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For all the girls who don’t believe love can last






PROLOGUE

There used to be a photograph of the day my parents were married on our mantel. The frame was white abalone, the picture a close-up of them pressed together in an orange booth of a doughnut shop. In it, they hand-fed each other maple bars in lieu of wedding cake, their ring fingers newly anointed with plain silver bands purchased at a pawn shop.

Money was tight. Dad was writing his first book; Mom was cleaning houses. A big wedding wasn’t in the budget, so they headed to the courthouse. A judge married them between speeding ticket hearings. Afterward they skipped hand in hand to Bavarian Bliss and asked the baker to snap their photograph.

When I was little, I’d hold the picture, rub their faces with my thumbs, and ask them to tell me the story again. “How did you two meet?”

Clearly, they adored each other.

So it was a mystery to me when it all fell apart, why the love went away.

There were probably signs. But at age eleven, I had failed to catalog them. I didn’t see the bridges catch fire and start burning—“whiplash” is the right word for the morning my parents sat me down and said they were separating. Dad moved out the same day.

Months passed by. The rain started in Seattle. Dad didn’t come home. In fact, he signed a new lease, moving from his temporary executive apartment to a more permanent residence—the Glenn. That day Mom was in the kitchen, trying hard not to cry. I don’t think she wanted me to see her sad. Our brokenness settled in.

I wanted to fix her, fix our family, and I believed I could. I slipped out the back door and biked across town, tears spilling and mixing with the rain while I pumped my legs all the way to the Glenn. To apartment 27.

It was nearly evening when I knocked.

Dad answered, surprise flashing in his expression. Leaves swirled, blowing into the entryway and settling as he let me in.

I sat on his new couch, something velvet and hard that still smelled like factory chemicals. It wasn’t at all like our cozy furniture at home that had absorbed the smells of made-from-scratch meals and the weight of our bodies after Friday-night movie marathons.

I felt so out of place. And Dad looked so out of place. It was like nothing in this apartment could ever hold the imprint of me or us.

“Please,” I begged on a rough gasp. “Come home.”

I made messy promises. To always brush my teeth, to go to bed on time, to clear my plate after dinner, to remember to empty my lunch box. I promised to be good, to be better.

I cried, and Dad cried too. He held my hands, wiped my tears, and gently told me, “No. I’m sorry, honey. I can’t.”

And I understood then what it was like to love and lose.

This was the landscape of heartbreak, and from that day forward I vowed never to step foot into it again.

A door slammed shut then, only to be pried open my senior year of high school.

Everything would change that year.

The year of the notes.






CHAPTER ONE

It began with a wish.

Wait.

Not exactly. I take that back. It began with granny panties.

Yeah, that’s more like it.

Looking back, I, Emma Nakamura-Thatcher, would say my love story began with a set of full-back underwear.

It was summer, a random weekday afternoon, and I had landed in the place I’d spent most of my teenage years avoiding: the lingerie department with my mother. Suffice it to say a part of me did not want to be there. And that part was all of me.

Chin tucked down, I hummed along with the Muzak, skirting the outer aisle, checking out bralettes with matching lace panties. Deeper in, my mom dug through a bargain bin. I did my best to project a not-with-her vibe.

“How about these?” Mom clutched a pack of generic-brand undies. Strands of black hair clung to her forehead. She was working up a sweat. Outstanding. “They’re on sale. Half off.”

Blood rushed to my face. I zipped to my mom’s side, cataloging the humiliation fallout. There were two other people in the lingerie department: a golden-ager in thick glasses examining undershirts, and the girl behind the register, who exuded cool—magenta bangs, tiny nose ring, thick winged eyeliner.

Luckily, neither of them noticed Mom’s excitement, which wasn’t in her smile but in her eyes, intense and damn near rabid.

“Well?” Mom asked at my approach.

I studied the pack of underwear in Mom’s hands, then shifted to the bin. “I dunno,” I murmured, picking through the piles and considering other options. My hand closed around an alternative—red, lacy, dead sexy.

What kind of girl wore this type of underwear? A pretty, adventurous girl.

Was I that girl? Nope. Not even close.

I was seventeen years old, ate the same thing for lunch every day, and had been kissed two times.

The first kiss was in middle school. In eighth grade, with Liam Huxley on a playground. I was in a swing, he bent down, and our noses bumped. He tried some tongue, and honestly, not impressed. I darted away and avoided him the rest of the year, easy since we were in different halls, he in A and I in B—practically worlds apart. The fates continued to smile down on me when we went to different high schools.

The second kiss was at the beach. With Brandon. No last names. He was a local, lived in town, and I was on vacation with my mom. We spent the whole weekend sneaking off into the sand dunes. Hidden in the blades of the high grass, I learned a lot. Five out of five stars. I was someone else there—a different Emma, inhibitions eroded away by the roar of the tide and the salt in the air. Insert wistful sigh here.

Liam and Brandon were easy to leave. Each relationship had a limited shelf life. And as a classic risk-averse kind of girl, I didn’t drink after the sell-by date.

“Emma?”

I blinked. “Sorry. What?”

Mom shook her head. “I said not those.” Her face was makeup-free, her hands chapped from the chemicals she used to clean houses. “They look synthetic.” She plucked the red scrap of lace from my hands, rubbed her thumbs over the crotch, over the crotch, and inspected the label. A tongue cluck followed. “One hundred percent polyester. You need cotton underwear. It’s breathable.” Mom tossed the panties back into the bin and fisted the full-backs. “We’ll get these.”

Well. That settled that. I trailed her to the cash register.

“Find everything okay?” The checkout girl scanned the pack of underwear, eyes flitting to Mom. A gold pin applied to her crop top stated her name: Camille.

“Yes.” Mom dug around in her purse, the leather aged and worn away at the handles and bottom. “We don’t need a bag. I brought my own.” She produced a crinkled plastic sack and placed it on the counter.

A few years back the State of Washington had passed an eight-cent charge to curb the single use of plastic and paper bags. Ever since, a whole cupboard in our kitchen had been dedicated to one large plastic bag filled with a bunch of rolled-up smaller plastic bags, the size of a watermelon and the density of a tumor.

A corner of Camille’s mouth tugged up, and I dropped my gaze in a quick burst of embarrassment.

All set, Mom handed me the plastic bag, and I folded it against my body.

As we left, I was careful not to make eye contact with anyone. Part of my high-level degree in blending in.

This was my life: safe, predictable, easily forgotten.



The parking garage was packed when we got to Mom’s car, an old Volvo with crank windows and fabric seats whose glory days were circa 1999.

I unlocked the doors and climbed into the driver’s side. Mom followed, settling into the passenger seat. The interior smelled of coffee and old cereal.

I was backing out when Mom announced, “I registered you for the Sherwood Institute last night.”

“What?” I braked hard.

The van waiting behind us honked.

Mom frowned at me. “Pay attention.”

I eased my foot off the brake and drove ahead. “How do you even know about Sherwood?”

Mom crossed her arms. “Mr. Lebanon emailed me. He was wondering why you hadn’t finished your paperwork. I said you hadn’t mentioned any paperwork. We hopped on a phone call. The Sherwood Institute is an excellent opportunity, Emma.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Sherwood was a performing arts college-prep program and hosted after-school intensives every fall. Space was limited, the spots competitively vied for. At the end of the program, there was a performance where each student played a solo. Scouts from major music institutions and universities were invited to watch and sip warm punch at a mixer afterward.

I should have been thrilled when Mr. Lebanon, my music teacher, mentioned Sherwood in the spring. He’d recommended me and sent in a video of my last recital. The admissions committee had replied with an avid yes, but my pragmatic self couldn’t mirror their enthusiasm. I was bound for community college or the University of Washington. Somewhere close to home where I’d study business or education—a solid track to a future job.

“You love to play the violin,” Mom rolled on.

Again, I could not argue. The first song I ever played was “Hot Cross Buns” on the recorder in kindergarten. I was obsessed. It was “Hot Cross Buns” in the living room. “Hot Cross Buns” under my covers at night. “Hot Cross Buns” in the empty bathtub, because even then I could sense where the best acoustics were in the house.

Under duress and marveling at my sudden obsession, my folks took me to the Music Factory. Dad placed his hands on my shoulders and said, “Choose.” I ran my fingers over the flutes, plucked the strings of guitars, beat drums, and stopped in front of the violin. My world went still and quiet, as if I’d been summoned.

I’ve been playing the violin ever since.

“Mr. Lebanon believes you may be able to get a scholarship to music school.”

I watched Mom sift through her purse to find a tube of Voltaren, and my decision to stay home firmly settled. She needed me.

The last few months her hands had gotten worse. I’d had to help out more around the house, sub in for cleaning jobs when her fingers wouldn’t straighten. There was no way I’d leave her in order to chase some impossible dream of playing the violin in college, only to submit to the constant grind afterward. Full-time professional violinist gigs were as scarce as toilet paper during the pandemic.

I kept my eyes on the road, my mind on deflection. “I can’t believe you talked to him.”

“He’s a nice man, and he has a nice voice. Is he a singer? I bet he can sing.”

I did not care for her dreamy tone. “Ew.”

She went on, emboldened. “I bet he has kind eyes, too.”

I opened my mouth and shut it abruptly, slapped into awareness. Mom’s smile died too. The mood in the car plummeted to zero degrees. Coming up on our right was the Glenn, an apartment complex built around an old park with a burn-your-skin-off-in-the-summer metal slide. It was also where my dad had lived during the divorce.

Damn it.

I’d forgotten to take the detour.

In my peripheral vision I could see Mom, her jaw locked tight. A silent memory passed between us…

Me riding my bike in the rain, begging Dad to come home. Mom was frantic when she finally found me, drenched and sobbing on Dad’s new couch, yellow price tag still attached. The three of us huddled in that apartment, trapped in a deep crater of misery.

Mom waited until the Glenn was in the rearview mirror before speaking. “You’re going to Sherwood.”

Spine rigid, I flicked on the blinker to turn left and started to try to convince her that Sherwood was not in our best interest. “Mom—”

She sliced her hand through the air, not a fan of my attitude or of being challenged. “End of discussion.” She stared out the side window. “Trust me. I’m doing you a favor.”

Life is a series of choices. Unless the choice is made for you.






CHAPTER TWO

I was still in a huff when we pulled into the driveway.

My parents had bought our house, a fixer-upper, before I was born. Fast-forward years later, and the 1940s bungalow was still a fixer-upper. The outside was peeling paint, brick, and chipped shiplap. The inside was lath and plaster walls, antique brass lights, and pinewood floors still sticky with glue from when my dad pulled up the carpet—beware of the rusty nail near the top stair.

“I’m going across the street.” Mom dropped the tube of Voltaren into her purse. “Here. Take my bag inside and let Theo and Jiji know we’re home.”

I fumbled with the keys, still not talking.

Mom jabbed my side. “Did you hear me?”

“Yes. Got it. I’ll take your purse inside.”

She gave me a final doubtful look and climbed out of the car.

I found Theo in the kitchen, digging around in the cupboard where we kept cereal, cookies, and canned goods.

“Hey,” he said, nose deep in, T-shirt stretching taut over his shoulders. “How come I can’t find the Oreos?”

I used to call Theo “Teddy” because as a kid, he resembled my favorite stuffed bear—round cheeks, rectangular glasses, button nose, tight, curly hair.

He was anything but now.

His transformation had happened all at once. First went the braces, followed by a six-inch growth spurt. Then came the contacts. When I saw him without glasses, it threw me for a loop, like I was seeing him naked. Each part of his face exposed—shrewd eyes, sharp jaw, sardonic grin. I realized then, Theo Beckett was cute.

I dumped the keys, Mom’s purse, and the shopping bag on the counter.

Theo was my age and had lived next door since before I could remember. Somewhere in the bowels of the Becketts’ family room closet was a box of compromising photographs of the two of us. Highlights included splashing in the bathtub at three years old, bubbles to our ears; dressing up as a bottle of soy sauce and a pot of rice for Halloween when we were four; and last but not least, waiting outside the emergency room at age eight—when Theo had to get a stitch after I stabbed him with a fork for taking the last slice of double-pineapple pizza. The maiming did not work. He still stole my food.

“You can’t find them because I hid them.” It was easier speaking to his turned back.

“Unscrupulous woman.” He shut the cupboard and turned. Crossing his arms, he shot me a dimpled grin, and my heart flipped over with a sigh. “You are inherently distrustful,” he added, then jerked his chin toward the bag on the counter. “Need help bringing anything else in?”

More than a few times Theo had skipped out his front door, seeing Mom and me struggling with groceries. He’d haul them in, glasses slipping down his nose, winded by a jug of milk.

But that was before.

I could not square that boy, my childhood best friend, with what he’d become: a hot nerd hybrid with a 4.2 GPA who was on track for early admission to Caltech. All the while reading thick books with dragons on the covers, running a couple of miles a day, and spending the rest of his time playing online games, cursing into a giant headset, threatening to punch opponents in the nuts.

“No. This is it. Where’s Jiji?” I asked.

“Dozed off on the couch.” Theo pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

I peeked through the saloon doors, an addition from the previous owner in the seventies, into the living room.

Jiji, my grandfather, was sleeping sitting up, chin tucked to his chest, eyes closed, lightly snoring. A news network was on, volume set to blow your eardrums out. Jiji didn’t like wearing his hearing aids. I crept into the living room and turned the noise down.

The sight of Jiji, sleeping in the late afternoon, sunlight pooled on the floor around him, only intensified my determination to stay close to home after graduation.

My grandfather had come to live with us during the divorce. He was there to help, to look after me. But around when I turned fifteen, Jiji started eating less and sleeping more. These days I covered him with blankets, made his meals, brought his medication to him with a full glass of water. He was mine to take care of now. I didn’t mind. At all, actually. Love and duty were the same in this instance.

“I fed him mozzarella sticks and chicken nuggets,” Theo said when I faced the kitchen again. “He did not think it was funny when I pointed out the meal was distinctly monotone.”

A few plates were in the sink, and I loaded them into the dishwasher. “Thanks for keeping an eye on him.”

“No problem. I love him. Even though I am sure he does not love me. When I sat at the table with him, he told me, ‘Not so close.’ ” Theo lowered his voice to mimic Jiji’s deep baritone.

I wiped my hands on a towel and faced him with a wince. “I’m sorry.”

Jiji could be ill-tempered. He hated the internet and refused to understand why people didn’t drink regular coffee anymore. He grew visibly agitated at the idea of parkour being a sport. Most of the time he pretended he didn’t speak English.

Theo laughed, grinned wide. “It’s no problem.”

I gave him a begrudging smile. “The Oreos are behind the Raisin Bran.”

His look was a mixture of impressed and proud. “Clever.”

Theo hated raisins and had sworn against eating shriveled, dried fruit ever again after choking on a prune at his grandmother’s house.

He whistled low, finding the cookies. “Regular. I was hoping for Double Stuf. We’re really cutting corners here now.” He tucked the package under his arm and checked his watch. “I’ve got to head out. I have a raid in half an hour.”

With that, I recognized him again and remembered what we were to each other: friends, and sometimes, good-natured enemies.

Last summer I’d sat on the floor day after day, watching him play games, practicing my violin while he searched for a golden acorn. I’d played “Ode to Joy” when he unearthed it. I’d ramped up the tempo as his avatar grew wings and lifted into the sky, bathed in a celestial light.

I followed him out the door. “Have fun foraging for nuts and berries.”

Theo stopped in his tracks and reversed course until we stood toe to toe. He was a good head taller than me now and had to look down to find my eyes. His were hazel, and up close you could tell where the brown blended to green—dirt into moss.

He tsked. “That sounded super condescending, Emma. Especially for someone who dresses like an elderly gentleman who perpetually feels a draft.” He pressed the Oreos into my hands, our fingers brushing. I stifled a flutter in my belly. “Normally, I’d take these, but your outfit is so sad, I’m going to have pity and leave them with you.”

I frowned.

He was right that I was a fan of old things—music, vintage clothing, people.

The mustard shirt I was wearing belonged to Jiji. My grandmother had chosen it for him. I still remembered that Christmas. Watching Jiji kneel by the tree and unwrap the shirt, his face caught in the crosshairs of joy and love. Behind him, my grandmother smiled. Mom and Dad and me, too. Our happiness glowing brighter than the tree. I was seven. This was before my grandmother died of breast cancer, before my dad packed his bags and drove away.

How nice it would be to go back to that moment. I might stay in that Christmas morning forever. It was the last time we were a family. The last time I felt truly whole. Solid. Unbreakable.

“My outfit isn’t so bad.” I glowered at him.

He quirked a lazy smile. “Wow. Not so bad. Way to set the bar high.”

His thumb moved, and my gaze dragged to his hands, now touching mine. Silence pulsed between us.

Abruptly we pushed away from each other. He cupped the back of his neck, hung his head. “Um,” he said. “I gotta… I’m going.”

He was out the door before I came to.






CHAPTER THREE

Plainclothes police.” Jiji nodded at a lanky man stripping the meat from a yakitori stick with his teeth, keeping his eyes leveled on the crowd.

We’d come downtown for Tanabata, the festival of stars. The Seattle Japanese Garden was festooned with brightly colored paper in the shapes of kimonos, cranes, streamers, and lanterns. Sticky-fingered, mochi-eating kids darted over wooden bridges. Couples strolled arm in arm. The mood was chaotic, buoyant.

I loved it.

I turned to Jiji. Despite the homicidally hot weather, Jiji shuffled alongside me in glaringly white, thick-soled tennis shoes, a lightweight Members Only jacket, and a slightly oversized driving cap, like he was daring the sun to give him heatstroke.

Officially, my grandfather used to work for a phone company. Unofficially, he worked for an organization subcontracted by the US government. He often dropped hints at a second life beyond that of the loving father and husband who worked nine to five.

Evidence Jiji was an international spy:

When my mom was a kid, Jiji disappeared for long periods. Nobody knew where he went. My grandmother had a number to call only in case of emergencies. When he returned, it was often with gifts from other countries—Spanish silver, Murano glass, Russian nesting dolls.

Mom also said Jiji once sat through an entire dinner with a suitcase handcuffed to his wrist. He didn’t mention it. Nobody asked about it.

He often pointed out where hidden security cameras were located and how to lose a tail if you were being pursued.

His favorite movie was Bridge of Spies, but mostly to poke holes through the plot and details, like pointing out that the actual CIA building looked “nothing like that.”

When I was younger, we played a game where we pretended to be lost in a forest or jungle, any sort of hostile landscape. Jiji taught me how to build a fire, boil water for drinking, and forage for food—e.g., the wild blueberries growing near an abandoned house down the street. As long as I was dry and warm, I was safe.

And last, I once found a note, hidden in a box of keepsakes at the back of his closet, from a former secretary of state thanking Jiji for a “personal” favor.

“Cool,” I replied as we passed the suspected plainclothes cop, moving deeper into the garden. I knew better than to ask him to elaborate. Jiji had a weird way of turning your questions back on you. Mind tricks.

“Hai,” he agreed.

“You okay? Want me to grab your cane from the car?”

Jiji waved a hand. “Eh.”

My grandfather was sparse with words. But spend enough time with him, and you learned to interpret his “ehs.” In this case, No thank you.

“Emma?” My name floated by on my left. The voice was slightly familiar, high pitched, and unsure.

I turned.

A woman stopped in front of me. She pressed her hands to her chest, nails painted bright pink. “Candice Johnson. From Prospect Street.”

Prospect Street. Right. The Johnsons. We cleaned their house. They had three kids. A playroom that appeared as if a hurricane of vomiting cows had passed through. Garbage cans near overflowing. And ornamental Buddha heads everywhere.

She smiled hesitantly at me. People were funny about stating directly that they had a maid, and danced around the actual words. Instead of It’s Candice Johnson, you clean our house, it’s Candice Johnson from Prospect Street. Dot, dot, dot.

“Hi.” I pasted on a friendly smile, part of my work uniform. “Candice. Of course.”

She pulled on a man wearing old water-stained Birkenstocks and a Grateful Dead T-shirt. “This is my husband, Trent. You remember Emma, right?” she said to him. “She and her mom come to our house on Thursday afternoons.”

“To clean,” I clarified.

“Right,” Trent was saying. “Nice to see you, Emma.” He rocked back on his heels.

Silence ensued. Behind them, their towheaded kids bellied up to a calligraphy table and used the brushes as swords.

“Oh,” I said into the thick, expectant quiet. “This is Jiji. My grandfather.”

Their smiles grew. Both bowed to Jiji. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Jiji kept his back straight, his presence commanding. “Based on the man’s slouch, receding hairline, and pale color, I suspect he has a vitamin deficiency,” he said in Japanese.

I pretended to translate. “He says it’s nice to meet you.”

Candice’s smile doubled in size, as did Trent’s. “Isn’t this festival fantastic? We come every year. Trent and I went to Japan before we had kids and loved it.”

“The food. The land. The people, all so beautiful,” said Trent with great fanfare.

“Eh,” Jiji grumbled, and wandered away. Translation: I’ve had enough.

“Where are you from?” Candice’s eyes searched my face.

Their kids were kicking pea-sized gravel at one another now.

“Me?” The word came out on a squeak, reflecting how awkward I felt. “I’m from here. I mean, I grew up in Seattle, the same as my mom. My dad is white.” Though people never cared about that. “My great-great-grandparents left Japan when they were married.”

“Fascinating.” Trent examined me like an artifact, eyebrows raised. “Why did—”

My phone rang, and I pulled it from my pocket. Dad was calling. “Sorry, I’d better take this.” I waved the phone at them. “Nice seeing you.”

I jogged off and answered. “Dad.”

“Honey?”

I moved to a quieter section. “I’m here.”

Jiji was near the tea pavilion, hands behind his back, speaking to a volunteer.

“How are you?”

“I’m good,” I said, chipper.

“Where are you? It’s very loud.”

“I’m at the Japanese garden with Jiji. It’s Tanabata. I should probably go. Can I call you back?”

Jiji was on the move, strolling over some moss-covered stones toward the bamboo grove. I followed him at a distance, heart tripping with worry, wishing he’d use a cane.

“I wanted to see if you would come to dinner at my place in a few weeks.” He gave me the exact date and time.

I jolted, surprised at the invitation, which was so far away, more than a month, and sounded weirdly formal.

Dad and I had a pretty good relationship. He was around a lot, considering. I used to go to his house every other week, but since high school started, we hung out more on Fridays or Saturdays. Weekends were easier. Usually we got takeout and watched movies, eating on the couch.

I chewed my lip, thinking. “Um, sure, I can do that.”

“Great,” he said brightly. “I want you to meet Madison. I think we’re at that point. She’s out of town visiting her sister for a couple weeks. Then her daughter goes on this annual trip to New York with her dad. Anyway, it’s kind of impossible to get everyone in the same place at the same time. That’s the soonest they’re both available.”

I slowed my steps, digesting that information. Dad had had a few girlfriends over the years. Nothing long-term. But I’d been hearing Madison’s name for a while—maybe six months, give or take a few weeks. She had a daughter around my age and was an ER doctor.

I had mostly heard about her in passing and hadn’t paid much attention. I would nod vaguely when he chattered about what they’d been up to. Like, Cool. Awesome. Middle-aged dating, such a thrill. But now it seemed I should have paid more attention. Now my dad and Madison seemed serious.

I agreed to the time, hung up, and stayed put for a moment. It’s not that I didn’t want Dad to have a relationship. I wanted him to be happy. So why the weird, heavy feeling in my stomach? Why the wariness at the thought of Dad falling in love again?

Tamping down the sense of foreboding, I sought out Jiji. He’d positioned himself at a foldout table.

“You really left me hanging back there with the Johnsons.” The sun had lowered in the sky, and everything was tipped in gold and pink. “Whatever happened to ‘never leave a man behind’?”

Jiji ignored me. Pen in hand, he dashed out words onto a strip of bright-colored paper. Other pieces hung from the stalks of bamboo, gently flapping in the wind. They were tanzaku, wishes—the heart of Tanabata. My grandmother’s favorite holiday.

This was why we came. For her.

I had only hazy memories of my grandmother, glimpses captured in flickering yellow light and silent like an old home movie. When she smiled and cupped my cheek. Playing the piano in their old house in Sacramento. Because she’d loved music too.

She’d been a gentle spirit, the love of Jiji’s life.

Jiji finished writing and drilled a finger into the table, indicating I should make a wish too.

I stuck up my hands. “I’m good.” Wishes weren’t my thing.

“For your grandmother.”

Smooth move. Very well played.

I grabbed a pen and a strip of paper, scowling at the blank tanzaku. The Tanabata legend—the one about Orihime and Hikoboshi, that cautionary tale dressed up as romance—pressed against my thoughts. She’d been fine alone, weaving at the edge of the universe, until her father, the king of the heavens, decided loneliness was something that needed fixing. So he arranged a marriage for her with a cow herder. And maybe it did ruin them, that love. It made them forget themselves so completely that Orihime’s threads became floods and Hikoboshi’s cows trampled through heaven.

The king’s punishment, casting them back to opposite banks of the Milky Way, almost seemed merciful. One meeting a year. The seventh day of the seventh month. Just enough to remember what burned between them, never enough to let it consume everything again.

I wish, I wrote, and paused. The pen trembled against the paper as my thoughts turned toward my grandparents—how Jiji still carried my grandmother in his bones. To my parents, who’d adored each other until they didn’t. And then to Dad with Madison, ready to try again despite all evidence that love was just a prettier word for eventual grief. Did love always die out, fade away? I hoped not, but hope felt thin against history.

I wish for proof, I continued, the words bleeding dark against the bright paper. Show me that love is real. That love can last.

“Ready?” I hooked my arm through Jiji’s, and together we walked toward the bamboo, the memory of my grandmother thick on our skin.

We tied our wishes to the tallest leaf within reach and stepped back. I smacked a kiss on his bicep through his jacket, wanting him to live forever. He patted my hand, like, There, there, that’s enough. Your emotions are overwhelming.

Waning summer heat pressed against our heads. A gust of wind swept through the garden, whipping the tethered paper around. Another, more violent gust followed on its heels. Festivalgoers ducked, hands over their heads, as specks of dirt flew through the air.

But something drew my attention up. A shooting star darted across the sky. Impossible this time of day, but I swore I saw it. An arc of light gone in a blink.

Now I wonder if it might have been Orihime, winking at me, secretly smiling. Ready to split the universe open and stitch something new.






CHAPTER FOUR

Summer dwindled, senior year fast approached, and Mom sent me to Yarrow Point, a ritzy town outside Seattle, for a cleaning gig. Here the homes were estates, an apple cost twelve dollars, and the dogs were purebred. Note the two Weimaraners walking across the street, jaunty tails piercing the air.

I parked my LeSabre, Jiji’s car gifted to me after he couldn’t drive anymore, alongside the curb and squinted up at the house. It was one of those modern marvels made of metal and glass, pretty typical for the area. The windows showcased a straight shot through the gray-and-lavender living room to the pool in the backyard. Beyond that, Lake Washington glittered in the sun like a precious gem.

Yep. This was how the other half lived.

I hauled myself up the driveway, set my buckets down at the doorstep, and punched out a text to Theo: This house is huge. Any interest in helping me clean today? I will not split the money with you. But you’ll get the pleasure of my company for an afternoon.

Theo replied ten seconds later: Hard pass.

When Theo and I were little, our moms shared childcare. I’d go with Theo and his mom during her French lessons. Theo would go with me and my mom to clean houses. He’d never admit it now, but he loved figure skating back then. He’d put yellow microfiber cloths under his shoes and “skate” around the houses. He even made us call him Ripp, after Adam Rippon, for a while.

I sent Theo a thumbs-down, slipped my phone into my back pocket, and knocked.

A man decked out entirely in Lycra and one of those aerodynamic helmets opened the front door.

One of the owners, I presumed.

Air-conditioning blasted me in the face, and I swooned internally. Our house didn’t have AC except for a box unit we kept in the living room window. Marble floors, heated toilets, and imported cabinets from Italy did nothing for me. But central air-conditioning—try living without it, and you’ll have a new appreciation for HVAC systems.

The man tapped his left lobe, indicating earbuds, and pointed down the hall. “Bill, you SOB. How are you?” he boomed, clip-clopping past me and out of the house to stand beside a bike with a skinny seat in the driveway.

All right, then.

I picked up my bucket and stepped inside. “Hello?” I called, winding my way into the kitchen to find a middle-aged woman wearing little gold hoops in her ears and minimal makeup.

“Hi. You must be Emma. I’m Jennifer.” She smiled, dusting a hand over the island, a seamless slab of dove-gray marble. “I spoke with your mom on the phone about the house, and she said you could give me a time estimate when you arrived.”

I gripped the bucket and assessed the space. “If the rest of the house is in the same shape as these rooms, probably around six hours.”

Disappointment tried to furrow Jennifer’s smooth forehead. Botox, most likely. But super well done. Kudos to her and her dermatologist. “Do you think you could do it in four? We’re having company, and the caterers will get here around then.”

“Sure!” I chirped. Because there was only one correct answer to the question—an enthusiastic yes. No problem. I’m excited. Best day of my life, I promise. It totally won’t take a miracle.

“Great.” Jennifer seal-clapped. “I’ll give you a little something extra for your trouble.”

At that, I swooned anew. Four hours was sounding better and better. I could totally be bought.



Two hours in, I’d cleaned almost the entire upstairs—the primary suite with buttery linens, a guest bathroom outfitted with Turkish towels and a heated toilet seat.

I was hustling.

Wisps of hair stuck to my sweaty face. I paused in a bedroom, positioned under a vent and stretched the collar of my shirt to balloon with cool air. Staring out the window at the turquoise pool and sapphire lake, I wondered what Mrs. St. James might do if I had a little swim. I smiled, just imagining her face. Not that I would ever.

My phone dinged. Mom had texted: Sherwood confirmed your registration. All set. First session is the second week of school.

My mouth edged into a frown.

“Hey.”

At the deep male voice, I startled. My phone tumbled from my hands, dropping between the nightstand and the wall, landing with a muted thud on the plush carpet.

“Damn it,” I swore, and knelt, squeezing my arm behind the piece of furniture.

Footsteps, and the voice again. “Sorry. Let me help.” He was close, so close I could smell him—peppermint, tuberose, a touch of musk. The scent of money.

With a grunt, I closed my fist around the phone and yanked. “Got it.”

Still in a crouch, I looked up. Way up.

This guy was huge, tall and brawny, blocking off the rest of the room. Slowly he blinked into focus. Jade-green eyes fringed with dark, thick lashes. Equally thick sandy, wavy hair with golden highlights. Tan skin, not from working in the heat, but from drifting on a boat. A yacht tan.

He squinted down at me anxiously. “Are you all right?”

“Fine.” Nerves rising, I shot up, only to be immediately struck dizzy. My head would have collided with his chin if he hadn’t stepped back. Wobbling, and on the verge of a Victorian-style fainting spell, I steadied myself with a palm on the nightstand.

“Get her a chair,” another male voice chimed in.

Over the first boy’s shoulder I spotted a near duplicate. His face was cast in sharp angles. He looked broodier, slightly smaller. But they had the same eyes and hair. Twins.

I straightened my shirt self-consciously. “I’m good.” To prove it, I swooped down, grabbed my yellow microfiber rag from the floor, and wiped the nightstand. Imagine my great chagrin when he stayed put.

Then again, why should he have moved?

Most of the time, I didn’t pay much attention to the rooms as I cleaned. My focus was on dust, the trash, and folding sheets into hospital corners. But then I noted the navy comforter, the large television with video game consoles (which probably cost three months’ worth of paychecks), and the sweatshirt, slung over the desk chair, from Clearview Prep—a private school with spectacular views of the sound and a student population whose families had a minimum net worth of ten million.

Definitely a teen boy’s room. So, fair. I was in his space.

Still, this teen boy and his clone were clearly violating the house cleaner–client agreement—in which each party carefully skirts around the other, pretending they don’t exist. A relationship dynamic attributed to house cleaners knowing the most intimate and secret details of their clients’ lives. The couple on the brink of divorce. What families’ kids were suspended from school. The newlyweds with an ultrasound photograph pinned to the fridge one week, then a week later stuck to the back of a picture of an angel on their mantel. (I didn’t charge them for that clean.) The widow who lived in a near-spotless neoclassical mansion on Seattle’s Millionaire’s Row, owned a dog that looked more rodent than canine, and always made you sit down for a cup of tea before you vacuumed. Her name was Mrs. Sydney, and I liked her the best.

“I’m Colin,” the boy closer to me said.

“Let’s go,” his brother grouched, basketball tucked under his arm.

Colin stepped back as if to leave, and relief rushed through me.

That’s right. Go.

But then he paused. Stayed put. “That’s Sebastian, my brother. He’s kind of moody,” he whispered as if in apology.

“Dude.” Sebastian’s face twisted.

“He knows it’s true. Along with being mercurial, he’s also incredibly rigid. When we go on road trips, he marks where all the available restrooms are on the map. Not a single fun bone in his body.” Colin smiled lazily, something naughty in his eyes.

“Leave her alone and let her do her job,” said Sebastian. “Let’s go.”

I gave Colin my own smile, tight and restrained. “Nice to meet you both.” By which I meant the opposite. It was not nice to meet them or to be in the middle of their weird sibling dynamic.

“Hold on,” Colin said with a glance at his brother. He circled back to me.

Such hubris.

I reached under Colin’s desk and dumped the trash into a white bag I’d brought upstairs.

Colin’s chin tucked down like he was embarrassed. “Just so you know, all those fast-food wrappers in my garbage are from separate occasions. I usually eat very healthy. Green juice? Yes, please.”

Sebastian rubbed his pinched brow. “My God, this is painful to watch.”

I scooted toward a set of shelves. Colin kept on my heels. “Do you find my brother funny and charming? I didn’t exactly explain it, but to be clear, he’s emotionally unavailable and takes his laptop to the bathroom with him.” A pillow hurtled through the air, hitting Colin square between the shoulders. Colin smoothed back his hair. “He’s also prone to fits of violence.”

“Don’t worry.” I kept my attention welded to the bookshelf, littered with rowing trophies and medals, and ran a cloth over an old copy of Winnie-the-Pooh, the only book. I paused at the unexpectedness of it. The spine was well worn. I’d always thought Christopher Robin was kind of sad, a lonely boy with imaginary animals for friends. I was so focused on Pooh, this surprising detail in his room, I spoke without thinking. “I find both of you equally unappealing.” I stopped and closed my eyes, ears ringing. Well, poop. I’d said that out loud. I opened my eyes.

Colin and Sebastian were both struck still, a wave of cold surprise splashing over their faces. Absolutely befuddled.

Sebastian was the first to react, rewarding me with a cock of the head and a slow smirk, as if to say, Well, goddamn, look at you.

Mentally, I spiraled, panic setting in. Mrs. St. James would call my mom once she heard I’d insulted her sons. Mom wouldn’t care what excuses I gave, like these two boys were entitled, overprivileged, too-big-to-fail, most-likely-child-emperors-in-their-past-lives jerks. All she’d see were the dollars draining from her account.

I clutched the yellow cloth to my chest. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Of course you should have.” Colin’s expression was inscrutable. I decided he was definitely high. “Open and honest communication is the foundation of any good relationship. How can I make myself more appealing if I don’t know you find me unappealing in the first place? But then again, I shouldn’t have to change who I am for you to like me. It is slightly problematic.” Not untrue. He pursed his lips, and his brow lowered in deep concentration. “I’d say your name here for effect, but I don’t know it.”

“Emma,” I said. “Your house cleaner. And I’m all done here.” My steps were light and quick as I crossed the room, picking up the bucket and trash bag on my way out.

“See you next time, Emma,” Colin called at my back.

Sebastian murmured something and a scuffle ensued. As I dashed down the stairs, I glimpsed Colin putting his brother in a headlock and giving him the mother of all noogies. Being an only child, I didn’t really get siblings. Also, being a girl, I didn’t understand the hypermasculine display. All of it was out of my wheelhouse.

I spent the next two hours carefully cleaning the downstairs, avoiding the brothers. I breathed out a sigh of relief when I heard them leave, the sound of the garage door opening and closing. To make sure they were gone, I peeked out the window. Like a true psychopath, Colin was driving a BMW. Sebastian was in the passenger seat.

Finished with one minute to spare, I collected the envelope and checked inside. Five hundred dollars for the cleaning, plus an extra hundred as a tip. Sweet. I tucked the bill into my back pocket and hauled the white trash bag to the side of the house to dump it. The weather was hot and windy. My hair blew in my face as I opened the bin and lobbed the bag inside. The lid slammed shut with a bang.

I stayed put, cooling down for a moment. It was then that I saw it. A scrap of white paper caught in the hedge. A piece of garbage that had escaped?

I plucked it from the leaves and studied the paper, plain and heavy, the kind Delia—my other best friend besides Theo—and I ogled at stationery stores. Delia was an artist and obsessed with paper. She considered the near-translucent sheets from the dollar store in our household printer a cardinal sin.

I flipped the card stock over. On the back, words had been inked in a messy, boyish script.


If I’m being honest, I loved you from the beginning.



I pulled in a shallow breath, struck by the words, their intensity.

For one insane second I entertained the idea, imagined being loved that way. An ache clawed up my throat and I swallowed it back—

No.

Words like this weren’t meant for me.

I crumpled the note and threw it away, leaving it in the yawning darkness of the garbage can.






CHAPTER FIVE

Before the Glenn, when my parents first separated, my dad rented one of those executive apartments for short stays.

You know the kind—prefurnished, economically equipped with the basics. Mom dropped me off every other weekend. I pretended not to see her park down the street and weep. And I definitely never told her that I liked going over there. It was fun, a vacation of sorts. We’d go to the movies. He’d let me buy the candy Mom wouldn’t. We’d get takeout from one of the three restaurants within walking distance—Happy Teriyaki, Go Go Pizza, or Best Burger.

Food growing cold, I’d sit at the laminate table made to look like wood, watching as he opened cabinet after cabinet, searching for glasses and plates. “I just can’t seem to get the hang of this place,” he’d say, then add, “But hopefully, I won’t be here for long.”

Of course he wouldn’t. Soon he’d move back in. Soon he’d be home. Mom and Dad were still wearing their wedding rings at this point. My hope wasn’t totally delusional.

Anyhoo, I remember there were four of everything in the kitchen. Four plates. Four forks. Four spoons. Four knives. Four dish towels.

In Japan four is an unlucky number. The way it’s spoken sounds like the word for “death.” Some buildings in Japan don’t even have a fourth floor.

I thought about it after my dad moved out of the executive apartment and signed a four-year lease at the Glenn. The number four. Death. Divorce.

Cut to me now—sitting in my car, parked along the curb at Dad’s recently purchased townhouse I’d helped him choose, prepping to meet Madison and her daughter. I heaved breaths in and out, pushing down unease. Change wasn’t always my friend.

My dad chose that exact moment to open the front door.

He stood at the threshold, hands in his pockets. Light flooded the front step, and I saw him clearly—full head of hair giving way to gray at the temples, blue eyes that I wished I’d inherited instead of my mother’s muddy brown. “Emma,” he said loud enough for his voice to carry to the car. “You coming in?”
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