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You must be nervous now. Anyway, life is very short.

—ADANIA SHIBLI, translated by Paul Starkey

Our days are demarcated in the repetition of little goodbyes.

—AKIRA THE HUSTLER

Soon, no, now, I will try.

—MILENA MICHIKO FLAŠAR, translated by Sheila Dickie
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The mother was lost. Each building sat low and square and neutral, dulled in maroons and grays, working against her. This didn’t feel like a dangerous situation—Shin-Ōkubo’s sidewalks were crowded, even at midday. But everything looked the same, and, walking past the same blinking 7-Eleven, once again, she realized that her landmarks were fucked.

Three blocks later, she admitted defeat. Still the mother smiled under her mask at passersby. A few smiled back. But mostly they walked a little faster. And of course she couldn’t ask anyone for directions. A reminder of how thin the line between beauty and chaos could be.

She texted the son for directions.

He didn’t respond.

Not that she’d expected him to.

But a chill crept in, seeping through her coat. The mother turned to a barrage of businesses beside her; their signs sat stacked atop each other, crowded beside a bridge, just above the locals crowding around Ōkubo Station. A train rattled away from its platform, and the mother watched until its final car disappeared, swearing under her breath at the cold.

That’s when she noticed a little blue building across the road.

It had a striped white awning. Bistro glowed in yellow letters.

The mother didn’t speak French. But she couldn’t understand Japanese either. And this, at least, was the most familiar thing she’d seen in Tokyo thus far. She stepped toward the entrance, bundled up and rushing into cascading waves of traffic, dodging kids racing through the intersection.

Maybe an hour later, the son stumbled inside too. He moved loosely, a bit clumsily, and the mother caught a flash of her brother. The son had never been to Jamaica— had only ever seen her life in photos, all of them taken by Stefan—but somehow, thousands of miles away, he’d reproduced that jangling gait.

The son looked annoyed, though. He rattled off something to the man behind the counter, setting his bag beside the mother.

Jesus fucking Christ, he said. Really?

Stop that, said the mother. You should sit.

I only asked you to do one thing.

Your apartment has no heater.

It’s by the window.

Does that matter if I can’t read how to use it?

I left instructions on the fridge, said the son. The sticky note. Christ. One fucking thing.

A stranger would call you a Christian the way you used his name, said the mother.

The son grimaced. He groaned.

Then, glancing at the mother’s coffee, he added: How much was that? Do I need to pay?

That man gave it to me, said the mother, nodding toward the counter.

The chef busied himself arranging pastries. When the son approached him, speaking Japanese, the mother watched as he was waved away.

He didn’t charge me, she called out, but the son ignored her, slapping yen on the counter.

His apartment was a two-minute walk away.

This felt inconceivable to the mother, a trick of the mind.

The building was three stories high: a Taiwanese restaurant leased its first floor. Another family lived on the second. A tiny, humming elevator stood beside the entrance. As the son fumbled through keys, unlocking the entrance, a guy daydreaming at the restaurant’s entrance blinked at them.

The son wasn’t much taller than the mother, but he’d gotten chubby in the last decade. Huddled beside him in the dingy lift, she felt conscious of his size.

You took a wrong turn, said the son, tapping for their floor.

I took many turns, said the mother. Which one was wrong?

The son made a face. Another grimace the mother hadn’t seen before. Then he led her down a padded hallway flanked by a balcony, finally cracking open the door to his home, kicking off his shoes by the entrance. The mother peeked over the railing behind her and felt water on her face, but the winter air was so dry that this couldn’t have been possible.

The son called it his home, but really it was just a big room.

There was barely enough clearance in the doorway for her suitcase. A curtain separated their sleeping spaces. Their plan was that the son would make camp on his sofa, while the mother borrowed his bed. She’d been worried about his snoring—comically loud, even as a child—but the son hadn’t spent that first night at his place. And now, he’d left her in the kitchen while he showered, drying his hair with a hand towel when he finally finished, plodding around in slippers.

This was an incredible thing to see: life being lived by someone you’d reared.

You’re dripping water all over the floor, said the mother.

Taro will lick it up, said the son, nodding to his cat.

Disgusting.

It’s his hobby. You’re in his space.

The kitten watched them from the sofa, cleaning his tail. The mother gave Taro a nod. The cat shut his eyes, sighing.

Listen, said the mother, are you hungry? What do you do for dinner here?

Didn’t you just eat, said the son.

You went and stole me away before my first bite.

Yeah, said the son. Well. Maybe don’t just leave the apartment again without me. At least until you know where you’re going.

What?

I said, don’t—

No, said the mother, I heard you. But surely you aren’t talking to me. With that tone.

The son stopped fiddling with his hair. He crossed his arms, leaning against the counter.

Please, he said.

Please yourself, said the mother. I went out for eggs. And if you had them, or any food at all, then I wouldn’t have left.

I don’t cook. But there’s a FamilyMart right downstairs.

And I’m supposed to know what that means?

No, said the son. And that’s why you should just go back home.

The mother blinked a few times. She had a few ways to respond. But none of them, she recognized, seemed proportional to the context: her reason for flying across the world.

Also, she hadn’t seen him in too long. So much time had passed. The mother wasn’t sure what he’d tolerate. In the past, she’d have yelled at him. Given him a slap. Entirely too much now. Probably then, too.

The son sighed. Then he lit a cigarette, kicking open his balcony door. He smoked on the railing, leaning just over the top of it. As he bent his torso, holding himself against the bar, the mother thought about joining him.

But she didn’t want to startle him. What if he fell? She wouldn’t even know who to call for help.

When he turned around, they met each other’s eyes. The son looked away first.

This was the problem: they hadn’t spoken in many months.

Sometimes, the mother called and the son wouldn’t pick up.

Or she’d think about calling, but the time difference threw her off.

The son really wasn’t in the habit of keeping in touch, but he’d always answer. At least, at first.

Then, one day, he stopped.

This was three years ago. He’d been living in Japan for twelve.

The pair had acquiesced to a rhythm of silences. The mother accepted it. Sometimes, these things happen.

Until just last week, when she saw the son’s name on her phone.

For her caller ID, she’d chosen a photo of him as a toddler. It wasn’t a picture she’d seen, or even thought of, in years. A chill ran through her spine, and she saw him, in her mind, dead. Just a body. Just for a moment.

But she answered anyway.

Pushed the button and didn’t say shit. Couldn’t hear him breathing on the other line. But the call hadn’t been dropped, so the mother knew he was there.

The mother could’ve said many things, and she cycled through all of them, but what she settled on was: I’m at work.

Oh, said the son. Didn’t think about that. Sorry.

This was when she knew. The son hadn’t apologized for anything in many years.

Are you alright, she asked.

I’m fine, he said.

You don’t sound fine.

Don’t tell me how I sound.

That’s better. You’re breathing heavy. Have you been running?

I’m fat. Fat people breathe heavy.

Okay, said the mother. Let’s try this then. Are you safe? What time is it there?

I’m fine, said the son.

It’s four in the morning in Tokyo. Did something happen?

No.

A typhoon? Is it raining? Don’t they have earthquakes over there?

You wouldn’t be able to help me if something like that happened.

Then why, said the mother.

I don’t know, said the son. I just thought I should. That’s all.

Sounds of the city started seeping through her phone. The mother imagined him walking through traffic, or standing on a bridge, or leaning on a door.

That’s when she decided to skip five more minutes of pleasantries.

Hey, she said, this isn’t like last time, right? You haven’t tried to hurt yourself?

The line was silent for a moment.

The mother counted six seconds.

No, said the son.

Sorry, he said. It’s late here. Go back to work, I’ll talk to you later.

And then he hung up.

The mother hadn’t booked a plane ticket in years. A lot had changed. So the first thing she did was call her friend at the dentistry—the other secretary—a woman who spent half the year in Manila with her husband.

They talked about the weather. The dentist. His wife. His girlfriend. After giving Angela a few details, the mother clicked through flights from Houston to Haneda over Google.

Nineteen hours, said the mother. There’s nothing quicker? With no layovers?

Not for what you’re paying, said Angela.

Still, said the mother, in this day and age?

You’re crossing the world. Houston, Los Angeles, Taipei, Tokyo. You want quicker, try WhatsApp.

The mother sighed. In her apartment, Angela leaned into the sofa, sipping her tea. The pair lazed into an easy silence, scrolling through Google.

You really fly all that way for your husband, asked the mother.

Sure, said Angela. And my boyfriend, too.

So, nineteen hours.

The mother could afford to take time off for twelve days. Maybe fourteen, if she insisted. She made a mental list of errands she’d need to finish before leaving, filing them away in her head, when a recurring alarm to check the apartment’s locks blipped across her phone.

Of course she had to do these things herself. She was still learning. This was just the way life was.

*   *   *

When the mother finally fell asleep, the son grabbed his bag and left, gently shutting the apartment door behind him.

The city’s trains would run for another few hours. He ducked into the local station, past the African market and the pachinko parlors and the Korean shopping duplex. The first wave of office workers had already stumbled home, making space for the contract workers and tourists and third-shift employees, but it wasn’t long before the son was back aboveground, in Shinjuku, where the night recalibrated itself for the party set.

Building signs shifted from shades of gray to glowing neons. Clusters of people stood smoking and laughing, tapping through their phones. After he’d crossed the road, the son walked through several alleys, past an Italian restaurant and a curry udon chain before he reentered the flow of Kabukichō’s foot traffic.

Stepping into a tiny Chinese diner, the son waved past the matron, nodding at a table outside. Another guy with a perm sat there, nursing a sweaty beer by the window.

You’re early, he said, grinning.

Sorry, said the son. That thing we talked about happened.

You don’t have to call your mother a thing, said Taku.

You know what I mean. I’m saying we can’t use my place for a while.

Their waiter brought a plate of wontons to the table, along with two more beers. Both men nodded his way, turning to their drinks.

You’re starting early, said the son.

Eh, said Taku. These are for you.

The son scoffed, but he grabbed a glass anyway, downing it. The seats around them were filled with solo diners, salarymen, and other stragglers from Ni-chōme. Taku lit a cigarette, slid the pack across the table, and the son stared it down for a moment before extracting one himself.

And how are you, said Taku.

The same, said the son.

That’s no good.

Better, then.

And that’s a lie.

How would you feel if you were in my situation?

Well, said Taku, it’s different. My parents don’t want anything to do with Tokyo. They’re country bumpkins.

Of course, said the son, and you’re the prodigal straight child.

That’s not what I mean, said Taku, and the son gave him a long look before he reached for his second beer, inhaling it all in one go.

The son and Taku wouldn’t say they’d been seeing each other, exactly. There wasn’t a label. Usually, after fucking, the son passed Taku a towel, and they’d spend a few minutes chatting as Taku reached for his clothes, lounging around the son’s apartment. Maybe they’d have a cup of tea. Or some coffee. Or some leftover food from the konbini, if the son had any kicking around.

But lately, they’d been lingering. Watching music videos. Or Taku texted in the son’s bed while the son dozed over his laptop. Sometimes, the son messaged Taku in the evenings, to ask if he was free—which he usually wasn’t— but every now and then they’d meet up at a food stall, or an izakaya, sharing a beer before departing again. Taku and his wife lived across town, and this was usually the best they could do.

At first, they’d always split the bill. Then, one day, Taku waved his hand, settling their tab. That’s when their relationship changed. Even if neither of them could tell in the moment.

This time, the son paid for a love hotel, tucked beside the hundreds of gay bars stacked alongside it. After he and Taku fucked—cycling through their usual positions, clinical in their efficiency—they lay side by side, rubbing one another’s thighs while they jerked off. But then it became clear that the son couldn’t finish.

Eventually Taku said, Let’s take a break. Just for a minute.

Don’t even worry about it, said the son. I don’t think it’s happening.

There’s no problem. We did the thing. You’ll come later.

Fuck.

The son wrapped his arms around himself, propped against the bed frame. And Taku rolled onto his stomach, half leaning on the son.

I’m wasting your time, said the son.

You’re not wasting anything, said Taku, playing with the mess on his fingers, wiping some onto the son’s nose until the son finally squirmed, laughing.

Tell me something about your mother, said Taku.

Another hour had passed. Neither of them had moved from the mattress.

Oh, said the son. God. Can we not?

We don’t have to. But I’m curious.

Okay, said the son. She’s Jamaican—

So you’re Jamaican.

Correct, said the son.

Funny.

Funny. She met my dad in Toronto, I think. Then she had my brother—

What? You have a brother?

Can I tell the story?

Taku rose both hands, surrendering. The son adjusted himself, crossing his legs.

Right. Fuck. My brother. Me. Then we moved to Houston, and she’s been in Texas ever since.

Taku shifted on the mattress, sitting up and turning to face the son. Ran his hands across the sheets.

You don’t sound happy to see her, he said.

We aren’t close, said the son.

Then why’d she fly over? It’s a long way.

You wouldn’t travel across the globe for me?

Let’s be serious, said Taku. Just for a second. You said she’s getting older, right? Does she need help?

Ha, said the son. Not from me.

What makes you say that?

Please. I’ve never met anyone more self-sufficient.

Then it’s obvious, said Taku. She must care about you.

His words sounded genuine. The son looked at Taku. Then he put both of his palms on Taku’s face, squishing his cheeks.

No, said the son.

A few moments later, the son and Taku were back on the street.

Ni-chōme’s late-night crowd gelled around them. Despite December’s chill, the air felt muggy.

Hey, said Taku, smiling, I really can’t see you with a brother.

Sounds like a failure of imagination, said the son.

Is he older or younger?

Six years older.

So you’re the baby. Are you two close?

We were, said the son. He’s in prison.

Ah, said Taku. I’m sorry.

You didn’t put him there.

But isn’t it easy to get arrested in America? Especially Black people? You don’t even really have to do anything.

Sure. But he sold some coke laced with fentanyl and got caught. It’s fine.

Taku inhaled deeply. Then he smiled again. He hooked an arm through the son’s elbow, pulling him closer. They walked that way for a few blocks, shielded by the queers jostling around them, passing a drag show whose audience spilled onto the street. Before they made it out of the cluster, Taku pulled his arm away as the two of them skipped down the stairs of Shinjuku-sanchōme Station, idling at the juncture where its train lines diverged.

Okay, said Taku. See you soon, yeah?

The son spaced out for a moment, a little distracted. When he looked up, Taku was still standing there.

OK desu, said the son.

OK desu, said Taku.

Then Taku waved and smiled, tapped his card at the gate, and disappeared.

*   *   *

Growing up, the son played a game with himself. Upstairs, in the attic above the staircase, his mother’s belongings from Toronto and New York and Jamaica sat crammed in a clutter of boxes.

Navigating the attic was difficult. The floors were rickety. Unstable. Too many places you might fall. But it was dark, and confined—an ideal place to hide from the afternoon.

The son’s parents constantly chastised him for going up there. But whenever they weren’t around, his brother said nothing and watched from the staircase below.

They had an unspoken agreement: falling was something that happened to other people.

The boxes held bills. Portraits. Vinyl records and cookbooks whose pages disintegrated under their fingers. Whole faded photo albums, filled with unknown faces. The son never knew what he might find—and, in one box, tucked away in a far corner, there were notebooks filled with the mother’s handwriting.

Her poems didn’t make any fucking sense. They didn’t rhyme. Didn’t have titles. Lacked any order that he could discern. But the thought of the poems alone was enough to overwhelm the son with feeling, even if he couldn’t exactly put a finger on it: this yelling, bothered, frantic, wrathful woman, sitting down to capture a piece of the world.

One afternoon, the son asked his brother about what he’d found.

Chris had made sandwiches. They chewed them on the back patio, tapping feet against the concrete. The son watched his brother’s face for a reaction, but Chris was silent for so long that the son nearly forgot his question.

Then Chris said, She’s always done that.

What, said the son. Poetry?

Writing. A bunch of weird shit.

I’ve never noticed.

Clearly, dumbass.

The son bit his lip. Houston’s heat drew sweat across his brow. Some days, it made the son want to pry the skin from his face. On other nights, he’d strip, opening the window from his bedroom to the patio’s roof, climbing out and baking on the tiles until he finally fell asleep.

Eventually, Chris looked at the son. Then he smiled.

She stopped, though, said Chris. Right after you were born.

A few weeks after this discovery, the son fell through the attic floor.

It happened suddenly—one moment, he was tiptoeing across the padded wood, and the next he was sprawled on his back on the tile two stories below, with a broken ankle and a sprained wrist.

Chris was out of the house. It’d take hours for anyone to find him. The son would never forget how his body failed to acknowledge the impact when there was no one else around to confirm it. It was only after his brother returned with a friend, reeking of weed, and after this guest screamed at the sight of him, that the son understood. Then Chris coolly called an ambulance while the son, finally, cried in pain.

He spent that night in the hospital. His father drove Chris home. And the mother slept in a chair beside the IV pump, propping her feet on the bed.

They didn’t speak when the doctor stepped in the room, explaining about the break with a smile on his face. And they didn’t speak as nurse after nurse poked their heads in, prodding the son into different positions. It was only after midnight, when a darkness filtered the son’s vision, that the mother finally raised her voice.

She asked what he’d been thinking.

He thought about the poetry. The mother’s fragments.

He told her that he didn’t know.

Exactly, said the mother. Nothing in your head.

She reached toward the son’s ankle, squeezing. He winced, until tears crept down his face, as the mother kept her pressure steady.

You weren’t thinking, said the mother again. That’ll cost you in this life.

A few years passed before he went up to the attic again. When he did, the son found it mostly empty. All of the vinyl and photos and frames were gone. Venturing farther, treading slightly, he saw that the notebooks had disappeared, too.

*   *   *

The son’s balcony was nearly as large as his living room. A picnic table stood in the center, holding a tin of ashed cigarettes. The balcony overlooked an alley decorated with salons and food stalls. A grassy mat covered the discolored concrete.

No one was on the road at this time of day. The mother could just barely see her breath in the air. She thought of the son spending his mornings smoking, hunched with his face just out of view.

Then she eyed the cigarettes. She pondered slipping one from its pack.

The thought made her chuckle.

Just under her breath. But still.

As she stepped back inside, the son wiped sleep from his eyes by the stove. He seemed different from the boy she’d known, in nearly every conceivable fashion, but still hadn’t grown out of looking perennially drowsy.

A bowl of rice sat on the table. Another held miso soup. But the son stood in a tank top and running shorts, gnawing on a piece of toast. Taro nuzzled his ankles, purring down below.

Don’t tell me that’s all you’re eating, said the mother.

We need to talk, said the son.

Then sit with me.

I’m getting ready for work.

You can take a minute or two.

Look, said the son. I still don’t know why you came all the way here.

The mother pulled chopsticks from a coffee tin, ladling rice into her mouth. After a moment, the son groaned and reached into a drawer, passing her a spoon.

It’s good rice, she said, giving him a long look.

Thank Zojirushi.

You can afford one?

You don’t know how much money I make.

I mean, you live here.

Whatever. It’s a hand-me-down.

You didn’t answer your phone, said the mother. A few days ago. I was worried.

The son’s jaw dropped. He wiped at his face again, steadying himself against the counter.

You can’t be serious with that shit, he said.

Excuse me?

You flew halfway across the world because I didn’t answer my fucking phone?

I pushed you out of my body, said the mother. You don’t think I’d do this for you?

No, said the son. I don’t.

If the mother was honest, his reaction wasn’t entirely unfair.

When he’d moved abroad, she’d asked for photos of his home. The son had texted her three in a hurry, but without an address.

The mother had no idea what his life looked like. Who his friends were. If he had friends. The outline of his daily orbit.

All she’d had were those three photos. In her mind, the son had lived in them for the last seven years.

And it’d been easy, in a way, to let things go: the son was half a world away. All the way over there. It was hard to think about the rain in Japan when she was dealing with the humidity in Houston.


[image: ]



Stepping out of the bathroom, rubbing toner on his cheeks, the son told his mother that he’d adjust her departure date.

You’ll be home before Christmas, he said.

No, man, said the mother. It’s too expensive.

Whatever, said the son. I’ll figure something out.

No, said the mother. You can’t afford the rice cooker for rice, but this is something you can fix?

It won’t be the first time I’m paying for your mistakes.

The mother’s toes curled in her slippers. And the son narrowed his eyes.

She knew he was relying on a script. He’d say something inflammatory. She’d respond in kind. The two of them would argue, until they could no longer comfortably occupy the same space. The only reasonable outcome would be an impossibly expensive ticket back to America.

The mother sipped her tea.

I’m here to see you, she said. I made the time.

Well, said the son, I have work.

Then I’ll take what I can get.

The son narrowed his eyes again. Then he exhaled, like he’d made a decision.

He started moving, disappearing in and out of the bathroom. Slipping into joggers. A sweater. Jacket. Moseying into socks. When he’d tucked a beanie over his head, covering his face with a mask, the son stooped to his knees for Taro, cradling the kitten before he turned back to the mother.

And what will you do all day, he asked.

Show me your little list again, said the mother. I’ll figure something out.

And hey, she added, you lost weight.

This was enough for the son to scowl, pursing his lips.

No, he said. I didn’t.

Of course the mother had done some research before she’d stepped on the plane. An intern she’d mentored at the dentistry, a short guy with large glasses and drooping bangs, had grown up in Saitama.

Tokyo, he’d said, cocking his head at the mother.

Yes, said the mother. In a few weeks. How should I prepare?

I mean, you kind of can’t? It’s kind of its own thing?

That’s not the answer I was looking for, said the mother.

The intern sighed. Then he smiled, crossing his arms. The mother often wondered at the way these charges carried themselves—with the certainty of people who’d grown up with, and had. As kind as some of them were, she couldn’t unsee it.

Okay, said the intern, but why the hell does he live there?

It’s where he could get a job. I think he has someone there. A partner.

Hunh, said the intern, like a boyfriend? He’s gay?

Want me to set you two up?

No.

The intern told her to pack a handkerchief. And he told her about the trains, downloading apps on the mother’s phone. He told her about waiting for changing lights to cross the roads, and how queues looped around curbs and corners. The mother internalized all of these things, taking stock accordingly—but it wasn’t until she arrived that the journey’s immensity washed over her.

When she left Jamaica, she’d only been a kid. Leaving Portmore hadn’t even been her dream. That idea had belonged to Cheryl.

At the beach, they’d trace fingers across a map laid on the sand, poking at the cities they wanted to see. The mother’s hands wandered from Paris to Lagos, to Hong Kong, to Mexico City. Cheryl said New York was the only place to settle.

That’s where culture is, said Cheryl. Nothing for us in France, man.

The French might disagree, said the mother.

You think you’re funny, you know?

You do, too, said the mother.

She and Cheryl watched the waves roll into the shore. Even on a weekday afternoon, the coast was full of locals. It was a portrait they’d seen many times before, imprinted into their rhythms as deeply as the mountains behind them.

Nothing for us in China, said Cheryl.

Nothing for you, said the mother, sucking her teeth.

We have Chinese here.

Nobody’s talking about your uncle, man.

Whatever, said Cheryl. Maybe Canada?

Too cold, said the mother.

You’d adjust.

How about you go there and tell me what it’s like?

Or maybe, said Cheryl, we’ll both go. Decide for ourselves.

Then she leaned against the mother’s shoulder, until the girls sank even deeper into the sand.

The mother walked from the son’s apartment and past the station, dipping toward a block of businesses divided by a crosswalk. There weren’t many people on the road. The ones she passed spoke Mandarin and Hindi and Korean. Some Thai. The dental assistants she worked with chattered in these languages. She’d picked up a phrase or three.

This was, the mother figured, just a part of being in the world. Other bystanders made way for her, nodding or smiling or ignoring her entirely.

She knew how not to be in the way. Even if blending in wasn’t possible, she could fade into the foreground. But stepping past the buildings stacked on top of one another, under telephone wires performing elaborate cat’s cradles, the mother felt her sense of gravity shift.

About an hour later, the mother found herself in front of yesterday’s bistro.

Still just as empty. Piano notes tinkled from a speaker. The same man stood behind the register, arranging mugs by the bar. The mother scanned a menu, fingering some cash the son set aside for her, but when the owner registered her face he only blinked back at her.

The mother asked for a coffee. Then she leaned toward the pastry case, pointing at a croissant.

Those have almonds, said the man. Is that okay?

Ah, said the mother. So you do speak English.

A little, said the man, smiling behind his mask.

Then yesterday, said the mother, you heard my son and me.

Snippets, said the man.

The whole thing?

The man frowned, just for a moment. Then he smiled.

He seemed worried about you, he said.

Ha, said the mother.

When his expression didn’t shift, the mother smiled back, put some change into the tin, and ambled over to a seat by the window.

A few moments later, the man appeared beside the mother with coffee and a tray holding three different kinds of pastries. He introduced himself as Ben.

The croissants are lovely, said Ben, but my regulars like these, too.

God forbid I disagree with a regular, said the mother.

We do the best we can, said Ben.

Are you trying to upcharge me?

I’ve decided you’re taste testing, said Ben. This is labor that I’m asking you to do.

The mother clicked her tongue. Then she took a sip of her coffee, and a bite from the almond croissant.

It’s only work if they’re bad, said the mother.

I’ll trust you to be honest, said Ben.

As he took a seat beside her, the mother reached for the second pastry, a flaky biscuit with sea salt. Then she grabbed the third, a crispy curry bread with Gruyère strewn over the top.

Of course everything was delicious.

Do you treat all of your customers this way, she asked.

Only mothers, said Ben.

The mother narrowed her eyes.

Sorry, said Ben.

You’re fine, said the mother. But jokes are a sign of fluency. You speak more than a little English.

I lived in Vancouver. For a time.

And I lived in Toronto. So you’re a fellow Canadian. How did you find it?

Well, said Ben, I left.

Sounds like we had the same experience.

And now you’re having a very cold one here.

It’s not too bad, said the mother, for a Canadian.

Ben smiled, nodding exactly once. The mother allowed herself to mimic him.

He told her to take as much time as she needed, strolling back to the register. When she glanced at him a few moments later, he was already back at work.

*   *   *

Most days, the son taught English around the city: he worked with locals who wanted to communicate with their white partners, and company employees who’d been hired for companies abroad, and casual learners looking to expand on a hobby—and, occasionally, foreigners like him, who simply wanted to chat in their native language.

Between word of mouth, the little self-promotion he cobbled together, and an occasional side gig editing typos out of English-language posters, he found enough clients to make a decent living. He could afford his daily needs. An evening drink, a weekly soak at the sentō, and the meals before his fucks with Taku.

The son didn’t judge anyone for why they sought him out, as long as they paid him on time.

At the moment, he only had a handful of students: his first this morning was a woman studying literature. She’d applied for MFA programs in America a few months earlier. Now, they mostly spent her sessions discussing short stories she’d assigned herself, and how long she might still have to wait for results.

They met at a coffee chain directly across from Shinjuku Station. Ami always showed up moments after the son sat down, spreading the reading materials he’d laid out for the day across their table. She was in her early twenties, and the son couldn’t help but find her deeply cool: Ami only ever wore tight jet-black jeans and leather jackets, chains jingling around her neck.

How’d you like last week’s batch, the son asked.

They were good, said Ami.

But, said the son.

I don’t know, said Ami. They moved a little quickly. Everything felt too clean.

That’s okay. Sometimes, plot’s just a way of packaging ideas. Like the letter for an envelope.

That’s not what I mean, said Ami, and she set a hand on her cheek, tapping an earring. I’m saying that they didn’t feel anything like life.

The son had grown used to his students’ tics. English had a way of revealing them quickly. Some dragged their heels across the tile. Others grimaced. Or smiled too wide. Once, a student slammed his fist across the table in pursuit of a gerund, catapulting their drinks across the floor. The son adjusted every future seating arrangement accordingly.

It’s the language, said Ami. Everyone talks like they’re in a diagram.

Diorama?

Yes. That.

Well, said the son, aren’t they?

They have no reason to be.

But isn’t that all a story is? A captured moment?

Ami took a long look at the son. Then she nodded, abruptly, as if she’d made a decision about him. The son started to ask what it was, but the moment had already passed.

His second student, Mahiro, was preparing for a job in Oakland. They met in the station itself, seated beside another coffee shop; it was closer to the Keiō Line that Mahiro rode for work. He always arrived late for his sessions, and while the son usually didn’t allow repeat offenders, he’d decided early on to make an exception.

When Mahiro finally did show up—wheezing, and a little sweaty, in his suit and tie—the son spread a pair of instruction books across the table.

Sorry, said Mahiro, my boss held me a little longer today.

It’s fine, said the son. Can you stay the full hour?

I’ll try. But, you know—

I do.

Mahiro sighed, setting his cell phone on the table in front of them. When it buzzed, he’d peek at the screen, immediately flipping it over afterward. But this rarely ruptured the flow of their lessons: Mahiro spoke English quickly, pointedly. The son’s notes, more often than not, were for him to slow down. But he figured this might be something Mahiro would simply have to learn on his own. In a new language, he’d have to decide who he actually wanted to be.

When they’d finished, the son crossed his arms. Mahiro smiled, rubbing his elbows.

So, said the son, are you doing alright?

Mahiro flinched, just a bit. Then he sighed. And his shoulders dropped.

Oh, he said, you know. Counting the days.

Try to go easy on yourself, said the son.

Mahiro started to speak, grinning, but then his phone rang, and he frowned. The son nodded as Mahiro stood, already talking, waving and pacing toward the Keiō Line’s gate.

The son knew about shitty jobs: his first year in the country, he taught high school English in Osaka. But he’d drawn the lottery for one of the city’s more predatory companies. Which meant he found himself commuting across the city, from Namba to Umeda, before the sun rose: between classes and after-school tutoring, he’d only return to his shared studio just after midnight, moments before the Midōsuji Line shut down. Whole days went by without him seeing daylight. He figured that this, too, was one way of experiencing a city: shifting from darkness to darkness.

The son’s last student of the day was a grandmother. They met at a kissa several stops from the station. He’d been working with Atsuko for months—her children had sought him out.

The kissa’s clientele skewed older. Every other customer wore beige. The same waiter always took their order, a mustachioed man who routinely made a point of glaring at the son. Atsuko sat in a corner by the window, the same table she managed to reserve every time, and the son had gathered that she held some stake in the restaurant but he couldn’t say what this might be.

Not that it mattered. His time in Tokyo was punctuated with all of the things he’d never know.

Atsuko always wore a simple gray dress, with pearl bracelets on her wrist. That hand was worth more than what the son earned in a year. But Atsuko’s voice was steady. Her conjugations were flawless. The trouble was her tone of voice: her questions felt like statements, and her exclamations felt like questions.

During their first lesson, when the son asked why she wanted to learn English, Atsuko had simply said, To communicate. A few sessions later, he learned that she was expecting a grandchild. Atsuko wanted to talk with the baby and his mother, a white lady from Seattle.

That’s really generous of you, said the son.

Is it, said Atsuko.

Excuse me for saying this, said the son, but I’d think that it should be a two-way thing? Like, she should learn your language, too?

Ah, said Atsuko.

Then she added, But you wouldn’t know what a woman wants, would you?

The son had looked up at her. A beat of understanding passed between them. And Atsuko smiled, slightly, taking a sip of her coffee.

It reminded the son of a family argument, one of the last ones.

Chris was staying at the family house. He’d just been released on bail for dealing—the first time—and the son was working at the library. After the son’s breakdown at the university, he simply hadn’t gone back. The trio had played the facade of a family unit for twenty minutes, until Chris declared that he needed to take a call outside.

A silence ran through the kitchen. The mother asked, quietly, if that needed to happen right this moment. And Chris smiled, patting her shoulder as he accepted the call and opened the patio door.

You know, said the son, we could just stop pretending that this is normal.

You don’t know what you’re talking about, said the mother.

Lying isn’t helping any of us.

Do something for someone other than yourself, said the mother, with your lifestyle. Then you can talk. Shut up until then.

The son and the mother didn’t look at each other. And that’s when the patio door opened again. Chris laughed into the phone, saying that he’d have to step out for a bit, and could he borrow the car for the evening.

*   *   *

When the son returned to his apartment, he found the mother on her knees, scrubbing floorboards beside the television.

She’d upended the coffee table. Soaked and dried the son’s rug. Set his kitchen chairs on the patio, fluffed the sofa cushions, wiped down the television propped against the wall. A panel of tuxedoed hosts screamed from the screen, shining a light on the mother’s back as she worked at the wood. Taro watched all of this from the kitchen counter, cleaning the backs of his paws.

What the hell, said the son.

Most people say thank you, said the mother.

I didn’t ask you to do this.

That’s a bit better, said the mother. Now sit down, you’ve been working.

The son started to drop his bag, but the table had been moved. He let it hang from the edge of his shoulder as the mother made circles around him.

Did you rebook the ticket, said the son.

I’m not leaving, said the mother.

We talked about this.

And that’s when I told you it’s too expensive.

It’s fucking hard for me having you here, said the son, and this is when the mother looked up.

For the first time since she’d arrived, this sounded like his voice. As if the way he’d been speaking beforehand, and the words he’d been using, belonged to whoever he was trying to become. But this was closer to what she knew. Someone she could recognize.

The mother stood, setting the Swiffer against the wall. Taro, sprawled above them on the counter, peering below.

What about dinner, she asked.

What, said the son.

You don’t have any food here. None.

I’ll just pick it up from the konbini.

And what does that m—

The convenience store.

What?

It’s different here. Their food’s actually—

We should go out, said the mother. It’s just like you said. I didn’t fly across the Pacific to sit in one place.

Before the son could add anything else, the mother was rifling through her suitcase, grabbing a dress and a jacket, slamming the bathroom door behind her.

They walked to Ōkubo Station in silence, joining a crowd of locals ambling to the gate. Every couple of steps, the son slowed down and glanced at the mother as she made her way along. But she’d wave him on, until they settled into a steady pace, with the son leading and the mother trudging behind him, onto the station’s escalator, when he allowed her to pass and found himself looking up at her.

He would not, in a million years, have imagined her here.

What, said the mother.

Nothing, said the son. You need a new mask.

I packed extra, said the mother, rifling through her bag, extracting one as they descended toward the platform.

The izakaya he brought her to, in Ni-chōme, was hardly larger than his home. Aside from some dudes eating pickles by the door, they were its only customers. But the son yelled a hello, and the bartender echoed one back as he eyed the mother, nodding along to the jazzy guitar streaming overhead. A neon sign with the bar’s name— CREAMY!—glowed above them.

Taku had shown him the place. The room was dimly lit. Its walls were lined with posters of men sucking and fucking. One guy manned the counter—a bearish dude with a crew cut—and the son spotted corners he’d been pressed against over the years, tipsy and horny and stumbling through the evenings.

And now, today, the mother sat across from him.

Fascinating, she said.

You sound like an anthropologist, said the son.

Of the heart, said the mother, maybe. It’s our first night out in years, but this is where you bring me.

Too faggy for you?

Don’t put words in my mouth, said the mother, gazing over at the bar’s advertisements for circuit parties and massage parlors and porn.

The chef dropped by their table, wearing sweatpants and a hoodie under his apron. He smiled at the mother. She smiled back. And when he said something to the son, in Japanese, they both laughed until the table rattled.

After the bartender brought them their drinks, the mother said, I won’t ask you to act as translator the entire time I’m here, but you should never laugh at someone else’s ignorance.

Relax, said the son, sipping his beer. He’s known me for years.

I’ve known you for longer, said the mother.

Right. Whatever.

The son fumbled with a pack of cigarettes, slowly extracting one. He waited for the mother to address them but she did not.

Anyway, said the son, lighting up. He said he never thought he’d see me here with a woman.

Obviously, said the mother.

See, said the son, here we go.

I wasn’t critiquing you.

You didn’t have to.

You could be more generous, said the mother. I’ve tolerated a lot these past few days.

Tolerated?

Fine. Digested.

Fucking hell.

The son pulled on his cigarette, ashing it in a tray. When the mother raised an eyebrow, he blew the smoke behind him. A slinky track by Anri played above them, and the mother tapped her finger against the table.

If I’d asked you to come here, said the son, then I’d say you’re doing pretty well. But I didn’t ask you to come here. And now I think you should be honest with me.

About what, said the mother.

You know what, said the son. What you’re actually doing.

The mother crossed her arms. And the son ashed his cigarette again, leaning into the table.

Please, said the son. I’m struggling to see what life change brought you all the way to fucking Japan, after all this time.

He blew more smoke above his head. The mother crossed her arms.

I told you, said the mother. I was worried about you.

That seems unlikely, said the son.

Well, forgive me for caring.

Are you getting remarried?

What?

It’s an easy question.

I’m not getting remarried.

Do you have a boyfriend?

Do you have a boyfriend, said the mother.

The son gave her a long look. Then he smirked. But this smirk turned into a giggle, which grew into a rolling laugh.

Both men eating by the door looked up. The bartender did, too. And the mother frowned as the son rocked in front of her, attempting to muffle his laughter.

When he’d settled down, the bartender brought a trio of dishes to their table—vegetable tempura, gyoza, and a bowl of edamame—passing the son another glass of beer. He gave the mother another, softer, look before he turned away.

After a few bites, her shoulders settled, just a bit.

I still don’t get the joke, said the mother.

You’ve never asked me that before, said the son.

Maybe I’ve never had a reason to ask.

Don’t do that, said the son.

Look, said the mother, I don’t know what you want me to tell you. I haven’t made things easier for you, coming out here like this. I know that. But you aren’t making it easy for me to talk to you about anything.

That’s not my responsibility.

I thought you’d have grown up by now.

You were wrong.

Clearly.

The son ashed his cigarette, frowning. The city pop above them slowed into a ballad. The tracks skipped a few times before the bartender changed the record entirely, opting for Tina Turner.

Look, said the son, do you want me to tell you that things have been fine between us? Or that they’ll get better? Would that be enough for you?

You haven’t given me a straight answer since I landed, said the mother.

Will you go home if I do?

The mother gave the son a long look. Then she turned to the bartender, who’d been trying not to stare.

She offered him a thumbs-up. He smiled, throwing one back. Then she turned to her drink, tipping it back, while the son lit another cigarette.
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He remembered the last meal they’d shared together: this was over a decade ago.

The son had told her he was traveling for work the following week. He didn’t mention specifics about the arrangement, or his destination. But a number of things had happened in those months: his father’s funeral, Chris’s second arrest, the son’s increasingly erratic performance at the library and the panic attacks that followed. He’d also broken up with his boyfriend, a cubby Venezuelan guy—citing the different things they wanted in life, or wanting too much of the same thing, or whatever bullshit excuse he’d cobbled together.

The mother arrived late. Sitting across from him, tucking her purse, she looked distracted. She’d just gotten back from visiting Chris at the jail downtown, and after a few minutes of pleasantries, it dawned on the son that she was watching the clock. Counting down the seconds.

So he made a decision. The son told his mother that he had to get back to work. She smiled, grateful for the out, and told him they should grab lunch more often. Could they make the time? The words came out offhandedly.

The son promised that they would. And he smiled back, nodding, swearing that they’d figure something out.

Listen, said the mother, can I tell you a story?

They were walking back to the train station. Shinjuku’s lights glittered above them. Before they’d left the izakaya, its bartender squeezed the son’s shoulder, whispering into his ear, and the two guys by the door laughed at whatever he’d muttered.

Now, the son’s face glowed under a coat and a beanie. A chill sank its teeth into them; they watched their breath as they spoke.

After a while the son said, Depends.

It’s the story of how you were born.

Thanks, but I think I’m well-versed in reproduction.

Once upon a time, said the mother, a crocodile met a hummingbird.

This was enough for the son to stop walking. He paused, turning to his mother.

The crocodile had no conception of birds, said the mother. And it had never seen a hummingbird before. It only knew other crocodiles. But this bird knew all about crocodiles, and had taken a liking to them. And their power.

You’ve lost it, said the son. It’s the jet lag.

Hold on, said the mother. I’m trying to tell you something. The hummingbird knew that this could be the end of their life. But they loved this particular crocodile, and they went about making their acquaintance. Every day for a year, the hummingbird joined the crocodile at the edge of the coastline. Every day, the hummingbird drew closer and closer. The crocodile noticed, but it never said anything.
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