re very welcome.” Seigi Nakata smiled all the wider and took a big bite of rice.


  It was odd, Minoru thought. These two men had been total strangers to him until just a few weeks ago, and now they were sitting around the breakfast table sharing a meal with him like it was the most natural thing in the world. Like they’d shared breakfast every day for years and years—in fact, had someone suggested this to him, he almost would’ve believed it. How strange, that food could taste this good. Maybe, if breakfast played out this way every day—maybe soon, it wouldn’t be strange at all.


  He helped himself to more rice and another bowl of miso soup, stopping when he was comfortably full. He didn’t want to go to school bloated and lethargic. An upset stomach meant no horsing around with Ryota, no spending time with Marin when she came over to his classroom to say hi.


  He thanked Seigi Nakata again, washed the breakfast dishes (his chore—clearing the table was Richard’s), grabbed his backpack, and turned to the door. Seigi Nakata came running after him, waving a box wrapped in a gingham-checked cloth. Oops. He’d forgotten his lunch.


  “Thanks,” Minoru said.


  “I made you rice and…a surprise!”


  “I must be going as well,” Richard said. “Take care, gentlemen.”


  “Richard, no!” Seigi Nakata called after him. “Richard! Your lunch!” He passed lunch boxes of different sizes to man and boy and beamed, content. “Take care now.”


  “Seigi, about dinner…” Richard began.


  “You’ll be eating with a client, right? So it’ll be just me and Minoru. I’ll leave some rice balls on the table in case you feel like a midnight snack.”


  “You really don’t need to go to all the trouble.”


  “Why not? I want to. Now, get out there and have an amazing day, both of you! …I mean it. I have to be out the door in fifteen minutes, and I don’t need you in my hair.”


  “Okay,” Minoru said. “See you this evening.”


  “Don’t let me keep you any longer,” Richard said, and that was that. They were off. 


  Minoru kept sneaking glances at Richard all the way to the elevator. Richard was physically beautiful, to be sure, but it was such a reassurance that this beauty wasn’t skin-deep. Richard was a thoroughly charming person inside and out—just not a morning person, but Minoru knew better than to comment on that.


  “You’re in quite the good mood this morning, Mr. Kirie,” said Richard.


  Minoru hesitated. “You don’t need to call me that, you know.”


  “Consider it a personality quirk of mine. I apologize if it ­bothers you.”


  “No, it’s fine.” He switched topics. “Did I hear you’re going to Tokyo today?”


  “Yes. It’s a good forty minutes on the freeway. Not so far as all that.”


  The elevator touched down on the first floor with a ding. Minoru shadowed Richard through the lobby and out through the glass doors. This was where their ways diverged; the parking lot was around the back. But before the blond-haired, beautiful gentleman swept out of Minoru’s life, he halted and smiled down at Minoru.


  “This is where we part,” he said. “Have a fun day at school, Mr. Kirie.”


  “Thanks. Have a fun day at wor—wait, that doesn’t sound right…”


  “Oh, I don’t know. I’m sure I shall.”


  And with a wave, he was gone. Minoru heard an almost animalistic double chirp from the parking lot, and a low green car’s headlights flashed. He admired the logo on the front—some kind of animal—and wondered if he’d ever be allowed a ride in that car, too.


  He turned aside and began the walk down the hill to school. It wasn’t far, just twenty minutes down the hill, across the bridge, and past the station. He glanced up just in time to catch a cherry blossom detach itself from its tree and drift away. The slender branches bore the first signs of tiny, green leaves reaching for the sun and the blue sky above. Bathed in the warm spring sun, Minoru set off for school.
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  “FOR THE LAST TIME, Richard, what are we looking for?”


  “You’ll know it when you see it,” he assured me—which was not reassuring.


  “Give me a hint,” I said.


  “You’ll know it when you see it,” he repeated.


  Several days following our arrival in Yamate, Richard—who, or so I had been under the impression, was hard at work on the Kandachi estate case—called me up one afternoon to do “a spot of weeding.” Not that this wasn’t part of the plan to begin with. The gardens were, to put it lightly, a tad overgrown, earning the estate the moniker of the Jungle House among the neighborhood’s residents. But other things were supposed to come first. Putting the inside of the house into some semblance of order, installing a security system—oh, and hiring a landscaper. I didn’t know what had gotten into him that we should clean up the yard. But Richard insisted, so off we went. 


  I had to admire his wardrobe choice; it took guts to bushwhack in a nice, collared shirt, not even something like a T-shirt. The rest of his outfit consisted of a pair of brown chinos, garden gloves, and a straw hat with a silk veil that a princess in a period drama might wear.


  He went at the weeds with gusto, but it didn’t look like he was gardening for gardening’s sake. As time went on, it became clear he was looking for something. The question was: What? Something small, something that would have had good reason to be dropped on the ground. 


  “Did you lose something?” I asked.


  “Of a sort,” he responded.


  “…Something you can’t tell me?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Fine. Keep your secrets. I’ll just keep looking without any hints.”


  I didn’t take it personally. We’ve all dropped something weird and embarrassing before.


  We hunkered low to the ground, working in opposite directions to canvas the yard. Other plants emerged from the overgrowth as I pulled hunks of weeds, remnants of what had been planted here when this was a proper garden. I tried to commit them to memory so that we could attempt to restore the yard to even a shadow of its former glory later, when the time came to call in the landscaper. It wasn’t part of the job—no one had asked me to do it—but I still felt like I should try.


  Richard’s voice floated over to me from behind. “How are you enjoying your new life with Mr. Kirie?”


  I grinned. “So much. I can’t thank Jeffrey enough for the condo. Although I must admit, I’m terrified of the gift tax on it.”


  “Oh, you don’t need to thank him. I’m sure he’d insist our family owes you so much more than we could ever hope to repay. You could call us even, perhaps. Or perhaps we’re still on the hook for an ever-mounting bill.”


  “That’s not funny, Richard.”


  All this talk of owing people things made me uncomfortable. I owed many, many debts to many, many different people. My social credit was maxed out. The Roman emperor Julius Caesar was said to be a heavy borrower, but moneylenders kept giving him money, even while knowing he might never pay them back. A sweet setup, but I could only pray I never ended up like that. I wanted to return the many favors done to me or, failing that, pay it forward. Help others the way I’d been helped, just in a different form.


  “He’s a fine young man,” Richard remarked again.


  It took me a moment to place who he meant, but there was only one person who fit that description. “Minoru? Yeah, he’s a great kid. Why, have you been spying on us?”


  “I’ve noticed him a handful of times, what with his house right next door. He reminds me of you when you were younger.”


  “Really? I was in college when we met, though.”


  “I’m referring to your personalities. He’s an earnest, hardworking sort.”


  He reminds me of you.


  The moment Richard said those words, my hand stopped, and not because I told it to. I tried to play it off, but nothing got past Richard’s sharp eyes. I heard him stop, too.


  “My apologies,” he said. “I’m not sure what possessed me to—”


  “It’s fine,” I said. “I know you didn’t mean it like that.”


  He reminds me of you. Well, of course he did. He and I shared a biological father.


  Hisashi Shimeno.


  I had never known that man to do anything good. He beat his wife and left her, rolling up over a decade later to beg his son for money. The thought of him, even now, made my blood boil. If not for Richard and my real dad, Mr. Nakata, I might’ve done the unthinkable. I might’ve picked up the butcher knife I bought at the hardware store and…


  Anyway, I never knew what had happened to him after he vanished from my life once more. I didn’t want to know. I would’ve been fine going to my grave with no further knowledge of him until Minoru came into the equation.


  “Seigi?” Richard prompted.


  “Yeah?”


  It took him a moment to respond. “I’m looking forward to Jiro and Saburo being here.”


  “Customs quarantine sure takes forever. Once they’re back, I’m going to hug and pet them like my life depends on it. They’re going to be so annoyed at me… I can’t wait!”


  Jiro and Saburo were our dogs from Saul’s house in Sri Lanka. When the news came out about Minoru’s living situation, I realized I’d need to move back to Japan immediately and rushed to find a place in Yokohama, which unfortunately necessitated leaving the dogs behind. By now, they must’ve felt like our neighbors, the Yapas, were their real owners.


  “And so the meek must ever suffer the tempestuous blows of the mighty,” said Richard.


  His efforts to keep the conversation lighthearted did not escape me. The dogs, as lovely as they were to talk about, had nothing to do with the previous topic. I was normally all for inconsequential chitchat, but today, something stopped me from grabbing the helm and steering this conversation toward cheerier waters.


  And that something was Minoru. He was just a kid—a kid who’s only family member was hospitalized.


  It was no mystery whom his mother had mistaken me for when she was taken away by the police. I got old! Why aren’t you old, too? she’d screamed, and her eyes—her eyes had drowned in anguish and desolation. The sense of being left behind.


  At length, I said, “I’ve been thinking… I don’t think he ever physically abused Ms. Yura. They had a common-law marriage, right? I don’t get the impression that he left her on bad terms.”


  “Oh?”


  “Which is…not good, per se. But not too, too bad, either.”


  Minoru would’ve been too young to understand much of anything when his father left. And I mean, that was probably for the best. No one could say which was worse: wanting to know who your father was, or knowing and, in doing so, having to live with that terrible knowledge. But having lived this second reality, I knew that ignorance was bliss.


  “Seigi,” Richard said.


  “Yeah? Did you find your thing?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Look harder, then. Here, I’ll help. Whoa. Here’s a zelkova tree all covered in ivy. This must’ve been one fancy garden back in the day.”


  “I have to confess that this search, while genuine,” Richard said, ignoring me, “is primarily a pretext for something else.”


  “Yeah? And what’s that?”


  “So that I might have an excuse to talk to you.”


  I turned. His back was facing me, and I watched him pull weeds with that same measured pace. I allowed myself a small sigh of relief. “Good,” I said. “I wanted that excuse, too.”


  “It’s not as if we don’t talk on the phone,” Richard said, his tone one of gentle reproach.


  “There are some things that just don’t come through over the phone. Besides,” I pointed out, “you were the one who wanted to talk to me.”


  “I suppose.”


  “Yeah, yeah, you suppose.”


  I’d been Richard’s secretary for three years now—not that we were glued at the hip the whole time. Far from it, in fact. We spent more time apart than before I took on the position. Now Richard, being Richard the Great and Terrible, needed no assistance; they’d yet to invent a thing he couldn’t do. My role was firmly one of support, and all I did was shuffle his full-to-bursting schedule or step in to take over the occasional client from him. I was a substitute Richard. So long as a job did not demand the man himself—which, at the start of my career, was virtually every job, since I counterintuitively bloated his workload—I swiped it off Richard’s overloaded plate before he could say no. 


  Nowadays, some of our clients requested me specifically, which was the best feeling in the world. I might have been drowning under a never-ending deluge of work. But if that translated to an extra night of Richard reading before bed, an extra one of Richard’s visits to the botanical gardens—then as his secretary, his employee, and above all, his friend, I wouldn’t have traded my work for the world.


  And if all that work translated to an extra hour or two of quality time together…well, then that was even better.


  “Richard?” I said.


  “Yes?”


  “Thank you.”


  “What did I do now?” he said.


  “You indulged me.”


  I, Seigi Nakata, was Richard’s secretary. Which meant I shouldn’t have been calling the shots. Also, the sudden move back to Japan was driven by my own personal circumstances. But that didn’t stop this kindhearted boss—my kindhearted boss—from uprooting his life and coming with me. With both Narita and Osaka International Airports nearby, Japan was no less poorly situated than our previous base of operations, Sri Lanka. But it was a hell of a long flight from Japan to the US or the UK, and it required crossing the international date line besides. Here on the edge of the map, jet lag was a jeweler’s old friend. Japan wasn’t lacking for clients or creature comforts, but it couldn’t compete with any of India’s major cities or those on the American West Coast. As for the risks involved in sleeping in an enormous mansion or accepting a messy bookkeeping case—believe me, there were plenty.


  And yet only a small part of me found any of this strange. Deep down, I’d known all along that Richard would come with me. That’s just how Richard was. Kind. Kinder than anyone I’d ever known. I’d known he had a good heart from the moment I’d met him, and that had never, ever changed in all the years since. It was the truth. My truth.


  So, in choosing to move back to Japan, I knew I was changing the course of Richard’s life, too.


  “Thank you,” I said again.


  Richard scoffed at the emotion in my voice. “Oh, come now. You can’t be regretting your choice after all this time.”


  “I’m not.”


  “Good.”


  “Is it, though? Is it good?”


  “I don’t regret coming with you for a moment. I have not the slightest resentment or misgiving about being here with you. I must insist, Seigi, that you follow your heart—and I will do the same.”


  “Oh gee,” I said. “I think I’m going to die.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “I’m so happy, I might as well.”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “My life’s flashing before my eyes! I see the light at the end of the tunnel!”


  “Stop that. What a nasty thing to joke about.”


  “Three years, Richard,” I said. “Three years as your secretary. My happiness meter’s been stuck at max for three whole years.”


  Richard fell silent.


  “That wasn’t a joke,” I added. “Which I’m sure you know.”


  I hope you know.


  How happy I’ve been. How happy I am. What great quantity, what vast percentage, of that happiness stems directly from you.


  There was no thank-you in the world large enough to express that.


  I wasn’t sure how much of that Richard intuited, but he savored the silence flowing between us until, at last, he sighed.


  “Then I suppose your happiness meter is just as high as mine,” he said.


  “I hope so. But don’t worry; I won’t let that go to my head. I force myself to self-reflect every day!”


  “You ought to give Marcus Aurelius’s book a read.”


  “Huh? Meditations? …Oh, very funny. Because the Japanese title has ‘self-reflections’ in it.”


  “You remembered the English title first? You are growing less Japanese by the day.”


  “Said the man who’s barely British anymore.”


  I turned back to the weeds with a grin. We could pull out weeds until the cows came home, and they’d still only just grow back. A single landscaping did not a garden make. A garden required constant pruning, constant maintenance. I wondered to myself how long the Kandachi estate would be a part of my life. Weeks? Months? Years? It would depend, of course, on the Kandachis, but the suggested timeline of until the appraisal is finished or at least complete enough to give us a rough estimate was murky at best.


  Richard must have read my mind, because he remarked, “Mr. Kirie will be thirteen this year, yes?”


  “Hmm? Yeah, he will be.”


  “His mother’s prognosis is, regrettably, rather up in the air. Assuming the age of majority as eighteen—or twenty, if you prefer to follow the older designation—you will need to act as his guardian and stay here for another five to seven years.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “I know.”


  “Which will place you in your mid-thirties by the time he’s grown.”


  “Just you wait,” I told him. “I’m going to be the coolest in my thirties. I’ll be so hip with the kids. That’s…that’s the game plan, at any rate.”


  “Why the loss of steam halfway through the sentiment?”


  “I don’t know. I just felt like, if it doesn’t pan out…”


  “I don’t follow.”


  Once again, I found myself faced with a simple this-or-that choice. Stay with Minoru or go? Be the charitable saint who dropped in once a blue moon to deposit a cash gift and leave, or be his guardian—his guard—to keep him safe from the world around him? Perhaps my feelings influenced the decision, but when I considered which of those he truly needed, I knew there was only one answer. If I’d been in his shoes, a kid with no grandmother, no Hiromi, a kid left all alone, then I’d have traded the world to have someone in my corner.


  “Richard?” I said.


  “Yes?”


  I paused. “Never mind. I forgot what I was going to say.”


  I didn’t feel too guilty for lying, considering that every time I vocalized these feelings, Richard glared at me like I was just begging to be slapped. He’d never slapped me, of course. Not even once. Meeting him had done wonders for my self-image. But right now, there was a different feeling, an immense feeling, churning inside me—one that defied description, not with all the many words in the multitude of languages unlocked under Richard’s tutelage. I think that was for the best. Because how could words ever be made to carry such weight? How could words convey this mass of gratitude, this chest-crushing agony, this twinge of anger, this compulsion to cry that stemmed from my love for him? Putting those feelings into words would break me.


  The course of Richard’s weeding had him sidling up next to me before long. He lifted the silk mesh veil and smiled at me—cheekily, I might add.


  “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m a patient man. I’ll wait a hundred years if that’s what it takes to hear all you have to tell me—although, chances are, I may be little more than skin and bones by then.”


  “As if I’d be any better.”


  “Well, then we’ll simply have to sit in our grave and talk it over as one dead man to another. I am a ghost, you know.”


  I didn’t get what he meant, although it was clearly some private joke. I frowned, and Richard flipped down the veil and returned to his work.


  We kept at it for another two hours, and just as I was thinking it was about time for Minoru to be home from school, Richard made a sound. He had worked his way over to the path that ran between the west side of the house and the Kirie house next door, where Mr. Kandachi’s servants had once lived. The missing object, evidently, had been found.


  “Did you get it?” I asked him.


  “Yes,” he answered after a moment’s pause. “I did. Thank you for your help.”


  “Good. I’m glad you found it. What was it anyway? Can I see?”


  “Best if you don’t.”


  “Huh?”


  I was justified in thinking this was an outrageous move on his part, surely. Rising, I went around to Richard to see what he had in his hand, but he promptly whipped off his gloves, dropped the object in some drawstring pouch, and tucked it into the band of his hat like he was the Mad Hatter.


  “What is it?” I repeated. “What’d you lose?”


  “Nothing at all.”


  “Show me.”


  “No, thank you.”


  “Is it a gemstone?” I pressed. “There’s no way. You wouldn’t take one of the shop jewels out here.”


  “Of course I wouldn’t. Now run along, Mr. Nose, and forget about it.”


  “Can’t I have just one little peek?”


  “You may not.”


  He pranced away into the jungle out of my reach. He was light on his feet, the result of daily exercise. But I didn’t stint on my workouts, either, and I was tired of crouching for hours. So, if he was the Mad Hatter, I’d just have to be the March Hare and hippity-hop after him through this weed-strewn jungle of a yard.
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  “PREPOSTEROUS! I refuse to believe the average BMI is no higher than 22 in a country so blessed with delectable desserts. It’s absurd! How can one cake be so airy, so sweet, so meltingly delicious? What is this dream dessert? And how dare it taste so good?!”


  “Miss, have you considered becoming a food influencer?”


  “Never. Mr. Richard and Mr. Henry would have fits.”


  “Not if you didn’t show your face.”


  “…True. You might be on to something.”


  Nestled on the second floor of a multi-use building in Ginza Nanachome was a jewelry shop called Étranger. At opposite ends of the tablecloth-covered wooden table and red sofas sat an Asian man and a Caucasian woman, her hair blonde, his brown. No customers were in. None, in fact, were expected for another hour.


  Vincent smirked when Octavia, all smiles, set the bright yellow lemon mousse on the table. She wore a classic white dress while Vincent sported a navy-blue suit favored by office workers the country over.


  “Go on, Miss,” he said. “Make your streamer debut. Rah, rah, Octavia.”


  “…No! If you’re going to sell me on some silly scheme, the least you could do is show a little enthusiasm. I couldn’t possibly be an influencer. It’s strange enough that I’m working in a jewelry shop on a tourist visa.”


  “Is it? It’s not just any jewelry shop. Your adopted father’s cousin runs it, and you’re not collecting a paycheck. It’s slave labor, if anything.”


  “Don’t use such a nasty word. It’s volunteering.”


  “Whatever you say, Tavey.”


  “The nickname sounds odd when you say it.”


  “I can go back to ‘Miss’ if you want.”


  Vincent picked up the teapot and refilled Octavia’s cup with a craft tea scented with dried flowers—the shop’s resident royal milk tea fan, otherwise known as its proprietor, was currently occupied in Yokohama. Étranger’s backroom had teas from all over the globe. This one smelled of sweet flowers.


  Étranger was a hidden gem of a gem store, and its owner, one Richard Ranasinghe de Vulpian, had only recently returned to Japan and subsequently reopened the shop. Octavia was not privy to all the details, but as it coincided quite nicely with a trip to study abroad in Japan, she readily agreed to mind the shop when the need arose. She didn’t need an expert’s knowledge of gemstones; provided that she was careful with the merchandise and respect to the customers, she was well equipped for the role—which was fortunate, as Octavia had never worked in her life. She didn’t know Saul, the Sri Lankan owner, too well yet, but she and her ex-tutor Richard were so in tune with one another that no words were needed to communicate. And for Vincent Lai, who had the habit of poking his nose in whenever Richard was out—well, no further words need be spent describing their relationship.


  She took a sip of the tea and sighed. “I’m awfully bored.”


  “Yes, slave labor isn’t the most exciting,” said Vince.


  “It’s vol-un-teer-ing.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  Octavia hesitated. “Why do you have to go back so soon?” she finally said. Her blue eyes set in their frames of golden eyelashes bored accusatory holes into Vincent.


  He frowned. “I’m not going back, though. I’m flying out to Hong Kong. Then there’s an auction viewing in London I have to catch, and then I’m going back to the US.”


  “All this flying,” she said. “Your wife and son must miss you something terrible.”


  “I’ll make it up to them later. Besides, it’s good to be busy. Lots of work means lots of money coming in.”


  He snapped the hand sign for money, but his sincerity was somewhat mitigated by the complete lack of expression on his features. Octavia, who was used to this by now, brushed off the intentionally corny joke.


  “Lots of money?” she repeated. “I thought you weren’t well-off anymore.”


  “Well, yeah. I was paid a lot of money up front by you-know-who, and now I’m working hard to pay it off.”


  “Bully for you,” she said. “Why can’t you stay in Japan? You’d like Akihabara. I wish I could live in the Akihabara Radio Hall myself.”


  “Speaking of malls, Nakano Broadway’s nice, too. It’s got some real cozy cafés.”


  “Which you should take me to,” she said.


  “Miss…”


  “I know, I know. I’m—what’s the phrase? Building castles in the air.”


  “That’s pretty lame as far as castles go, Miss.”


  “Don’t laugh at me!” (He wasn’t, but Octavia didn’t notice until after her outburst.) Ashamed, she distracted herself with her tea.


  “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” Vincent asked her. “Are you busy?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Once Mr. Saul comes back, I’m to clean the shop, close up, and head back to my penthouse to work on an assignment for university.”


  “Huh.” Vincent didn’t sound very interested.


  He began ticking something off on his fingers, and Octavia frowned. “What are you doing?”


  “I was just realizing that there are rich, single women in my area after all.”


  “Shut up,” she said. “Fine, what is it you want now? I’ll fund it, but you’d better pay me back. With the vig.”


  “Miss, you’ve got to stop learning Japanese from yakuza flicks… I can hear the resident language nerd rolling in his grave from here.”


  “Don’t call him names! He’s no nerd. He’s just…passionate. A bit too passionate, at times.”


  “I’m not calling him names. I’m just stating the facts.”


  “Oh, hush.”


  She turned away and shoveled a forkful of mousse into her mouth, none too pleased about it, either. Vincent waited for her to work through the rest of the dessert in this fashion before he said, “What’s this school assignment about?”


  “A report on revitalizing areas affected by aging populations as viewed through an economic lens. It’s due in two days, so I need to knock out a solid chunk of it tonight. If I don’t make the word count, it’s game over.”


  “Are you free tomorrow, then?”


  “If only. I have online classes all day. Not that it matters, as you’re flying out first thing.”


  “I guess that means you’d better wrap up your report in the next hour, now, doesn’t it?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Get cracking,” said Vincent. “Unless you don’t want to hang out tonight.”


  She blinked, nonplussed. Vincent remained as inscrutable as ever. “Hang out where?” she said. “The Nakano Broadway shopping mall?”


  “Nah,” he replied. “I’m thinking a nightclub.”


  “A nightclub?!”


  “What, you’ve never been to a nightclub before? There’s one over in Gochome I like.”


  “I’ve never been to a—a club of any sort.”


  “They’re fun. We should go.”


  His unobtrusive insistence baffled her. A nightclub! Such a part of the human experience had never once presented itself in her life. She was sheltered, perhaps, but it was what it was.


  She shook her head. “Mr. Richard and Mr. Henry would have…worse than fits! You do know I’m the daughter of a very influential man? People from the life insurance companies are buzzing about outside as we speak.”


  “So we’ll go to a high-end club in Ginza. I’m not going to throw you to the sharks.”


  “But a club!” she stressed. “What happens if someone spikes my drink? What if I drink myself silly and pass out?”


  “You can just say no if you don’t want to go,” Vincent said. “But nothing bad’s going to happen. I’ll be right there with you the whole time.”


  That stifled her next protest.


  “Come on,” he said. “Let’s pretend to be young, dumb teens out partying. I’m great at pretending to be a young, dumb teen. Not half as good as Mr. Nakata, but we can’t have everything in life.”


  “What do you mean? Does he dance?” said Octavia.


  “Him? He’s murder on the dance floor. And not in a Chim way. Once he’s got a drink in him, he’s an animal. It’s spoooky,” he said, fluttering his hands at her in a jokey fashion.


  Octavia remembered the last few Near Year’s Eve parties well enough. Vincent wasn’t wrong, she had to admit—not if that cold sweat trickling down her neck was any indication.


  “I do hope I won’t be an animal under the influence of alcohol,” she said. “I haven’t drunk enough to know. Getting drunk is such a frightening concept.”


  “Better get some practice with it, then. I’ll stop you before you get too tipsy.”


  “I’d like to see you try. What if I turn into one of those ravenous drunks, hmm? What if you can’t get me to stop no matter what you do?”


  “Then I’ll match you shot for shot, Miss. Every cocktail of yours is a shot of tequila for me.”


  “Don’t even joke about that! You only have one kidney left. You’ll do yourself in.”


  “If I die in the line of duty, then so be it.”


  Octavia was too stunned to respond.


  “I doubt you’d get blackout drunk anyway,” he went on. “You’re not that stupid. I know you too well, Miss. You’re much, much too kind to put me in that sort of danger.”


  The compliment was not welcome. She frowned, puffing out her cheeks. Vincent raised an eyebrow, confused, and that made her all the more miffed.


  “That’s enough buttering me up out of you,” she said. “If I never fall in love again, it’ll be all your fault.”


  “Don’t tell me I’m getting to you. Please, raise your standards, Miss. There are guys like me on every street corner. Think of me as the base line and aim higher.”


  “Aim any higher and I’ll be dating the Burj Khalifa.”


  “Aww, Miss. You’re just fooling yourself. Still, it’s good to have high standards. Marian and I would never want to see you end up with some good-for-nothing. The man for Miss must make a million pounds a year and cook at least five dishes. If he doesn’t pull out your chair for you, he’s trash.”


  “If I didn’t know better,” said Octavia, “I’d say you were conspiring to keep me rich and single.”


  “No, Miss,” said Vincent. “I just want you to be happy.”


  She fell silent.


  He picked up the teapot. “I’ll get you more tea.” 


  When he returned, the teapot steaming away, he found Octavia with her nose in her laptop, typing furiously.


  “Miss?” he prompted.


  “Not another word out of you for the next hour,” she said. “I’m finishing this report come hell or high water. If a customer comes in, tell them to wait.”


  “I doubt you can finish your report in an hour, but I’m cheering nonetheless. Rah, Miss, rah.”


  “We’ll need to stop by a department store on our way out. I didn’t pack any outfits appropriate for clubbing in. I want to look just like Chimmie.”


  “Heels and all? All the girls wear sneakers these days. It’s easier on the feet that way.”


  “I didn’t ask,” she informed him.


  “I can’t wait to see all the boys on the dance floor go gaga over you. Don’t worry, if any creep tries to hit on you, I’ll kill him where he stands.”


  “…That is a joke, right?”


  Vincent just laughed.


   


  Octavia busied herself with her assignment as Vincent retreated to the back office. The race of fingers across the keys was the musical accompaniment to his preparations for the next customer and, he found, it tugged a faint smile onto his lips.
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Seigi Nakata
A Tokyo native who became Richard’s personal secretary, thanks to his
connections he developed at his part-time job in college. Just as his name—
Seigi, meaning “justice,” implies—he’s an earnest young man always looking

to help others, even if he may be a bit lacking in tact at times.

Richard Ranasinghe de Vulpian
An English jeweler with a better command of Japanese than your average

Japanese person. His incredible beauty would strike anyone, regardless of

gender, utterly speechless. He has a weakness for all things sweet.
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