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      PROLOGUE


      The white building towered over the surrounding jumble of shops and dwellings like the prow of a huge ship. It was a Betta,

         the multistoried residential complexes that were transforming the cityscapes of Japan. The size and cleanness of the Betta

         set it apart from the corrosion black concrete, sagging wires and ad-lib extensions of the old town. Here, it declared, is

         the future.

      


      As if the sight of the Betta were not advertisement enough, vid panels on every street corner extolled the advantages of living

         there. No more tiny apartment crowded with junk, burbled the vid, as cinematographically superb shots of the Betta interior

         rolled past on the screens. Get rid of all those appliances. In the Betta, the world’s first totally integrated living environment,

         everything is built-in. Streamlined rooms with robotic helpers and digitally controlled shopping, cooking, and cleaning will

         simplify your day. You can relax in one of the rooftop gardens or browse through the internal shopping mall if you get sick

         of ordering your groceries online. Buy your piece of comfort and security now, before interest rates rise!

      


      The late-afternoon sun beat down on four teenagers hurrying past the now-unused train station and through the deserted streets

         in the old town. The teenagers were students, by the look of their bright clothes and the phone implants glinting in their

         hair. They carried bulging supermarket plas-bags. They bustled past the grimy doorways, along the neat concrete paths and

         landscaped gardens surrounding the Betta, and entered the main building.

      


      They must have been residents at the Betta, because the elevator doors in the main lobby read their microchips, opened for

         them immediately, and took them up to the sixth floor. They whispered as they walked down the corridors, nudging one another

         uneasily past the closed doors that contained families eating meals, children doing homework, mothers scolding babies, dying

         grandmothers, and who knew what else, for Betta walls were soundproof; past a couple of cleanbots, like automated vacuum cleaners

         humming along the corridor walls; past the wall holos showing peaceful summer scenery, until they reached their apartment

         door. They tumbled in, and the door swished shut behind them.

      


      “I’m worried.” The shorter of the two girls lifted her plas-bag onto the kitchen bench and looked anxiously at the others.

         “Niniel-sama asked me why I had to visit home today. I felt so bad lying to him.” She wore a short, sleeveless dress made

         out of squares of different pink fabric. As she was round and tiny, the effect was of an animated patchwork cushion.

      


      “He asked all of us,” said the boy with a line of nose studs and bronze circles of tattoos on his cheeks. He was all knees

         and ankles, as some boys were. “That’s why this weekend was such good timing. Bon holidays give us the perfect excuse.”

      


      “What if they find out?” the short girl persisted.


      The other girl, tall and narrow-hipped, began to unpack groceries. Her green-checked trousers and white shirt were wrinkled

         and stained as though she didn’t worry about appearances. “Tomoko, if you don’t want to do it, go back.” She called out to

         the other boy who was in the living room. “I didn’t think we’d be able to get in here. How did you float the ID so the system

         listened to us, Dai?”

      


      “Easy,” the boy named Dai called back. “I just told Iroelsama…”


      “But he’ll tell Niniel!” wailed the short girl, Tomoko.


      “No, he won’t. I said I wanted to take some things I’d left at my uncle’s place, but my uncle doesn’t approve of the Children,

         so I had to get in while he’s away.”

      


      “This isn’t really your uncle’s place, is it?” said the slim girl uneasily.


      “No, of course not.” Dai chuckled. He was small and sturdy, with a round face that looked too large for his body. “The owner’s

         on our movie chat group, and he told us he was going away. Used his e-mail addy as an alias, would you believe? I traced him

         from that.”

      


      The boy with the tattoos raised his hand solemnly. “Hey. Before we start—no matter what happens, we keep this secret, right?”

         The girls nodded, and Dai said, “Right.”

      


      “And it’s not like we’re doing anything wrong,” added the tall girl. “We’re just practicing early so that when we get to be

         novices, we’ll be really good. Right, Tsuneo?”

      


      The boy with the tattoos nodded, although his expression was uneasy.


      They ate the noodles with absentminded haste, then gathered in front of the wide computer/vid screen in the living room. The

         short girl passed around blue capsules, which they all swallowed.

      


      The gawky boy with the studs and tattoos, Tsuneo, rummaged in a stylish backpack.


      “Who’s going first?” He held up two spray cans.


      “Do we have to do the paint?” the tall girl complained. She tugged at the neck of her T-shirt as though it was too tight,

         then reached up and pulled off her hair, tossing the wig onto the sofa with a flourish. Her head was shaved smooth, except

         for a gleaming phone implant.

      


      “I thought we agreed,” said Dai. He was squatting in front of the computer panel in the riving room wall, attaching wires

         to its external ports. “To get into the spirit of the thing.”

      


      Tomoko giggled and snatched one of the paint cans. “I’ll go first. But you have to promise to go next, Dai.”


      Dai shrugged. “Whatever.”


      “Are you sure it’s safe?” The slim girl watched Tomoko disappear into the bathroom.


      “Lissa, it’s the stuff they use in the theater.”


      Lissa pouted. “I want to have incense, too.”


      “We didn’t bring any.”


      “Why not?”


      “Why do you always argue when you’re high?”


      They grumbled at each other until Tomoko came out of the bathroom, carrying her pink dress and hiding her silver-painted body

         behind a towel. Dai went next, then Tsuneo, then the tall girl Lissa. By that time they had abandoned the towels and were

         all giggling at each other’s silver nakedness.

      


      “Tomoko and I go first, like we decided.” The boy Dai, gleaming like a stocky gnome, knelt in front of the monitor and fitted

         biometal attachments onto his fingertips.

      


      “Is that what the novices use?” Wide-eyed, Lissa watched Tomoko do the same.


      “They get permanent ones,” said Tsuneo.


      Wires ran from the fingertip attachments to the wall computer and also to some hand computers they’d brought with them.


      “Are you ready?” Tsuneo said, his hand on the start switch of one of the handcoms.


      Little Tomoko coughed. “Can you turn the aircon colder, Tsuneo? I’m really hot.”


      Lissa nodded. “Yeah, it’s making me breathless…” She pushed herself back on her heels, one hand to her throat.


      Tsuneo clicked the air conditioner right down.


      “Come on, you guys, let’s get going…” Dai clutched his chest midsentence. “What’s… wrong?”


      “I haven’t started the program yet…” Tsuneo’s voice dissolved in paroxysms of coughing. He started to crawl to the kitchen

         for water, but his breath ran out and he couldn’t find more. The last thing he heard was Lissa’s choking cry as she fell.

         The last thing he thought was, What did we do wrong?
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      To: E. McGuire, Mechatronics Research,
 Tomita Electronics Co.


      Sender: A


      Subject: Re: catching up


      Eleanor-san


      I am glad that you found ray notes on artificial synapses interesting. I have been engaged in some private research on the

         matter and believe that my “angle” is one that will provide scope for further development. I would like to discuss this personally

         with you in the near future. You tell me that your current integrated systems project will be reviewed soon. Perhaps after

       that? I can take leave and come to Osaka, so tell me when I should book the train.

      


      Eleanor blanked her personal com screen with a frown. Akita’s requests for a meeting were getting hard to ignore. She hadn’t

         seen him since he left the company, twelve years earlier, and that was how it should stay. He’d given her a couple of ideas

         to use on her robot, but he’d always struck her as being a little too on edge, even in those days. The last thing she needed

         now was to be distracted by personal relationships. Not now that she was close to results with the Sam project.

      


      The robot Sam had four gangly metallic limbs, an almost nonexistent trunk, and an oversized, upside-down triangular head with

         huge camera eyes. Multicolored wires twisted in and out of the limbs, and its battery pack gave it a hunch. But it stood by

         itself and was learning to navigate. She wanted it to walk across the room and pick up a beaker from the bench. It should

         recognize the bench on the far side of the lab from the perceptual map she’d helped it build over the past two years.

      


      One foot rose slowly, moved forward, and descended again. Then that pendulum became the fixed point, and the other leg swung

         forward. The robot took three more steps. It stood next to the bench.

      


      Pick up the beaker.


      She imagined the order as a liquid, flowing through the silicon synapses and pushing the robot irresistibly toward its goal.


      Its eyes found the beaker on the bench top.


      Pick up the beaker.


      In her chair on the other side of the lab, Eleanor wiped sweaty palms on her trousers. The robot had to work out how to do

         it by itself.

      


      Its arm extended. The three-fingered hand opened, reached out.


      The fingers would curl around the beaker, and data from its surface would pass through the haptic sensors, through the synapses

         into the tapestry of artificial neural networks that determined reaction, all in an infinitesimal amount of real time. I feel,

         therefore I am. I act, therefore I think…

      


      The phone buzzed.


      Eleanor spun her chair and glared at the source, the wall unit near the lab door. Not more interruptions…it was a holiday.

         Why couldn’t they let her work?

      


      It was Saturday of the Bon holiday week in mid-August, the slowest day of the year. Most Tomita Electronics staff were either

         at home or visiting relatives in the country. But the blasted building sensors knew her employee microchip was in the lab.

      


      Eleanor pushed her chair back, slowly, so as not to distract the robot, and tapped the RECEIVE button. The readout of the dialer’s number below the screen showed an internal line, Public Affairs.

      


      “McGuire here.” She didn’t bother trying to sound civil.


      “This is Degawa.” The screen showed a swarthy man of about thirty-five wearing, a long-sleeved white shirt in spite of the

         heat. His voice sounded vaguely familiar. “Public Affairs Department,” he added unnecessarily.

      


      She remembered Degawa. A year ago he had helped her conduct a press conference when her department failed to win a government

         grant. His job was to act as a buffer between R&D departments and the rest of the world.

      


      “We have a situation,” he said, now using formal speech. “I’ve called the division chief and the managing director, but they

         won’t be able to get back to town until this evening.”

      


      “What’s the problem?”


      “There’s been a fatal accident. With one of our robots.”


      Her cheeks went cold, and all she could think to say was, “Where?”


      “A factory in Minato Ward. Kawanishi Metalworks. It seems advisable that you attend.” There was a sheen of sweat on Degawa’s

         otherwise impassive face.

      


      Eleanor knew how he felt. The room felt suddenly hot, despite the air-conditioning. She wiped her palms on her trousers. “But

         I don’t do industrial robots now. You want Number Four Lab.”

      


      “There’s nobody at Number Four.” Degawa’s formal verb endings had dissolved, and his voice held a hint of panic. “You worked

         on this robot. Your personnel data is linked to the relevant research records.”

      


      Degawa didn’t want responsibility for this. He expected her to waste time going out to a factory in one of the hottest parts

         of the city because some idiot had ignored safety warnings … Then she felt ashamed at the thought.

      


      “You’re the most senior staff here right now,” he said, as if that decided the matter.


      There was a clunk behind her. She turned and saw the robot sweep its hand along the bench top in search of the beaker that

         was rolling at its feet.

      


      “Damn,” she said in English.


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “Nothing.” She’d have to take the robot back to the beginning of the sequence. “When did it happen?”


      “They think it must have been early this morning,” said Degawa. “A security robot found the body on the factory floor. It

         raised the alarm; the company called an ambulance and the shop manager. The manager called his superiors, and they notified

         us.”

      


      “What about the police?”


      “The manager said the police response team called an engineer. The engineer said it was clearly human error, and they logged

         it as an accident. There’s still one constable there until the local station clears the scene.”

      


      Degawa sounded smugly sure of his facts. Good that the police had finished—Eleanor didn’t want detectives staring at her while

         she checked the robot.

      


      “Was the dead man …” She would have liked to use more than the bare phrase, but couldn’t remember an alternative. It wasn’t

         a word one used every day. “Was he operating the machine or trying to fix it?”

      


      “I don’t know the details. But protocol demands that we recall the robot and issue an official message of condolence.”


      The first part of that job was hers, and the second Degawa’s. She hoped she could take one look at the scene and approve the

         recall; otherwise, she’d be contradicting the police report, and goodness knew what kind of protocol that would offend.

      


      Degawa’s eyes met hers briefly, then glanced politely away again. “Supervisor, I realize you are probably aware of the rules,

         but you will forgive me reminding you that you should not speak to the press about this accident. The company will make a

         statement tomorrow.”

      


      Eleanor tried not to let her annoyance show. “I know the rules. How soon should I go?”


      “I have just ordered a taxi for you. Please send a copy of your report to this office as well as to the director’s office.”

         He inclined his head at exactly the correct angle and the screen went blank.

      


      Eleanor sighed. Degawa was right, she’d worked on industrial robots when she first came to Osaka and joined Tomita. Worked

         on them with Akita, in fact. But that was fifteen years ago. And how could there have been a fatal accident if the factory

         followed safety regulations? If they hadn’t, it wasn’t her company’s problem.

      


      She’d never seen a factory accident that wasn’t due to human error. Someone had ignored barriers and warning signs. Or a maintenance

         technician tried to do too much.

      


      She picked up the beaker and paused the robot. It didn’t seem to be processing its sensory input efficiently. They had to

         do something about the reactions, and quickly. On the wall above the bench, an old-fashioned paper calendar showed a red circle

         drawn around next Tuesday. Her project was due to come before a budget committee that was looking for projects to ax.

      


      The hints she got from Akita offered some prospect of development in this area, but they didn’t have enough time to go back

         and redesign sensors. It was Saturday afternoon now, which didn’t even leave enough time to polish a different sequence. They’d

         have to stick with the walk-and-pick up, but maybe try something easier to grasp, like a soft toy.

      


      She patted the robot on its unwieldy head. It was just the right height to pat, about that of a five-year-old child.


      “It’s not your fault.”


      As Eleanor got out of the taxi a wall of heat hit her in the face. Gasping and squinting against the late-afternoon glare,

         she looked around. The taxi pulled away from a gate set in a two-meter wire fence. A metal plate set in the post beside the

         gate said KAWANISHI METALWORKS INC. EST. 1954. The whole area was full of large blocks of sprawling factories, and the air smelled thick and metallic. It smoked gold as

         the sun lowered.

      


      She rarely went outside these days, and certainly not in the heat of the day. Tomita Corporation was linked by rail to the

         Amagasaki Betta, where Eleanor and most of the researchers lived. Everyone used either subway or skyway connections. She hated

         being driven. It made her sweat with nervousness, even if the car was in autodrive.

      


      The taxi honked farewell at the end of the street. The driver, released by autodrive from the irksome task of actually watching

         the road, had talked to her constantly, demanding the usual personal information—where she came from, why she worked in Japan,

         whether she was married, how she learned Japanese, was her red hair a natural color, why was she carrying a tool kit and hard

         hat … Eleanor had exhausted her store of stock answers and was reduced to brusqueness.

      


      In a side street opposite the factory some of Osaka’s huge homeless population camped in lines of blue vineel tents. Nobody

         moved near the tents, which stood in the shade of the buildings. Everything else was gray concrete, baking in the heat. Osaka

         even looked gray from a distance—gray angles stretched from horizon to horizon, fading into a gray haze broken only by the

         immense, squat silhouettes of Bettas.

      


      The town always looked gray outside the Bettas. Eleanor could remember when nearly every street in Osaka was like this—dirty,

         colorless, treeless. The Great Tokyo Quake of 2006 had been a terrible thing, but life for ordinary Japanese had certainly

         improved afterward. Who wouldn’t prefer to live in a temperature- and humidity-controlled environment with autocleaning facilities?

         Not to mention the smart appliances. Total Interactive Environment, they called the Bettas.

      


      Eleanor wiped sweat clumsily from her upper lip with the hand that held her hard hat and wished she was home in her Betta.

         She could feel her fair skin frying.

      


      After the Quake, the government and big business had teamed up to initiate the Building for Life Plan, or “Seikai,” as it

         was commonly abbreviated, for the Japanese archipelago. No more unplanned, disaster-prone development. All Japanese would

         live in safe, self-contained minitowns connected to fast transport networks. Bettas, they called the huge complexes. A Betta

         Life for All. Which was fine in Tokyo, which had to be rebuilt from the sewers up anyway; but in Osaka, the Seikai plans had

         not progressed as far or as comprehensively. Bettas and the new train networks coexisted uneasily with remnants of the old

         city.

      


      The Kawanishi factory gate was latched, but not locked. There was an intercom unit set on one of the gateposts, but it remained

         silent when she announced herself. Inside the courtyard she could see a blue-and-white police car parked against a single-story

         building, and a uniformed policeman waited at the entry. He stared at her with official impassivity but his eyes registered

         every detail of her face, hair, and body.

      


      Sometimes she thought she didn’t care, but just then it fed her frustration. People never used to stare so much. Since the

         U.S. closed its borders and the European Union began to regulate foreign travel, white foreigners were as rare as when she’d

         first lived in Japan as a child.

      


      Eleanor inclined her head as much as she could be bothered in the heat. “I’m from Tomita Electronics Corporation,” she said.

         “The makers of the robot involved in the accident.”

      


      The constable’s round, red face dripped sweat as he nodded. That dark blue uniform must be stifling. “They’re expecting you.”

         He opened the steel door of the building.

      


      It was even hotter inside. Lights blazed along the ceiling, and the place stank of metal. A large poster on the wall next

         to the door showed a rotund blue cartoon cat brandishing a hard hat. Safety First Don’t Forget Your Helmet said the speech balloon. Eleanor settled hers onto her plait obediently.

      


      The ovenlike air was ridiculously nostalgic. Life had seemed simpler when she worked on industrial robots. It was easier to

         believe such robots made a difference to people’s lives. Eleanor had worked on an assembly line when she was a student, and,

         as far as she was concerned, the robots were welcome to it.

      


      The rows of machines were silent and still. Voices echoed at the other end of the floor. That glassed-in cubicle on the wall

         at the other end of the factory would be the control room. Banks of computer monitors were visible through the glass, and

         two men stood talking in front of it.

      


      One was portly and in his midforties, polo shirt and golf slacks incongruous with his hard-hat. The other was a younger man,

         midtwenties, wearing stained and crumpled overalls. They watched suspiciously as she approached.

      


      Eleanor bowed properly and proffered a business card. “My name is McGuire, of Tomita Electronics Corporation.”


      Gotoba started visibly. “Eh, you can speak Japanese.”


      One of these days, Eleanor thought, I’ll scream. And nobody will understand why.


      “I’m the supervisor of our robotics department in the research division. The department that developed your robot.” How useful

         formality could be.

      


      The portly man took her card and bowed grudgingly. “I’m Gotoba, floor manager here. This is Sakaki, one of our maintenance

         technicians.” Gotoba inclined his head at the young man in overalls. “He knew Mito. That’s the deceased,” he added, dropping

         his voice.

      


      Eleanor bowed again. “Manager, please accept our sincerest apologies.” Not that I think we did anything wrong, she was tempted

         to add. “We will, of course, remove the offending machine as soon as I have examined it for our records.”

      


      She glanced meaningfully at the tall, angular shape of the Tomita welder on the far side of the factory floor. Orange tape

         stretched around its workstation.

      


      “You’re going to examine it?” Gotoba said. He exchanged a glance with Sakaki, who looked down.


      “The machine is under extended warranty,” she said. In other words, if a design flaw caused the accident, Tomita was obliged

         to fix or replace it.

      


      “If you’ll excuse me.” Eleanor indicated her tool kit, bowed again, and walked with relief toward the robot. Behind her she

         heard a flurry of whispers, then Sakaki caught up with her.

      


      “Did you handle this robot?”


      Sakaki nodded. “I’m responsible for routine maintenance.”


      His tilted eyes squinted tighter, as if holding in some emotion. Maybe he’d been close to the dead man. Eleanor knew she should

         make a show of being more sympathetic, but she hadn’t known the dead man, and all she really wanted to do was get the initial

         examination over so she could go back and finish her own work. And, dammit, she’d forgotten to phone Masao and would have

         to wait till they got outside. The phone link would never work inside, with the electronic interference from the machines

         plus the shield for the factory network.

      


      “What sort of modifications have you made?” All companies would revise any specifications that didn’t exactly meet their needs,

         but few of them consulted the manufacturer. “Have you adjusted the safety sensors in any way?”

      


      Sakaki shook his head. “We gradually widened the job parameters, but the safeties haven’t been touched.”


      Eleanor ducked under the orange tape, which was merely looped over peripherals. The welder stood beside the long bench that

         was its workstation, arm outstretched at the point the emergency stop function cut in, end-effector dangling forlornly. As

         far as she could see from a safe distance, the force of the blow had knocked the manipulator half-off, leaving some connective

         wiring exposed.

      


      Judging from the height of the arm at its stop position, the dead man had been standing when he was hit. There were chalk

         marks on the floor, just like in televid police dramas. The marks didn’t tell her much—unlike in the dramas, they didn’t form

         a neat outline, just a squiggle. The white chalk had mixed with dust to become orange.

      


      “Anyway, I don’t adjust the controller.” Sakaki stopped outside the tape. “I only do routine stuff. Check batteries and connections,

         keep an eye on accuracy ratings. You know.”

      


      There was no other sign of disturbance at the workstation. The peripherals—the positioners that fed the pieces onto the line

         and held them for the robot to weld—and the pieces themselves, waited for work to resume.

      


      “Your Japanese is really good,” he added shyly. “Better than mine.”


      Eleanor gritted her teeth and smiled through them.


      If nothing was wrong, why did Mito come inside the robot’s work envelope? The control panel was here on the perimeter if he

         wanted to adjust anything. The teach pendant with its portable stop button was in its place. Factories like this couldn’t

         afford the latest instruction software—they still relied on sims followed by teaching, like they’d done since the late nineties.

      


      But sensor-based safety measures had progressed since then, and why didn’t they function last night? Eleanor didn’t design

         robots in which you could turn every safety off. The operator was always protected.

      


      “Were there any tools nearby when they found him?” She glanced back at Sakaki.


      He met her eyes briefly then looked down. “No. But the controller was unlocked.”


      So Mito intended either to pause or adjust the robot’s program. Maybe so he could move into the work envelope. It should have

         stayed paused. Her robots didn’t have minds of their own.

      


      At least, she smiled to herself, thinking of Sam back at the lab, these ones don’t.


      Maybe Mito made a mistake, thought he’d disabled the robot properly, went to physically check something and got hit.


      Why didn’t he have his tool kit, then?


      “Was he a cautious kind of fellow?”


      Sakaki was staring at the blurred chalk marks, and she had to repeat herself before he heard properly.


      Sakaki paused and bit his lip. It wasn’t a fair question—for him to admit Mito was careless might be interpreted as admitting

         Mito was to blame for what happened.

      


      “He was very careful. He was a very serious fellow,” said Sakaki eventually.


      Eleanor sighed and turned back to the only real witness. The robot’s controller opened easily.


      “Uh-oh.” She frowned at the screen inside, where neat rows of code displayed the robot’s status. They bore out the hypothesis

         that Mito had adjusted the robot’s program, as normally the screen would be set at operator interface, in ordinary Japanese.

      


      The robot should have gone to emergency stop as soon as Mito breached the security devices. But it stood at halt. The police

         would have switched off the power as soon as the body was discovered, so the robot must have gone to halt after striking Mito.

      


      That, Eleanor told herself crossly, is impossible.


      As the police and their engineer were satisfied Mito’s death was an accident, all she had to do was add her stamp to the papers,

         and the whole thing would be over. The robot would be recalled and because it was an old model—nearly eight years out of date—it

         would either be scrapped or resold on the secondhand market.

      


      And she could get back to her budget committee preparations, never knowing why the robot went to halt instead of emergency

         stop.

      


      Sakaki caught her eye. “Excuse me, but I need to go and log in. I’ll be back soon.”


      “You’re on duty tonight?”


      He nodded. “Normally there are two of us, but everyone’s gone away for Bon.” They both averted their eyes awkwardly until

         Sakaki sidled away.

      


      She walked around the robot enclosure again, slowly, with half-closed eyes, plotting its arcs of possible movement from what

         she remembered of the program. Even the most experienced technicians can make mistakes, become too familiar with their charges.

         An industrial robot could be unpredictable. Signals from surrounding machinery and its own sensors could get scrambled; it

         might get confused by electronic noise from other robots, peripherals, neons, trains, and phones. All the new factories were

         noise-proofed, but you couldn’t expect that in a place this old.

      


      The problem was probably a glitch in the display. She unscrewed the casing and checked its wiring. Perfect. Not a glitch in

         the display, then.

      


      Nothing wrong with the physical safeties. All on a different power source to the robot, as specified. All active, as specified.


      She’d give herself one hour to find the answer. If she couldn’t find it, she’d get a train back to the office and forget about

         the whole thing.
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      Assistant Inspector Ishihara of Osaka Municipal Police slammed the car door. The automatic closing mechanism booped in outrage and he grinned. He preferred to shut his own doors, thank you.

      


      Saturday of the Bon weekend, and he had to go out in the heat. Why did he have to be on call during Bon? When he was a young

         constable, he’d been the one on call all holidays because the older men thought they’d earned the rest. Now they let the young

         ones with a family have the time off because otherwise they might quit the police force for a better civilian job. A niggling

         internal voice pointed out that if he’d had more time with his family when he was younger, he might still have a family, but

         he ignored it.

      


      Anyway, in three months it wouldn’t be his problem. Retirement loomed, an endless vista of formless days, and he was finding

         an obscure pleasure in the discomforts of duty that he would undoubtedly miss once he’d left.

      


      Dock loading zones and small factories covered most of the old harbor town. One skylink ran from the center of the city to

         the nearby harbor complex where big companies kept showrooms; around it clustered high-rise blocks of casual labor apartments,

         cheap diners and tiny bars, family factories-cum-homes, trodden dirt parks with dusty trees and outdated concrete play equipment.

         Not enough money around to attract big investors in entertainment like the gangster clans. A sense of community still clung

         here, unlike in the wretched Bettas.

      


      Damn, but it was hot.


      This factory was like those he remembered from his childhood in an industrial area of Fukuoka City. A big iron barn. Piles

         of scrap towered over a side fence. In a flower bed below a side window sunflowers grew tall against a neatly tied lattice

         of bamboo.

      


      Someone had been found dead in there, hit by an industrial robot. The medical report said dead between one to four hours.

         Security scans showed that nobody went in or came out. The man must have thought he’d turned the robot off but didn’t do it

         properly. At least someone else had been working over Bon. Ishihara just had to check the local police report and stamp it.

      


      The constable at the door of the factory stiffened to attention at the sight of Ishihara’s ID. He swiped it carefully in his

         phone to confirm and gave it back to Ishihara with a bow. His face was shiny with sweat, and an empty water bottle stood against

         the wall.

      


      Ishihara nodded by way of greeting. “Hot job out here.”


      The constable relaxed at Ishihara’s informal tone. “It’s the humidity that gets you. The manager’s gone to arrange the funeral,”

         he added. “There’s one technician overseeing the floor. One of the maker’s engineers is still looking at the robot. She’s

         been in there over an hour.”

      


      “She?” Ishihara paused in straightening a cigarette from the half-crushed packet in his shirt pocket.


      The constable started to say something, changed his mind. “Yessir.”


      The engineer would want to make sure the manufacturer doesn’t get blamed, thought Ishihara. He’d check the scene. Never met

         a female robot engineer.

      


      He couldn’t see her at first. She must be over the other side, past that row of minicranes and ridged tabletops. All the machines

         silent and waiting. Enough to give anyone the creeps. He had to move right down one lane and back up another—there were no

         shortcuts across the floor. Sweat trickled down the middle of his back and into his underwear.

      


      The single figure near the robot didn’t notice him approach. She had her back to him and was looking from a flat box in her

         hand to an upright panel next to the robot. One hand tapped keys on the panel. Chalk marks inside the robot’s enclosure were

         nearly obliterated. It didn’t matter— the response team would have taken a video scan of the scene anyway.

      


      Quite an attractive figure. He’d been expecting plainness. Why? He expected women working in an all-male field to be there

         for a reason—they couldn’t compete with other women. Idiot, he heard his ex-wife’s voice in his head. You’re an ignorant dinosaur.


      Anyway, this figure was a pleasure to ogle. Reasonably tall, slim. Long legs in cotton trousers. Short-sleeved white blouse.

         It was the legs that gave her away. As he coughed, he knew even before she turned that Japanese women didn’t have legs that

         long. She wasn’t tall, then, not for a gaijin.

      


      She started in surprise and fumbled the box.


      Red hair, too. Long strands escaping from under the helmet. The skin under its sheen of sweat and smudges of grime was really

         white. Ishihara made a note to keep an eye on the constable, who’d refrained from blurting out the obvious. Tactful constables

         were rare.

      


      “This is …” the woman started to say in Japanese, then stopped and blinked at Ishihara in surprise. “Who are you?”


      “Assistant Inspector Ishihara, West Station Police, Religious Affairs. Who are you?”


      She brought her thoughts back from wherever they were. “My name is McGuire. I work for Tomita. We designed this robot.” She

         reached for a dilapidated brown handbag on the floor near the robot, rummaged in it for a moment, then proffered a card to

         him.

      


      The only accent in her Japanese was that of Osaka. Ishihara noticed she gave him only midlevel politeness. He hadn’t even

         used ordinary level for her.

      


      He knew enough foreigners—third- and fourth-generation Koreans, Brazilians and Filipinos on work visas—not to be surprised

         that she spoke reasonable Japanese. A relief, though, not to have to dust off his high school English. Or Russian—they saw

         a lot of Russians since the Sakhalin Treaty, but not many of them worked in big companies.

      


      She had gray eyes, a color he found less alien than blue. To see if it would faze her, he dropped his gaze slowly down to

         her boots and up again.

      


      It didn’t. She merely stopped her hand before it could begin to brush strands of hair out of her eyes.


      “Well. Nice to meet you.” She started to turn back to the robot.


      “What are you looking for here?” said Ishihara. “I thought it was an accident, human error.”


      “I’m just making certain.” She didn’t look directly at him this time. “Before we move it.”


      Ishihara looked at the robot properly. A big, ungainly cranelike thing. “This is it?”


      “You were expecting Gundam?” she said.


      He had to stop himself grinning. He’d been thinking of Mighty Atom and Sam Number Five, in fact. “What were you about to say?”


      “When?”


      “When I came in.”


      McGuire hesitated, then pointed to the robot. “This is at the wrong position.”


      “‘Wrong’?”


      “It’s at halt, not emergency stop.” She stepped closer to the robot and ran her hand along the arm and the pointy bit at the

         end. He noted how her long, grimy fingers gripped the box and the familiar way she moved among the tangle of wires and leads.

      


      “This part hit Mito,” she went on. “It’s programmed to come to a complete emergency stop as soon as something interrupts its

         arc of movement. So unless someone has tampered with the controls, it should still be in that position. But it’s at halt.”

      


      “What’s halt?” Ishihara could guess from the pronunciation of the characters used for the word, but he wanted to be sure.


      “Halt is when the robot pauses in its job. It doesn’t go back to the beginning of the sequence. None of the peripherals”—she

         pointed at the machines around the robot— “should be affected.”

      


      “So were they affected this time?”


      She nodded, her long, bony features exaggerating the serious expression. “They were all off-line. Which is what I’d expect

         in emergency stop.”

      


      “So someone turned it from stop to halt?”


      “It’s not a matter of turning the switch back,” she retorted. “Once it’s at emergency stop, the robot’s got to be completely

         restarted. That leaves a record in the programming file. But there’s nothing.”

      


      “The only entry card used last night belonged to the person on duty,” said Ishihara. The factory’s security system report

         was clear. Unless the dead man had let someone in, he’d been there alone.

      


      “Another thing.” McGuire stepped back from the robot again, keeping her eye on it as if the thing might still move unexpectedly.

         “The safeties must have been tampered with.”

      


      “Safeties?”


      She pointed to the wire barrier, a post with a cameralike box on the top, some wire netting mats inside the gate, and the

         warning signs posted all around the enclosure and the line itself. “Measures designed to prevent this happening.”

      


      “Don’t work very well, do they?”


      “This is the real world, Assistant Inspector.” She stepped right back from the wire and slotted the box into a stand outside

         the cage. “An industrial robot is a complex computer, but its hardware has to interact with the real world, with the possibility

         of infinite errors.”

      


      “Like us humans.” In spite of the heat, Ishihara was interested.


      “Exactly.” She smiled, pleased that he’d understood, and slipped into what Ishihara mentally labeled “lecture mode.”


      “The robot is programmed to do one thing very accurately and continuously, for years and years. It needs to be stable—we don’t

         want it shifting out of alignment, or your car window, for example, mightn’t be fixed on straight. It has very sensitive sensors,

         but only for its own job, not for what’s around it. Unlike your Helpbots in the Betta, it gets no feedback from the environment.

         It’s taught to go from A to B to C through certain coordinates. It doesn’t know or care if there’s air along the coordinates

         or someone’s head.” She winced at her own words and was silent.

      


      Ishihara fished his cigarette packet from his shirt pocket and extracted one. “Could Mito have altered the program to keep

         the robot active while he did something?”

      


      “I would be able to see a change like that. There isn’t anything. In fact…” She stared at the controller, then at Ishihara,

         raising her chin as if facing an unpleasant fact. “The controller log shows nothing after 4:30 A.M., and the program files are unreadable. I won’t know why until I’ve had a chance to investigate further.”

      


      “The security office wasn’t called until 5:20, and the body wasn’t discovered until 5:30.” Ishihara twirled the cigarette

         between his fingers. “Would Mito have noticed a malfunction and come close to the robot to investigate?”

      


      “If there’s a m … minor malfunction”—she frowned at the stammer—“a signal to check it is sent to the control booth. The whole

         line wouldn’t stop, or a signal would have been sent to the security company as well. That didn’t happen until … 5:20, did

         you say?”

      


      “Yeah. So this robot only had some problem and halted. Or could it have kept running without leaving a record in the log?”


      “That’s impossible.” There was almost enough authority in her voice to make him cancel that possibility. “All I can suggest

         is that Mito went to investigate whatever wiped the welder’s log, but he was hit, and the line actually stopped at 5:20.”

      


      “Maybe the safety precautions developed a problem.”


      “In that case he definitely wouldn’t enter the work envelope.”


      “So you’re saying somebody else altered the safeties?”


      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Normally I’d say no, not without leaving traces that I’d find.”


      “Have you got any concrete proof it wasn’t an accident?” Ishihara scrunched the empty cigarette packet and dropped it on the

         floor.

      


      McGuire glared at him and bent to pick it up. She scrunched the packet harder than he had. “I’ll know m … more when I’ve had

         a chance to go through the program. You can’t smoke in here,” she added, looking pointedly at the closest NO SMOKING sign.

      


      “I’ll go outside then.” He stared her straight in the eye—wasn’t that what foreigners expected? “Nice meeting you, McGuire-san.”


      “I can’t say the pleasure is mutual.”


      He got a real kick out of how she changed the usual polite expression.


      He didn’t go outside immediately. As he spoke to McGuire he’d seen a man in overalls enter the factory from a side door and

         go to the glassed-in booth in the back.

      


      The technician was sitting in front of a computer and jumped nervously when Ishihara tapped on the glass.


      “Yes?” He opened the door about three centimeters.


      “Assistant Inspector Ishihara, West Station.” Ishihara flashed his ID perfunctorily. “You on duty tonight?”


      “Y … yes.” The man brushed a long fringe out of his eyes. He was young, probably in his mid-twenties, with slanted fox-eyes

         and a dissatisfied expression.

      


      Ishihara pushed the door open farther with his foot. “Nasty business, this.” He jerked his head back in the direction of the

         accident scene. “Just wanted to ask you a couple of questions about the deceased.”

      


      “I wasn’t here,” the man said quickly. He had a high, petulant voice.


      “What’s your name?”


      “Sakaki. Tomihiro Sakaki. Look, detective-san, I have lots of work to do because we’re behind schedule …”


      Funny how people think bluster will hide the tremor in their voices. “Was Mito a friend of yours?”


      “No.”


      Pause. Sakaki looked pointedly at his computer.


      “Did he have any personal problems?”


      “Not that I know of.”


      “Just wondering if he had anything on his mind, that’s all. He might have made a mistake and turned off the safety devices.”

         Ishihara wasn’t going to mention McGuire’s opinion.

      


      “That’s probably right.” Sakaki was sweating.


      Mind you, Ishihara was sweating, too. The factory was damn hot. “Could be the power cut off for a second.”


      “Could be.”


      Ishihara considered shaking Sakaki up a bit. One of his coworkers just had his head smashed in, and this bastard wouldn’t

         even be honest about basics. He was probably worried about some petty misdemeanor—had some Bettaspecific hardware tucked away

         in his apartment or something.

      


      No, leave Sakaki for now and come back and question him if necessary. First, see what McGuire finds in the robot’s program.

         And run a background check on the factory, the company that owned it, personnel, and suppliers. Including Tomita’s gaijin

         robot expert. And especially close-mouthed Sakaki here.

      


      “If you remember anything, give me a call.” Ishihara shoved his card into the breast pocket of Sakaki’s overall. “Anything

         at all.”

      


      “Yeah.” Sakaki leaned away from the contact and shut the door.


      He could be ex-gang, mused Ishihara. Got the right attitude. Or even still affiliated, maybe doing petty theft or dealing.


      In the loading bay, McGuire stood outside the robot’s cage. She looked very small in the middle of all that machinery. He

         decided to keep the constable outside until she finished.

      


      The evening hadn’t even begun to cool off, but it still felt better outside than in the ovenlike factory. Ishihara’s sweat-soaked

         shirt clung to his back and chest. He lit his cigarette and blew out the first lungful of smoke with a sigh.

      


      Outside the gate a loudspeaker blared a rhythmic chant. It was the recorded voice of one of Osaka’s last mobile tofu salesman.

         In a tiny utility truck loaded with tanks, the pale ranks of tofu would be swaying like rectangular corpses in a watery morgue.

      


      Tofu! Get your fresh to-ofu! The voice called up the ghosts of a more leisurely age, when children played outside until dusk and men returned from work

         in time to practice golf shots on the sidewalk.

      


      On top of the building opposite, a huge billboard flashed captioned images of the latest Betta. Beat the heat. A shaded dome full of neat rows of leafy plants. An indoor swimming pool with kids splashing happily and adults seated in

         lounges by the poolside, reading newspapers or talking on phones. Housework made easy. An immaculate lounge room, housewife smiling as a cleanbot whiffled over the carpet at her feet. This lifestyle can be yours at Kusatsu Betta. The Betta itself, a jumble of immense gleaming white domes and towers, loomed over the shabby remains of an older town.

      


      Yeah right, thought Ishihara sourly. For those who can afford to mortgage the rest of their lives.


      “Was everything satisfactory inside?” The constable at his post stared straight ahead at the sunflowers. In the fading light

         they looked like a row of drooping heads.

      


      “Not bad.” Ishihara didn’t elaborate. “I’ll keep the report tonight. Got to finalize a couple of things.”


      He felt inclined to dismiss McGuire’s discoveries as expert babble, except that she and her company had nothing to gain by

         finding a problem with the robot. And Sakaki was hiding something. Probably nothing relevant to Mito’s death, but you never

         knew.
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      Eleanor yawned as the monorail carriage rocked soothingly and invisible underground walls whooshed past. Bright white lights,

         multicolored glare of advertisements. Yodogawa station. She felt grimy and crumpled, in spite of the chilly air-conditioning.

         Someone got in at the other end of the carriage. The pillars of the station and the reflection of the wall holos got mixed

         up in the window opposite. Her reflection stared back in familiar surprise—she looked so alien, with her angular gawkiness

         instead of compact Japanese elegance; undignified obviousness instead of tasteful reticence; bright flame of hair like a signal

         flare to warn of the heresy of difference.

      


      She’d had to work later than she intended on Sam’s presentation for the budget committee after getting back from the Minato

         Ward factory. None of her team would be at work the next day—all of them had gone to their hometowns for Bon. She couldn’t

         possibly go in tomorrow either—she hadn’t spent an evening with Masao for a month.

      


      But the problem that kept jerking her mind out of drowsiness was not her own project. The Kawanishi Metalworks welder must

         have been radically reprogrammed to allow it to move without activating the safeties. The dead man, Mito, couldn’t have done

         it. He was a C-grade maintenance officer. He could have resolved most lower-level programming and teaching problems, but certainly

         not perform the surgery involved here. The robot must have been off-line during a reprogramming of that magnitude. Sakaki

         said he didn’t think it had been off-line for months. She’d have to call again on Monday and look at the maintenance schedule.

      


      The train whooshed smoothly into Amagasaki station; the doors swished open and shut. She was the only person left in the carriage.

         Then the muffled roar of the tunnel ceased as the carriage emerged into open air. Rattle-click, rattle-click, as it crossed

         the bridge. Behind her reflection in the window, lights spread in great swaths across the pale backdrop of the Osaka night

         sky, each of the Bettas a constellation in itself.

      


      The robot hit Mito, which meant it should have gone to emergency stop. She didn’t like the way her thoughts were heading,

         but possibly Mito had surprised someone who was trying to interfere with the robot. That person then wiped the control log

         after Mito died. If so, it was police business, not the company’s, and she could file her report.

      


      The trouble was, she’d found a different clue that might indicate Tomita was responsible—an unknown signature in the robot’s

         recognition file. All commercially manufactured robots, whether mobile home helpers or fixed factory manipulators, had their

         own identity codes, which were theoretically impossible to copy. They consisted of the maker’s electronic signature, the type

         of robot, the series, the date of manufacture, and the number of the individual machine. In the Kawanishi robot, the robot’s

         individual number didn’t match the number on record at Kawanishi and Tomita. Until she checked it with the Industrial Lab

         at Tomita on Monday, she wouldn’t know if it was deliberate or a mistake in registering the ID code. She didn’t see how it

         could affect the robot’s behavior with Mito, but it was a discrepancy that must be cleared up.

      


      The train stopped at Tachibana station. Home. No climbing down stairs and into the sticky night air, into the dark streets

         echoing with her own footfalls, like in the old days. All she had to do was walk along the brightly lit corridor to her own

         Betta.

      


      The corridors were always bright. No dark corners, no ambiguities. This particular corridor was rounded and tunnel-like, with

         walls sloping outward up to a domed ceiling. Smaller corridors branched off at regular intervals. Along the ceiling, holos

         advertised products made by the business conglomerates that sponsored the Bettas. Their jingles were muted at that time of

         night. Along the walls notices to residents shimmered between text and graphic directions for newcomers or those who lost

         their way easily. Eleanor never lost her way. It was the same sense that woke her when the train reached her station.

      


      The corridors were safe, one of the great selling points of the Bettas. Security cameras watched all corridors and were programmed

         to alert human security guards at any sign of trouble. She remembered without regret the days when she had to take a taxi

         home if she worked late, or had to call Masao from the station to come and meet her because he didn’t like her to walk home

         alone through ill-lit streets. She didn’t like it, either. The accident so many years ago that left her with her stammer had

         happened on a dark street. A car hit her bicycle, they said.

      


      The damn stammer. That long string bean of a man, the detective, Ishihara, noticed although he didn’t say anything. All it

         meant was that she was overtired, but he wasn’t to know that. It made her sound like such a fool. And she didn’t want to appear

         a fool before that man, who obviously didn’t believe a woman could do her job. He didn’t look like her image of a detective,

         which was based on the young, dashing actors of popular vid shows. Ishihara’s stoop, his crumpled short-sleeved shirt and

         shiny-kneed trousers, and lined, dour face could have been that of many aging engineers she knew, passed over for promotion

         and relegated to administrative tasks. He’d looked at home in the dingy factory.

      


      She shrugged off the memory. The Kawanishi incident was closed as far as the police were concerned, and it was unlikely she’d

         meet Assistant Inspector Ishihara again.

      


      Cleanbots scuttled out of her way on wheels and jointed legs as their infrared and movement sensors told them she was approaching.

         Then they returned to their tasks, skimming the corridor for rubbish like the insects they were modeled upon. Anticockroaches,

         she thought sleepily, admiring their clustering behavior. Tomita produced a smaller, down-market version of Spick and Scram,

         as the cleanbots were properly known, although she hadn’t been directly involved in its development.

      


      She turned right where the corridor branched, then stopped. One of those cleanbots seemed out of synch. She peered back around

         the corner and saw it approaching purposefully, away from the herd. Immediately it sensed her, it swung around and zoomed

         back to the others. Almost as if it had been…following her?

      


      She laughed at herself and kept walking. It would be a glitch in the recognition function. The bot probably thought she was

         one of its herd.

      


      As she entered her elevator, she thought she saw a movement down the corridor. She’d better mention the wayward bot to management

         tomorrow. If it kept leaving the herd, it could disrupt the entire sequence for the others as well.

      


      The elevator doors shut as soon as she entered. Its sensors would have read her chip signal, accessed her resident information,

         and noted that she had placed a high priority on privacy in her preferences section. She hated standing in crowded elevators

         while people stared at her, then pretended nonchalance when she caught their eyes.

      


      She and Masao lived on the outer third floor in a four-room unit. Not high enough to have a view, but they were lucky to live

         in a Betta at all. Even if the Sam project was axed—horrible thought—she couldn’t afford to leave the company. It would mean

         leaving the Betta.

      


      She kicked her sandals off in the entry to their apartment and left her bag propped against the wall. Masao was asleep in

         the inner room, curled happily in their futon with the air conditioner set to autumn chill. Eleanor turned it up five degrees,

         peeled off her clothes, and crawled in beside him.

      


      “I’m home,” she said.


      He muttered and rolled over automatically, curling the other way so she could snuggle.


      She was dimly conscious that her last waking thoughts were about that damn welder.


      Eleanor and Masao reached the station closest to the Tanaka family house shortly before midday. The temperature had reached

         thirty-eight degrees again, according to the environment monitor outside the station, and there was no shade between the station

         and the house except for the overhang of blocks of flats and two trees drooping brownish leaves over a temple wall. Eleanor

         carried a parasol.

      


      “You know how in the movies you can hear cicadas in summer?” said Masao. “When I was a child, we couldn’t find any insects

         to study in our summer holiday projects. People suddenly realized that me reason they didn’t hear cicadas anymore was that

         the larvae were stuck under concrete.”

      


      “What did they do?” asked Eleanor.


      “There was a bit of a fuss, some people made gardens in their backyards, but the developers kept coming.” He pushed his glasses

         straight—they tended to slide off crookedly when he spoke about something that affected him.

      


      After the Quake came the Seikai reforms and the Bettas, with their self-contained roof gardens. But by that time the cicadas

         were gone from the city. Now, enterprising tourist agencies ran summer tours for people to go to the countryside to experience

         the sound.

      


      Masao gestured at the bitumen and concrete around them. The only living things were pot plants arranged carefully in some

         doorways. “When my father was a boy it was still a suburb. There was a creek and rice paddies. It was a lot cooler then. You

         could see to the mountains.”

      


      Now vistas of tall buildings stretched into the thick air. The streams were either buried beneath the concrete or had degenerated

         into smelly storm water outlets, and the closest mountains had been leveled to build a Betta.

      


      It won’t be like this when they set up a Betta here, thought Eleanor. We can stay cool all the way from our place. It’s not

         that I don’t like visiting, she told herself, but getting here is so exhausting.

      


      But she said nothing to Masao, who tramped stolidly along the road that was too narrow to allow a footpath, his round face

         running with sweat. He regarded the visits as a necessary duty and would never dream of shirking. The outline of his undershirt

         showed through his shirt, pasted with sweat to his back, and Eleanor felt a surge of affection for the familiar broad curves.

      


      “Hot, isn’t it,” she said.


      “It’s the humidity. Phew.”


      She hadn’t mentioned how she’d stammered in front of Inspector Ishihara. Masao worried too much, which both annoyed her and

         made her feel safe. Sometimes, when the annoyance grew overwhelming, she would remember how he came to her after she had the

         accident. It was at the end of her Ph.D. program in Boston. She stayed in the hospital for six months, then returned to her

         uncle’s motor repair business in small-town Iowa to spend another year trying to finish rehabilitation and thesis at the same

         time. A year and a half of her life gone, eaten up by hospital beds and chunks of vanished memory.

      


      She’d only talked to Masao a couple of times before the accident, and he said he visited her once in the hospital, although

         she didn’t remember. One of many memories that the accident had taken away. Then he arrived one day in the town and asked

         her to go back to Japan with him. She’d never forgotten the feeling of the world opening up for her again. Masao had rescued

         her. Rescued her from more years in a town of wide, dusty streets full of abandoned shops, heat, the stink of oil and metal

         in the workshop, and a house permeated with sour toilet smells.

      


      She grimaced and touched his shoulder again like a talisman.


      They panted past the brick building of Masao’s old primary school, through the dusty dirt of the tiny local “park,” past the

         car repair workshop closed for the day, picked their way through potted plants Grandma insisted on placing on both sides of

         the narrow footpath, and finally turned in the gate next to the Tanaka workshop entrance. The shop’s metal shutters were closed

         for the holiday. Tanaka Manufacturing, the sign above the shutters said, in old-fashioned cursive characters carved into a

         wooden board. The small two-story house was attached to the workshop by a walkway. Before the house was built after the war,

         the entire family, ten people at that time, had lived in two rooms at the back of the factory.

      


      The stone path from the gate ended in three concrete steps up to an entrance hall. Masao pushed open the sliding door.


      “We’re home,” he announced, sitting on the step to unlace his sneakers. Eleanor folded the parasol and eased off her sandals.

         The air inside the dark hall was cooler. It smelled of herbal disinfectant overlaid with omelet. Here we go, she thought.

      


      Masao’s sister Yoshiko, plump, round-faced, and perpetually worried, emerged from the kitchen at the far end of the hall.

         She had the same dark olive skin as Masao, without his wide, humorous mouth. She wore a skirt and T-shirt and was wiping her

         hands on a dishcloth.

      


      “You’re late,” she said to Masao.


      “We got held up,” he said blandly. “Buying cakes.”


      Eleanor remembered she was carrying the present and held out the bag of sweet rice cakes. “Hello, Yoshiko-san.”


      Yoshiko didn’t like Eleanor calling her the traditional “Elder Sister.” Eleanor suspected it was because although Masao was

         three years younger than Yoshiko, she and Eleanor were the same age. Or maybe Yoshiko didn’t want the level of intimacy that

         “Elder Sister” implied. So they called each other “Eleanor-san” and “Yoshiko-san,” and kept their distance.

      


      Yoshiko tucked the towel into her apron pocket and took the rice cakes. Back in the kitchen, she placed them on a table carrying

         plates of food in various stages of preparation.

      


      “It’s hot, isn’t it? Not so much the heat, as the humidity. I’m in the middle of the sushi mix.” She paused long enough for

         Eleanor to offer to help.

      


      Eleanor did so, with a mental scowl at Masao, who had disappeared into the air-conditioned living room. He was happy to do

         more than his share of housework in their own home, but when he came back here, he regressed into a spoiled Japanese boy.

         It infuriated her.

      


      “Have a glass of tea first. We don’t stand on ceremony here.” Yoshiko laughed without humor and began slicing beans.


      Eleanor drank some cold barley tea and still felt hot. An old electric fan purred in the corner. The usual kitchen table mess

         had been pushed to one side to make way for the food. Yoshiko always complained about the table, saying she couldn’t keep

         it tidy because everyone else dumped their things on it. Just then it held a saltshaker, two pickle containers, rubber bands,

         chopsticks standing in a cup, a rolled-up newspaper, Grandma’s medicine cup, a piece of carrot on some wet cotton wool, many

         small plastic packs of mustard that came with ready-made dumplings, and a jar of red, squishy-looking ovals. In her more whimsical

         moods, Eleanor visualized the table as a symbol of the dingy chaos she’d moved to the Betta to get away from.
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