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notes:

- this will be rated E later on

- content warnings for alcohol usage

- i have no idea when the next chapter will be up! my hope is that i’ll be able to post it a week from now, then the last part 2 weeks from then.

- this definitely found influence in one of my favourite fics, “there’s no promised goodbye here” by Yuisaki, so i wanted to give credit even though i didn’t make it a related work (since it isn’t actually inspired by the original fic).

- there is a lot of miscommunication in this fic. they are not kind people here, as much as they try to be: they do bad things, and they work to fix them, but they are by no means perfect.






“A person inside a person inside a life. That’s called parataxis. That’s called the future.”


— Ocean Vuong, On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous







It starts, as most things do, with Yoimiya.

Sara is heading to refill her coffee from the fancy French press they bought for the staff room last month and wrote off as a business expense (“It is a business expense,” insisted Thoma. “It improves all the employees’ quality of life. Just don’t tell Yae and everything will be fine.”) on her morning break. She sees Yoimiya’s blonde head peek over her cubicle, the little name tag stuck to the divider saying NAGANOHARA YOIMIYA, QUALITY ASSURANCE with a smiley face and a heart doodle stuck on the end. It is hilariously Yoimiya-esque. 

“Sara?”

Her fingers tighten around her mug. She’s running on caffeine, the gears of her brain gunked up with coffee grounds. It’s shaping up to be a long day already and she’s only been in the office for two hours. “What is it?”

“I have something you might want to know.” Her voice is stupidly, ridiculously gentle, and Sara hates it: Yoimiya’s kindness, her ability to meet every harsh word that comes her way with tenderness to match. A system of punishment inverse to its protector. Sara doesn’t know what to do in the face of it; she shies away like a spooked animal.

“It’s not going to hurt you,” Yoimiya adds cautiously. Reassurance for a worry Sara didn’t even feel.

“I didn’t think it would,” she says eventually, but walks over to Yoimiya’s cubicle.

“Actually, can we take this outside? I’d rather not…” she hesitates, jerking her head toward Sayu, who doesn’t even look like she’s fully awake yet. “You know how it is.”

“Of course,” she answers automatically, even though she really has no fucking idea how it is. She’s been sleepwalking through work for god knows how long and became painfully aware of it recently. 

They step out into the empty hall. One floor down from them is an acupuncture clinic, while the building on the other side of the street hosts a newly-converted weed shop. Out of the corner of her eye, the leaf on the shopfront out the window and the elevator directory sign melt into a blur, the streetlights a crossfade of green.

Goddamn. Maybe she shouldn’t have left the Tylenol at home.

“Listen,” says Yoimiya quietly. The set of her mouth is firm. “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, so I’ll just start by saying nothing has been confirmed. But I’ve heard some things—” which happens all the time, because Yoimiya is so nice that people will say anything around her without worrying about their advantage being pressed. Sara has never been trusted like that. “—And I thought you should know first. Considering that you…” she presses her lips together.

“Just tell me,” replies Sara, a headache persisting at her temples. “I can handle it.”

“I know you can, I just want to make sure you don’t interpret it wrong, because—”

“Yoimiya.”

“Fine,” she says. “I heard Ei on the phone the other day. I think she’s planning to find another job.”

For a second, the traffic outside goes silent, the lights dim, and everything stops.

Sara feels an ache in her jaw, so strong that her teeth rattle. It’s like a blade slipped clean through her stomach. “I…where would she go?” And it’s a question of what company is good enough for her, not which one would take her, because not many places deserve someone like Ei. CEO of a software startup and previously a Microsoft intern, graduated top of her class at UBC Sauder—the same year that Sara entered the university. (Parallel planes, never crossing.) Excellent time management and secure work ethic. 

Sara could write Ei’s resume, she thinks, and probably her cover letter too. Driven individual with a gift for administrative activities. Five years of experience in a managerial position. Can navigate the SkyTrain system like the back of her hand. The best person to ask on a date because she’ll arrive ten minutes early every time; no more, no less. No one has or will ever kiss like her. She was in the orchestra in high school: first flute player, Sara remembers dimly, then she tries to recall when Ei told her that—probably after they had sex, she was always most vulnerable then, the only time Sara ever believed that Ei was seeing her instead of seeing through her. Her fingers gliding across Sara’s skin, touches mapping out a lifetime.

Too bad job applications don’t include romantic history.

Yoimiya rolls her shoulders back. The tattoo on her arm glints in the golden sunlight, flames sparking and leaping up to her bicep. “It was an old friend of hers from college. A job opening in Seoul.”

She can barely hear herself over the thundering in her ears. “South Korea?”

Yoimiya nods. 

“What kind of job?”

“Administration, from what I’ve heard,” she says. “But obviously it’s more than that. She wouldn’t choose to leave if it was a downgrade from her current position, unless—” she stops talking. Looks at her. Her gaze is thoughtful, and it’s this thoughtfulness that breaks Sara.

She swallows hard. “It’s her business.” The sound comes out shallow and weak; she coughs to clear it. “I mean. Good for her. Maybe she wants a challenge. She’s probably bored of working here for so long.”

Bored of you, the tiny voice in her head whispers. She dismisses it.

If anything, Sara is surprised that Ei hadn’t left earlier—that she hadn’t been the one to break the stilted, awkward stalemate between them that had eaten away at the atmosphere long after the breakup.

But now that it’s truly happening, she can’t quite comprehend it.

“I’m going to head back,” Yoimiya tells her carefully, like she’s trying to tame a caged bird. “Take as much time as you need, okay? I’ll get your coffee for you.” She pries the mug out from where Sara is clenching it, white-knuckled.

“Tell Thoma he has to clean the coffee filter,” she says robotically. “And we need more oat milk. Forty-two percent of us are lactose intolerant.” The percentage slips out without her intending for it to.

“On it.”

And then Yoimiya is gone, and Sara’s chest has frozen over with something close to grief. A hand, outstretched, is a memory, which is a ghost which is a sadness which is a city. 

It seems impossible that so much had shifted after one conversation, but Sara wants to slap herself for not seeing the signs earlier. She slides down the wall, knees tucked to her chest, and stares at the carpet seeing nothing at all.

━━━━━━

When Sara saw the job offer, at first, she thought it was a joke. Someone had posted it up in her apartment complex and she looked at it for a few seconds, uncomprehending. Software engineer and salesperson wanted at Hanamizaka Labs. Startup located close to Pacific Center. (The traffic was atrocious but the SkyTrain stop was right next door, Sara reasoned, so it wasn’t all bad.) $130,000 a year plus employee bonuses, retirement benefits, and all kinds of medical insurance covered. Living in Vancouver, Sara needed everything she could get—and she knew who else could use the help.

“Hey,” she said to Itto, pushing open the door to their apartment. Her fingers were caked with coffee dregs after working all day and her university degree languished, rotting without use. “I saw a job listing for a tech company on Georgia Street. They want a software engineer and sales associate. 130k a year. How do you feel about it?”

Itto raised an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”

Between shifts at the coffee shop, Sara worked on her application. Late into the night she and Itto would polish their resumes, surrounded by bubble tea and takeout, giggle-high and hopeful that maybe this would be it. That maybe they would make enough to not simply break even on rent but to save, to have enough for weekend trips or time off, money sent back home to family in Japan.

They went in for their interviews together, marketed themselves as a pair. “If one of us gets hired, the other does,” said Sara, and then Itto nodded, and their interviewer (who introduced himself as Ayato) raised an eyebrow.

“I see.”

Ayato was supposedly in charge of their orientation, but it was Yoimiya who dove in feet-first. She ferried Sara and Itto around to every cubicle in the room to introduce themselves, starting at her own.

“I do quality assurance,” she said. “That’s Sayu’s chair, but she never starts work before lunchtime. She’s supposed to be in customer relations. I don’t know. She doesn’t do a whole lot of work, you feel me?”

Sara frowned. “Okay.”

Yomiya continued the tour. “The girl you saw on your way in was Kokomi! Business relations and receptionist. The only one who actually speaks French fluently. The rest of us are high-school level at best.”

“French?” asked Sara. 

“Passed my C2 exam last year,” Kokomi told her brightly. “I speak four languages.”

Yoimiya giggled. “I have no idea how she does it. You can ask her later. Anyway—that office over there is for Yae Miko, our CFO. Just don’t piss her off and you’ll be fine. Then these two are for Ayato and our new salesperson.” She nodded her head toward Itto. “The desk here is Kazuha’s, he’s in charge of UI and UX design for all outgoing products. I think he only got his own desk because he said he needed a zen ambiance to do his work.”

“Right,” Itto agreed. “Peaceful spaces are important.” 

Sara thought privately that Itto had never existed in a peaceful space.

Yoimiya looked surprised. “That’s interesting. I find that I work better with some background noise, but everyone is different. Over in that corner, we have Gorou, who does tech troubleshooting and product development if he’s in a good mood. Otherwise, he just sits around for half the day because we don’t get enough tech support requests to fill up all his time.”

Gorou stood up. “Untrue!” he called. “I am a very busy person.”

Yoimiya laughed. “Prove it,” she replied, then turned back to the two of them. “That almost wraps up the team. The office across the room belongs to our CEO, Ei. She travels a lot, I don’t think she’ll be back until Thursday. And then here’s your space, Sara. There’s Ayaka and Thoma, both software engineers. Ayaka is Ayato’s sister, in case you missed it.”

The KAMISATO sticky note on both of their desks was unmistakable, and so was the resemblance between them, but Sara didn’t mention it.

“Thoma is also responsible for buying snacks every week. He’s over there making tea right now. Questions?”

Itto had already sat down at his desk. “This chair is awesome,” he said enthusiastically. “Very ergonomic.”

Yoimiya flashed a thumbs-up. “I’m glad to hear it! Don’t be afraid to tell us any of your questions or concerns. We’re all a big family here. Kind of a dysfunctional one, but—”

On the other side of the room, Thoma dropped his tea. The cup shattered as it hit the ground. 

Kokomi looked up. “Third one this week, Thoma? Really?”

Meeting Sara’s gaze, Ayaka smiled. “Ignore it,” she advised. “This happens all the time.”

“Yes,” said Sara because she couldn’t think of any other way to respond and she didn’t want her new coworker to think she was anything less than competent. Her palms were sweaty. “Of course it does.”

“So,” Ayaka began, no further opening necessary. Her mouse clicked three times and Sara quickly turned to switch on her monitor. “What’s your story?”

“My story?”

“You know. Things you say to prove that you’re a person. The food you love, pets, work history. Were you born in Japan too?” 

“I was,” Sara admitted. “I came here in high school with my parents before they moved back.” Since then she had come to love it, despite the imperfections: the bubble tea shops sandwiched on every corner, the Chinatown visits after work and for lunch on rainy Saturdays, late-night buskers and buildings scraping the sky. Bike rides on the coast, downtown expeditions to scope out the best Japanese food that would taste like even the palest imitation of her grandma’s egg rolls. Asian grocery store trips twice a month so she and Itto could attempt to recreate takoyaki in their tiny apartment. “I’ve lived here ever since.”

Ayaka’s eyes curled up at the corners. “Ayato and I came in middle school,” she told her. “We aren’t so different, then. Do you have any siblings?”

“No siblings, but Itto is practically one. We met in university.”

“Ah. Forgive me, I didn’t want to ask but I wasn’t sure if you two had a—”

“Not together,” she says, grimacing. “He’s a good person, definitely. Not my type, though. We tried once, it didn’t—didn’t work out.”

“Right,” said Ayaka. “Well. It’s nice to meet you, Kujou Sara.” She extended a hand. “I look forward to working with you.”

Sara took it. 

━━━━━━

“Itto,” says Sara when she pushes open the front door. Itto is already seated on the couch, buttons straining to pop against his dress shirt (because he’s worn the same size since sophomore year of university and refuses to buy new shirts to accommodate his pecs) and cowlicks starting to escape from the gel he applied in the morning. “Did you know?”

“Know what?” he asks, gaze glued to an episode of Love It or List It. 

“Yoimiya told me.” She feels strangely emptied-out, as if she’s been holding onto these leftover, pent-up emotions for so long that they’ve left her drained and just…hollow. “Ei’s thinking of stepping down. Her friend has a position for her in Seoul.” She pulls her shoes off and opens the pantry to find a half-finished bag of arare crackers. “Did you know? That she was planning to leave?”

His eyes soften. “I wasn’t sure. I guessed, but…” he shrugs, leaving the rest of the sentence unsaid. “I didn’t know about the Seoul part. That’s further than—further than I expected. Does she have a plan for her replacement?”

She swallows. Breathes. “Probably. She’s Ei. I’m sure she has it figured out.” Her voice wobbles in the middle: tripwire tension that refuses to snap. 

“Right. She’s Ei,” Itto echoes. He fumbles for the TV remote and switches it off. “Did you see her at work today?”

Sara shakes her head. “She hasn’t been here for the past week. Still in San Francisco.”

“Ah,” he says, nodding. “She’ll probably announce it when she comes back, then. Or not,” he adds after a moment. “It still might not happen.”

The attempt at reassurance falls flat. Both of them know the chance of it not going through is hopelessly slim. 

“I mean, it was stupid of me to think she would stay here forever anyway,” Sara says. For once, Itto is quiet. A furrow appears between his eyebrows. “I guess I just. I hadn’t thought that much about it, right? About the future.” 

Ei’s mouth closed around a straw. Her lips open and wet. Sara, chewing on a tapioca pearl, thick and suffocating, a stopper in her throat. I don’t know if this is working out.

Ei. Face vacant and shuttered, purple hair falling into her face. If you think so. And back then Sara had wished she would say something, feel something, show something other than her typical blankness, just so Sara would know their relationship had meant half as much to Ei as it did to her. For her to know someone had loved her at all. 

But of course it was too much to expect. Of course a person as good as Ei wouldn’t have felt anything toward her, no matter how hard Sara tried to pretend otherwise, no matter how many looks she read too much into, no matter how many kisses she stole under the cover of night or mornings when—

“Sara?” 

“Nothing,” she says. “Nothing. Sorry. Let’s—let’s go shopping, okay? We need to stop by the H-Mart downtown anyway. We can have dinner from Sashimiya too. My treat.” Her eyes sting and she blinks twice, fast. 

“It’s only Wednesday,” Itto points out. “Friday is takeout day.” Honest to a fault, especially when he knows it will preserve Sara’s sense of structure. The tiny details she clings onto to stop her life from falling apart around her.

“Still,” she pushes, trying to dispel the sourness in her stomach. “We’ll just cook this Friday. It’s not a big deal.”

He chews on his lower lip. “Sure,” he agrees. “We can do that.”

They get their dinner to-go and end up taking the SkyTrain to Chinatown, where they eat at an empty table made of rickety red plastic; two legs balanced on the pavement and two on the main road. The smell of cooking food envelopes them in steam and grease and Sara pulls her chopsticks apart, the wood paring evenly.

“I don’t know how you do that,” remarks Itto. When he pulls his, one side ends up bigger than the other. “Teach me your ways.”

“It’s practice,” she says just to humour him. “You’ll get it eventually.”

“I won’t, but thanks,” he says, laughing. “Do you know when Ei is coming back? I think Yae’s planning for the quarterly financial report soon, so the office will be busy. I’ve heard Kokomi talking about offering internships as a possibility for the summer.”

“I think Ei is due back on Friday,” Sara answers, fiddling with her chopsticks. As much as she wishes she didn’t, every part of Ei’s schedule is burned into her brain, the first name she looks for on the team’s Google Calendar. Letting go is impossible when your ex is also your boss, and Sara had to learn that the hard way.

It would help, too, if she didn’t wake up every day feeling like she regretted breaking up anyway. Seeing as she’s been heartbroken for—nearly a full year. 

But if Ei didn’t want to go through with it, didn’t want to make it work again, there was no point in trying to get lightning to strike twice. 

Sara was lucky enough to have even called Ei her own, once. That kind of magic doesn’t happen often.

“You’re going to be okay?” Itto asks. “With—” he pauses. “With knowing?”

Her chest is tight with unspoken sadness. She tamps it down, refuses to acknowledge the pressure building behind her eyes. “Of course I’m okay. I would have ended up finding out sooner or later.” A non-response to a non-question. “And I have more time to prepare anyway.” Both of them are silent, but the street still hums with chatter, food stalls lining the pavement and people yelling out of windows on the second floor, everyone around them wandering, eating food, enjoying the company of those they love. Sara wishes she could say the same. “I can’t imagine what things will look like without her.” 

“Me neither,” she says, and it rings true: ever since they started working at Hanamizaka Labs, Ei has been an inextricable part of their day-to-day operations. Even when she wasn’t there, even before they got together—Ei was always there. Sara always wanted Ei, wanted her in any capacity she could get her. Wanted for Ei to look at her just once. Maybe it would be less painful now if Ei simply hadn’t seen her at all, back then.

“We should go home,” offers Itto. Chinatown is winding down into relaxation; a karaoke bar’s neon sign lights up across the street and smoke curls through the air in paper ribbons. Late spring makes everything drip with humidity despite the gray sky.

“You’re right,” Sara says. Her voice sounds far away and blurry, like she’s hearing it through the underside of a fishbowl. She stands up. “Let’s go.”

━━━━━━

It was her third day on the job when she met Ei. By then she was already well accustomed to the clusterfuck that was the Hanamizaka Labs office, and she didn’t even blink when Kazuha walked out in the middle of the workday, carrying his Wacom tablet under one arm and half-finished nitro cold brew in the other as he muttered about the terrible atmosphere for focus.

“Ignore him,” said Ayato from behind her.

“Already have.”

“Kazuha does that sometimes,” Thoma added, coming up next to him. Sara wondered if either of them were aware of the way they leaned into each other, the distance between them slowly closing out of instinct. Two opposing poles that couldn’t help but attract. “I think he’s just annoyed that Sayu told a client we could totally design the logo they had in mind, even though it’s the ugliest thing any of us have ever seen.” He laughed. “It probably disturbs Kazuha’s delicate aesthetic senses.”

The corner of Ayato’s mouth lifted. “You might be right.”

Thoma nodded. “You would agree if you saw the design brief,” he said, turning to Sara. “God. It was fucking terrible. I don’t say that lightly. And colour-wise, the scheme really did not work, especially with that geometric pattern they wanted to go with. Point is, give him some time. Besides, put yourself in his shoes, having to do—” he paled suddenly, looking at something over Sara’s head. “Oh.”

“What?” asked Sara.

“Kujou Sara,” a woman said behind her.

She jumped. “Yes. That’s me.”

“You’re the new hire?” 

“I am.”

“Sara,” Ayato said slowly. “This is Ei. Our CEO. I don’t believe you’ve met her yet?”

Sara swallowed and turned around to say hello.

She hadn’t expected Ei to be pretty, was the thing—hadn’t expected her to have a voice that went down like mulberry wine, rich and sweet, thick purple hair threaded through with lighter strands and a braid tossed over her shoulder. Her eyes began dark violet in the center and faded out to a lighter purple. She didn’t break eye contact with Sara as she pulled off her suit jacket and hung it on the wall.

Jesus Christ.

“No,” she answered. “I haven’t met her yet. I’m pleased to be working with you,” she said steadily, although what she wanted to say was please pin me to a wall somewhere and kiss me until I forget my own name. 

Look. A girl had needs. It wasn’t Sara’s fault that her boss happened to be the most beautiful person she’d ever seen. She couldn’t be held personally liable for anything that happened after that, really—not the kiss or the first date or the walk home back to Ei’s apartment together, not the feeling of craving so much you thought you might collapse under the pressure of it on your heart. None of it.

“Likewise,” Ei said. There was no humour in her face, just a stoic severity that bordered on demeaning. Sara didn’t even flinch. “I look forward to seeing what you can do, Kujou Sara.” Her name rolled off Ei’s tongue with calm ease, every syllable musical.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s great to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

The expression on Ei’s face changed. If Sara didn’t know better she would have thought it was close to a smile. “Really. That’s good to know.” She disappeared into her office.

When Sara sat back down, Thoma and Ayato were both staring at her. “What?”

“I was terrified of her when I first saw her,” said Thoma, wonderingly. “How do you do it?”

She shrugged. “I’ve met a lot of scary people. She isn’t that bad.” But she was stupidly hot, and that added to the intimidation factor at least threefold.

Thoma’s eyes widened. “You’ll have to teach me your secrets one day,” he said, and he dropped a hand on Ayato’s shoulder without even blinking. “Do you want coffee?”

Ayato nodded. “One sugar?”

“Always,” Thoma said, flashing a smile. He wandered off to the coffee machine.

Ayato went back to his desk and Ayaka rolled her chair over to Sara’s cubicle without preamble, as if she’d been waiting for the others to go away. “Hey, I’ve been thinking about a new approach to our last product design.”

Sara forcefully shoved all thoughts of Ei out of her mind. “Sure. What’s up?”

━━━━━━

“Sara. May I speak with you?” Yae Miko’s voice interrupted Sara’s train of thought, a shadow approaching behind her cubicle.

“Of course,” said Sara hastily. “What is it?” She hoped to god it wasn’t about her quality of work; she’d been at Hanamizaka Labs for upwards of six months now and her last monthly report didn’t raise any issues she could remember.

Yae coughed. “Please step into my office.”

Apprehension crawled up her spine, but she followed Yae into the office dutifully. “Are there any problems? I promise I’ll try to resolve them if I can. Or if it’s about the bug fixes for last month’s development update, I think that—”

“It’s not about that,” Yae interrupted. “Although I’m sure it would be good to check up on the bug fixes as well.”

Sara frowned. “Oh. What’s wrong?”

She should have noticed earlier, probably, that Yae looked simultaneously smug and puzzled, a little bit as if she’d eaten something foul.

“I don’t wish to overstep,” Yae said firmly. “But I would like to know your…intentions. With Ei.”

Sara’s brain glitched and sparked out before finally blue-screening-of-death. “My…intentions?”

“Romantic ones,” clarified Yae. “Or the lack thereof.”

She swallowed. “I—um. I’m not really sure what you mean. If I’ve committed any workplace conduct transgressions that would be great to know, but. Uh.”

Yae looked up at the ceiling, the slightest of eye-rolls. “Not exactly. I’d like to find out if you have any romantic inclinations toward Ei.”

“Why?” Sara blinked twice, not completely following.

She sighed. “I have reason to believe that Ei may feel—a certain type of way with regards to you. And it would be prudent to gather more details on the potential…reciprocation of those feelings, since Ei seems to have no intentions of acting on them herself. Do you understand?”

Sara nearly choked on her spit. “Maybe?”

“Good. Would it be reasonable to assume that you also share—similar affections?”

“Will saying yes or no get me fired?”

Yae’s eyes flashed. “I wouldn’t fire you for answering a question I asked in the first place.”

She leaned against the wall, something unspooling in her stomach. “I think I do. Like her,” she admitted, despite how ridiculous and juvenile it felt to say it like that. Particularly to her boss.

“Why?”

“What?”

Yae raised an eyebrow. “Why do you like her?” At Sara’s look of confusion, she added, “Forgive me for the screening. I’m simply curious.”

The question made her think, because it wasn’t like she could really narrow it down to one point. It was more like an amalgamation of them, hundreds of small moments barreling into each other at light speed and becoming a tangled mess. Hair tumbling over Ei’s shoulder. Ei chewed on the end of her pen out of nervous habit; her voice was soft and warm when she tossed a two-dollar coin to the teenage boy who busked outside their office building.

Something tranquil always came over Ei’s face when he started playing, like she could sit there forever and just listen to the plucked guitar strains. Sara had three different bubble tea orders and Ei could always read her, predict which one she wanted without Sara saying it. On lunch break, she would look up to see a cup already balanced next to her desk with ‘SARA’ written on it in neat Sharpie.

“She’s thoughtful,” Sara decided on saying eventually. “She seems to really care about everyone here, and she’s less…less cold than she looks.” Just as perfect, though.

Yae nodded. “You’re right. Ei—has trouble sometimes, saying what she means. But it doesn’t make her any less kind. She’s always been like this.”

“When did you meet her?”

“We went to high school together,” answered Yae. “And reconnected near the end of university. At that point, I was thinking of going into accounting, but Ei approached me to ask what I thought of starting a software company. And now…” she spread her arms. “It’s led us here.”

“Did you go to university with her?”

Yae shook her head. “I was at U of T, actually. Ei was going to Sauder at the time, and I came back for the summer and we met again. Life has a strange way of working out, don’t you agree?”

“Yes.”

Clapping her hands, Yae stepped backward. “This was a lovely conversation. It was wonderful getting to know you better. While I don’t want to intrude on your private business or whatever you and Ei may have, I will—gently encourage you to speak to her. You may find that your feelings have a strong chance of being returned.”

And that, perhaps, was the part most difficult to grasp: that Ei might have felt the same way about her. That Ei, this girl who was everything Sara thought she ever could have wanted, might want someone like Sara, too. 

It wasn’t the first time she had considered it, but it was the closest it had come to ever being real. And that was…fucking terrifying, really, a fear almost paralyzing in its enormity, a paper crane of delicate hope crumpling under this massive weight. It felt like her lungs were filling with sand.

“Don’t panic,” Yae interrupted. She sounded sure. Composed, unbothered, assertive, as if she dealt with people like Sara every day. She probably did. “If it’s of major concern, you don’t need to say anything. I was merely offering it as an option.”

“Right,” Sara managed to get out. “I just.” She blinked. There was a stinging sensation behind her nose. “I hadn’t considered that. At all.”

Yae made a sound through her nose, something close to a sigh of exasperation. “I would be more than happy to help you through this, but I don’t believe it falls under my area of expertise. You would be better off consulting someone else.”

“Okay,” she said, and then Yae walked off, pink hair swishing behind her as she headed back to her office. Sara stood there for a good ten minutes processing all of it, so long that Ei herself arrived. 

“Kujou Sara?”

There was something about the way Ei said her name; like it was important, a closely-guarded secret. She said it in full every time, too, the greatness of it larger than a few syllables could convey. 

“Yes?”

“Is something wrong?”

“No! Nothing’s wrong,” she answered quickly. “I was speaking to Yae. That’s all.”

A furrow appeared on Ei’s forehead. “Hm. Did she say something to you in particular?”

“Nope,” replied Sara, as flustered as she had ever been. “Nothing specific. Have you eaten yet today?” she asked, changing the subject.

Ei’s eyes lightened, the look of concentration on her face melting into unflappable serenity. “I have. And you?”

“Not yet, but I will later,” she said distractedly. “There’s a ramen place up by Main Street that I’ve heard good things about. I think I’ll go there this weekend.”

“You’ll have to let me know what it tastes like,” Ei replied. “I trust your judgement.”

Sara fumbled. “Well, I—that’s—”

But before she could form a proper sentence Ei had already disappeared back into the main office, and Sara couldn’t do anything but follow her. Always in pursuit, always chasing after something not-quite-there, a perfection so precise and exact Sara half-disbelieved it. A shadow that would disappear as soon as the sun sank past the sky. 

━━━━━━

The day Ei comes back from San Francisco—the same week Yoimiya drops the bombshell news—it’s just Sara’s luck that she runs into her on the elevator. 

Back when they were dating they used to come to work together at 8 am on the dot. Sara slipped out of the apartment early, when the sun was barely pinking the undersides of clouds, careful not to wake Itto. She met Ei at the train station. 

From there it morphed into so much more. Sleepy morning hugs, arms wrapped around Sara’s waist when both of them were too tired to function, hands held loosely as they sat on the train and watched the city go by. Stolen kisses in the elevator every morning. No one else ever arrived until 9 am and it was like a time all their own, their space to make coffee and field phone calls and answer emails, never letting go of each other. 

They always needed some kind of contact, the same way thirst needed water—hand on hip, ankles brushing, a palm cupping the back of Sara’s neck lightly. There was only so long either of them could last without touching. An upper threshold of forbearance. They didn’t want to reach maximum capacity.

After the breakup, Sara started getting to work at 9, the regular time. She took the train with Itto instead, turned up the music blaring in her earbuds so she wouldn’t have to hear one side of the irritated phone calls of commuting businessmen. She avoided Ei’s gaze through the whole workday, a gash that refused to cauterize. A sore festering and bubbling. 

It hurt less as time went on, but she never went back to taking the 7:45 train again.

Now, Sara walks into the elevator at 8:30. Itto is still knocked out cold from drinking too much sake the night before. She sees Ei already standing there. She had assumed that maybe Ei would have come to work later with her flight landing only 45 minutes ago. Apparently not.

She should have known, should have known Ei better and known that she would be here come hell or high water. It feels like a sucker punch to the gut. The force of it nearly knocks Sara off her feet.

She doesn’t let it show on her face, though, merely steps into the elevator and stares blankly at the buttons, watching the floor numbers change. 

“Good morning,” she says after a moment.

Ei looks at her and moves an inch away. Sara can’t say she blames her, but that extra distance between them hurts like a burn. “Good morning.” The fact that she answered in the first place is shocking.

“How was San Francisco?”

Ei takes a few seconds to reply. “Not bad. I enjoyed the food.”

“Right,” she says. “Good food is…good.” The stupidity of her own response makes her want to walk straight into oncoming traffic. Well, maybe not. But something along those lines.

Ei just hums.

The sign switches from 2 to 3. Right as the elevator doors slide open and they step out, it just slips out of Sara’s mouth. “You can’t leave,” she blurts out. “I—how would Hanamizaka function without you?”

Ei turns around and looks at her. Nothing in her face betrays her thoughts, and Sara remembers it being this way when they dated, too, how badly Sara wished she knew what Ei was thinking. Like she even had the right to. And that was the other thing: Sara didn’t know which things she deserved to know, didn’t know what should be kept secret and what should be shared. It wasn’t her first relationship but it was her first real one, and she was certain that Ei deserved everything she had and more, deserved the kind of boundaries Sara tried so hard to provide and the love she could give. 

She was uncertain about every detail. Stumbling blindly through a minefield, just hoping nothing would explode in her face.

Both of them knew it wouldn’t last. 

Maybe it was good that it ended when it did; maybe the duration of it was a testament to Sara’s determination to keep it going, to fan the flames desperately through the snow. She felt like no one else was even trying to keep it alight, or if they were then they shouldn’t have been wasting their time. Ei shouldn’t have been wasting her time with Sara.

“How did you hear that I was leaving?”

So it’s true, she thinks numbly, feeling wind and rain whip through her hair even though they’re in the corridor of an office building. “Someone overheard you on a phone call,” she says aloud.

Ei lifts a brow. “Yoimiya?”

“It’s not her fault,” Sara tells her.

“It was going to come out sooner or later,” says Ei, looking far too wrung-out for 9 am. “Does anyone else know?”

“Just Yoimiya and me. And Itto.”

“So soon everyone will know.”

Sara has to concede. “Basically, yes. I don’t…I’m not going to ask why—” even though the urge to do so is like tar filling her throat “—but I don’t know if we can continue without you. And I know everyone will miss you.”

Ei’s face does something strange. “I didn’t know you still cared what I did.”

She breathes, the weight on her chest nearly unbearable. “I care. Moving to South Korea is a big deal.”

“You went to Japan. Is it so different?”

Sara feels like the rug has been swept out from beneath her feet; she floats endlessly, helpless in pushing back against the force of gravity. She floats, and she tries not to let herself choke up. “Well—you’re right, but that was only for a few months. Basically nothing. Changing jobs is forever, isn’t it?” 

She has to stop herself before she starts thinking about how for the whole two months she sent no more than three emails, all to Ayaka because she couldn’t bear speaking directly to Ei or Yae. How they didn’t find a temporary substitute for her, even though they were more than in their right to, how she didn’t think until the last two weeks that she would be coming back, until one day she sat up in bed and decided it had gone on long enough.

Ei’s gaze is somehow piercing and far away all at once, an insect trapped in amber and struggling to escape. Pools of violet, impenetrable and unreadable. “We didn’t know that at the time.”

The carpet is a shade of light blue, faded with thousands of footsteps treading over it every day for years. Sara has never kept eye contact with it for this long. “Well. I’m back now.”

Ei closes her eyes. “Why do you want to know whether I leave or not?” It’s barely a question as is.

“It’s for the company, isn’t it? Not just a personal decision.”

“For the company,” Ei repeats, her face going slightly wooden. She looks away. Her eyelashes frame the rest of her sharp features in shadow, blurry and out of focus. She’s so beautiful it nearly hurts to look away, but Sara doesn’t trust herself to ever stop looking if she doesn’t now. “I’ll see you later today. Don’t forget to eat lunch.”

Sara doesn’t know what she’s done wrong, but she knows it has to have been something, and she’s split between hating herself for that and for still receiving those tiny acts of kindness from Ei, the reassurances she hoards selfishly but is fully aware she hasn’t earned. Perhaps never earned at all. 

━━━━━━

The week after she broke up with Ei, Sara flew back to Japan.

She hadn’t been there since she was sixteen, and it was as spontaneous a decision as any. But she didn’t couldn’t stomach going to the office, couldn’t handle seeing Ei and maybe beginning to regret what she had done. For the whole flight, she inhaled the scent of flowery mist and stale plane air and played with the button on her phone. Click, click, click-click-click— 

It was the first day of January and was supposed to be a new start. No one around her knew that her heart was still back in Vancouver, held captive by a girl she had wanted for so long but had just fucked everything up with. 

There was something comforting about the anonymity in that plane cabin. Sara could pretend she hadn’t just messed it all up. Pretend she could no longer recall the smell of caramelized brown sugar wafting from the backroom of the bubble tea shop, the hardened look in Ei’s eyes and the subtle parting of her lips, perhaps the only sign that what Sara said meant anything to her. 

Maybe Sara had just wanted to be known, then. God fucking dammit. Maybe sitting her down to say we should break this off before it gets too serious was the only way she knew how to do it—instead of telling Ei I want this to be more or I would marry you if you asked like she truly wanted. Had she ever actually known what she wanted? Probably not.

When she landed in Japan she greeted her parents. Her father looked at her, forehead creased. “Sara? Did something happen?”

“I missed home,” she said as an excuse. “I wanted to come to visit. If that’s okay,” she added hastily, and her mother stepped forward.

“Of course it’s okay. We’ve missed you too.”

After eating lunch, she went straight to her old bedroom and sat there, looking at the posters and decorations she had amassed in the first fifteen years of her life.

It was like seeing a different person altogether. Viewing her childhood through the lens of a stranger, the bottom of a beer bottle that warped her entire line of sight. She had never felt so untethered.

After she got into UBC Sara’s parents flew back to Japan, leaving her alone in a city she had only known for three years, tops. That didn’t come close to what she was feeling now, completely detached from reality and yet too near all at the same time.

She laid down and fell asleep for three hours.

“Sara,” her mother began after dinner, “are you sure nothing happened? Not that we aren’t very happy to see you, but it does feel slightly…rushed.”

“Sorry,” she said, already in defensive mode, glancing down. I—I broke up with someone. That I was seeing for a long time. I guess I just wanted to get away from it all.”

Her mother’s expression morphed into one of pity. “Oh, Sara.”

The rice tasted like sawdust in her mouth. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Was he nice?”

He, thought Sara, a brief moment of lucidity in her haze. For some reason, she latched onto it and barely managed to stop a sob from escaping. “Yeah. He was nice.” The lie felt like an admission of her own guilt. “It just wasn’t working.”

“Well,” her mother said reassuringly, “I’m sure he didn’t deserve you anyway.”

It’s the other way around, Sara wanted to tell her. All along she had been the one chasing, following behind Ei, wanting to do more and give more than she could ever handle, just for Ei. 

Ei was always doing things for her—reminding her to eat lunch, buying her a new Compass Card when Sara’s ran out, getting her dinner from her favourite restaurants because Ei was shit at cooking. Showing up in the middle of the night at Sara’s apartment and sleeping next to her until the sun rose, just because.

She gave a watery laugh and lifted her shoulders. “Maybe.” She bit her lip, feeling her teeth dig into the skin and draw blood. “I’m going to go out tonight.”

Her mother nodded and placed a hand on her shoulder. Small comforts, really. “Be safe.”

Everything after that was a fever dream. New Year’s Day and Sara decided there was no better way to celebrate the worst week of her life than getting herself a seat at the local bar and drinking until her brain was too foggy to think about what went wrong (everything, always). 

Sake splashed over her hand and she just stared at the spill blankly. She couldn’t drum up the energy to mop it up and the bartender approached her: “It might be time to go home now,” the girl said, taking Sara’s most recent glass.

Sara blinked. “Oh,” she said, voice scratchy and fuzzed from alcohol. “Okay.”

“Will you be alright?”

“Yeah,” said Sara. She was only half sure that it was the truth. “I think so. Thank you.”

“No problem,” the bartender answered. “Get home safe.”

Except she didn’t get home. She went and sat in a nearby park, waiting for her head to clear and thinking, what the hell am I doing with my life?

There was a moment, too, where her finger hovered over the ‘call’ button. She wanted to hear Ei’s voice, wanted to tell her that she had made a mistake. 

She wanted so much. Instead of going after any of it, though, she was so drunk she could barely stand up straight, stumbling around a park in Kyoto. With the time difference, Ei would be waking up now and getting ready to go to work, seventeen hours in the past. 

Wasn’t that a thought.

She made a split-second decision, swiped out of Ei’s contact, and tapped on Itto’s. The phone rang seven times before he picked up.

“Sara?” His voice was thick with sleep, tinny in the speakers. 

“Hi,” she said, already struggling to breathe. “Um. I’m going to regret this. But I’m drunk out of my mind right now and the jet lag is really getting to me and I…I want to call her.”

Itto was quiet for a long time. 

“I might have messed up,” she whispered. She didn’t know if the emotions or the cups of sake were making her eyes sting. Probably a mixture of both. “But I can’t take it back, right?” She laughed, wet. “And I wouldn’t know how either.”

He sighed. “How long will you be in Japan?”

She licked her lips. “I don’t know. More than a month, at least. I’ll Venmo you for the rent every first of the month.”

Itto made a sound of affirmation. “I saw Ei at the office today.”

The universe came to a standstill.

“What did—” she coughed. “Did she…did something look off?” asked Sara. Call her selfish but she needed this, needed to know some way, somehow, that she had left a mark on Ei’s life. That they had meant something to Ei, that her existence was more meaningful than a remark about the weather or a new sushi restaurant popping up across the street. She needed to be known.

Ei was always so good. Sara just never knew how much of it was sympathy and how much was really love. The lines had blurred so far that everything read as pity.

“She looked sad,” Itto said, matter-of-fact. He told it like it was every time, and in her drunken dimness, Sara couldn’t have asked for anything else. “Kind of shocked. What’s the word…robotic?”

Sara rolled it around in her mouth, trying to imagine it. “Robotic.”

“Yeah. Like she was doing everything on autopilot. Kokomi asked after you too,” Itto said as an afterthought. “I think everyone misses you.”

“I’m sorry,” Sara mumbled weakly. She cleared her throat. “I’ll be back soon, I just have to get my head on straight.”

“I know,” Itto said comfortingly. “I know. Take care of yourself, okay? I need to get up. I’ll call you back.”

━━━━━━

Sara met Itto in college. Everything snowballed from there.

The short answer is that they were in the Asian-American association together, but the longer (and more accurate) one is that their friendship was built on hundreds of small coincidences; they frequented the same takoyaki shop and took the same Statistics course in sophomore year despite being in two different majors, raised their hands to ask questions at the same time, visited the same cat on the walk back to their respective dorms at night.

He was annoying at first, but eventually, he grew on Sara, and it came to the point where they walked to class together, waited for each other before going to grab bubble tea. At the halfway point of their senior year, Sara sat him down and said, “Look. I’ve been thinking—”

“Oh no,” Itto answered automatically. 

She elbowed him in the rib. “You’re planning to stay here, right?”

Itto nodded. “Right.”

“And I think we both know that we could never afford the rent alone. Why don’t we get an apartment together?”

Itto narrowed his eyes. “Is this a prank?”

Sara met his gaze dead-on. “Does it seem like a prank?”

“That’s why I’m asking.”

She exhaled loudly. “No. It’s not a prank.”

“Oh,” Itto said, still eyeing her warily. “Okay.”

“I thought you’d be more excited.”

“I am,” insisted Itto. “Just give me a minute. I need it to sink in.”

She waited patiently. 

Finally, Itto sprang up. “Okay. Okay! This is going to be good.”

“Will it?” she asked tiredly, rubbing her face with a hand. She would have said she regretted it, but she didn’t; despite everything that might indicate otherwise, Itto was reliable. Sara would mind living with him least of everyone she knew.

“Of course it will! Thank you,” he said seriously. “I really appreciate it. And we’re friends, so it will all work out.”

Sara didn’t admit that she was more than a little touched by the sentiment. She trusted Itto, anyway, so what was the harm?

They moved into their apartment, graduated, and hadn’t left since. Hadn’t stopped complaining about the housing prices, hadn’t stopped movie nights on Fridays or doing seasonal deep-cleans. Sara was responsible for about ninety-nine percent of the results.

Vancouver Island trips on the weekends (because Itto went feral for a bakery on the main street) were their norm, and so were occasional nights out to Davie Village. Where despite the options, Sara had never really connected with anyone. She tried online dating, went out to bars, hooked up with faceless strangers—but never once had she wanted to have them, to know them and only them, entirely purposeful and entirely possessive. Greedy in her all-consuming singularity.

Never before Ei.

━━━━━━

Sara loves and hates Vancouver in equal measure. The best and worst part is the food, a source of simultaneous joy and pain for hundreds of reasons. 

She keeps a list in her head: the okonomiyaki fried every morning by an elderly couple just off Georgia Street, the never-ending Rolodex of ramen places she and Itto haven’t eaten, how they try to check off one every few weeks but somehow the list never gets shorter. Pulled-pork poutine, which Sara hates but Itto can never get enough of.

Sara and Ei broke up at a bubble tea shop.

And nowadays it’s a fact that’s difficult to breathe through, like toxic fluorescence building up in her lungs, because there are so many fucking bubble tea shops downtown—every street corner, every thoroughfare, every back alley—that whenever she passes by one, it looks exactly like the scene of the crime. As if the city itself wants to punish her for her own foolishness.

Nowadays she goes to get bubble tea after work and the sounds, the brown-sugar scent, the warmth against the northern wind, all feel like a harsh reminder of what she no longer has.

She and Itto chose their apartment, first and foremost, for the price. Back then it didn’t cost half as much as now, and unlike most others, didn’t have a ban on pets. Itto was toying with the idea of adopting a dog.

“You can barely take care of yourself,” said Sara firmly. That was that.

They also picked it for its proximity to every place that reminded Sara of home. When they couldn’t go to a shrine for hatsumode, Sara ordered omamori off Etsy and Itto bought some cheaply made fortunes from the local Japanese grocery store. 

Sometimes they spoke Japanese on New Year’s Day, a kind of homage to their parents’ sacrifices, but more often than not they just couldn’t do it. The homesickness was raw and their tongues were stunted, bisected into forgotten memories and an erasure they didn’t notice until it was too late. Truly—what was the point in trying?

So. Once upon a time, their location had been awfully convenient, and now it just serves to slap Sara full in the face if she dares think that she might be adjusting to life without Ei.

“Do you think I’m a bad person?” she asks Itto, slipping her shoes off. She chews on a tapioca pearl, rolling it across her tongue and biting it into two parts.

Itto just looks at her. He has a controller in one hand and FIFA 2021’s loading screen glows on the TV. Sara wonders if a television was the smartest investment for either of them, because at this point they only use it for HGTV episodes and video games geared towards fourteen-year-old boys. “What brought this on?”

“Not much,” she says. “I’ve been…thinking. You know.”

“A dangerous pastime,” he replies sagely, and she rolls her eyes, walking over to swat him.

“Cut the shit. Just answer me. Please,” she adds. The vulnerability in her voice makes her wince, but it’s nothing Itto hasn’t heard before.

“No,” he says immediately. “You’re not a bad person. Not at all.”

Sara sits down, heavy. “I think—I don’t know. I feel like I used to see myself as the villain. Always. Every time, every story, I was the worst character in it. And maybe now I’m…reformed, or whatever. Like I’ve become better through the power of—” love. “Whatever the hell it is that people do to repent for their sins. But I still do bad things, and I’m still a bad person.”

Itto clicks through the FIFA starting page. “You weren’t the villain. You aren’t now, either.”

She laughs, raw and grating. “Well, it’s not like I was the hero.”

He frowns. “What makes you say so?”

She has to cast her mind back to answer that one, back to the blue-flamed candlelight nights of Ei’s love, back to bruises painted under her eyes from lack of sleep, back to I don’t know if this is working out and if you think so. To Ei’s hand, pressed against her rib-cage, to Sara feeling skinned and exposed in her tank top that barely hid anything. Don’t be nervous. Her giggle, so out of character, discomposed, dishevelled, a strand of hair stuck in the lip gloss she had put on just so Ei would kiss it off her mouth. Voice high-pitched and reedy. I don’t know how not to.

She swallows. “Forget about it. I’m in a weird mood, it’s—do we have shrimp chips?”

Itto pauses his game. “Don’t change the subject.”

“What do you want me to say?” she snaps, combing out her hair with her fingers. She snags on a knot and almost rips it out.

“Be careful,” says Itto gently. He’s rarely gentle like this, like he thinks Sara might shatter into a million pieces. She has never felt so conscious of her own fragility, and that’s the part that stops her from getting up to leave. “You’re not the villain, Sara. You never were.”

She exhales harshly. In out, in out, in out— “That’s what Ei told me too when we started dating—and it’s funny because the only reason I thought I was the bad person in the first place was that the heroes were always the lovable ones. And there was this part of me, this…small, terrible, irreversibly broken part of me, but maybe it was all of me, maybe it was just me, maybe it had been like that for my entire life, and it would make me unlovable forever, so I had to be the villain, right? I mean—”

“Breathe,” Itto interrupts reasonably. 

Sara breathes. Big, gulping gasps that she would be trying to conceal if it were anyone other than Itto, but being that they’ve lived together for years and he’s seen her at rock bottom, this is practically nothing. 

For all the love she had with Ei, she didn’t, couldn’t let herself go in front of her. Like if she did, Ei would find a reason to leave.

After they got together Sara had spent hours imagining a future with her. One in which they had an apartment where sunlight stripped the window in the afternoons, in which they owned a cat, in which they drove out to the mountains on the weekends and watched snow settle over the ground. In which Sara’s heart drifted and found solid ground just like the snow, and the roaring in her ears quieted for once. In which they got married too, if Sara ever got past her ever-present fear of making it concrete, or if Ei wanted marriage as an endpoint. If she didn’t, Sara would be happy with simple togetherness.

But sooner or later there would be some kind of roadblock. A hand on her arm, barring entrance. You shall not pass, she thinks hysterically, and nearly cracks. Despite the Lord of the Rings references and the last shards of her willpower, despite how much she wanted to imagine Ei with a ring slipped on her finger, the wall never disappeared. Never weakened. Never crumbled.

Whatever thoughts she may have had about Ei were fantasies, happily-ever-afters candy-spun in the recesses of her memory. 

And villains weren’t supposed to find happiness. Those were the rules. They still are.

“Sara?” Itto has shut the television off completely, and it pulses black, the final vestiges of a game burnt into the screen.

“Nothing,” she tells him, blinking hard. “What was I saying?”

He watches her closely. She refuses to let herself cry under the scrutiny, but it’s a mortifyingly close thing. “You think you’re unlovable?”

She sucks in a breath through her nose. “I can back it up with citations if you’d prefer. It isn’t an—unsourced claim.”

Itto’s eyebrows clamber up to his hairline. “Don’t tell me you’re trying to explain this with footnotes.”

“Probably just the bibliography.”

“Close enough. What style?”

“APA. For behavioural sciences,” she elaborates, getting a distinct feeling that explaining the joke made it less funny than it already was.

Itto slaps her on the shoulder. “This is how I know you’re feeling better. Bad jokes. I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he continues. “D’you want Chipotle for dinner? I have a coupon. I’m feeling a burrito bowl on this lovely Thursday night.”

The change in topic is so smooth that Itto doesn’t notice, and Sara smiles. “Why not?” 

━━━━━━

Her first date with Ei was the most nerve-wracking day of Sara’s life. A hasty confession and a restaurant search later, she was in front of a ramen restaurant, waiting for Ei. The ramen was a deliberate choice; if things went pear-shaped they could get out of their seats quickly, citing the long queue outside, and if she was too scared to look Ei in the eye she could just watch the chef knead noodles behind the counter.

It was too bad that Ei arrived and Sara couldn’t take her eyes off her—a purple cable-knit sweater, a pair of pressed slacks, hair pinned up neatly and a flower pin tucked behind her ear. Her eyeliner flicked out at the ends, perfectly drawn and perfectly lethal.

Sara wiped her hands on her skirt as Ei approached. “You look great,” she stammered out. “Really good.”

“Thank you,” Ei replied. “Should we go in?”

The restaurant was warm with the chatter and the scent of broth permeating the air, and Sara silently wished she had worn longer socks. “Have you ever been here?” she asked as they sat down and opened their menus. 

Ei shook her head. “I have heard that the food is good, though. I think Miko visits often.”

Right—she and Yae were close friends. Sara nodded. “I haven’t tried it before either. I saw a lot of good online reviews.”

She didn’t stop talking except to eat, too nervous about how oppressive the silence might feel. Walls, walls, walls closing in on them. Her mouth hurt and her throat went dry, but she kept talking as long as Ei would listen. “I haven’t travelled outside Canada for years, but if I could go anywhere it would be Japan. It’s been a long time since I saw my parents,” she added, her mouth twisting slightly.

Ei looked up. “How long?”

“Oh,” Sara said, her voice as light as she could feign. “Six? Seven? Since I graduated high school.”

“You miss them,” Ei responded, an objective statement. It would be nothing coming from anyone else, but the fact that it was Ei saying it, acknowledging that she heard and internalized what Sara said, that she saw Sara at all, made it feel like the entire Earth shifted beneath her feet.

“Of course I do,” she agrees. “It’s hard not to, right?” After a beat of silence passed, she ventured to ask: “What about your parents?”

Ei’s gaze hardened, but not directed towards Sara. It seemed like she was thinking of something far away, distant and gauzy in the way only memories could be. “We are no longer on…speaking terms.”

“Oh. I—” she nearly knocked over the sesame seed dispenser. “May I ask why?”

Ei looked like she was searching for the right words. Rested on the table, her hands clenched and unclenched, knuckles straining against the skin. “They weren’t…didn’t appreciate my lifestyle choices. Or romantic ones.”

Sara swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago,” answered Ei. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t it?”

Ei cut her a sharp look. “What do you mean?”

“I mean—it’s hard. Not knowing where you stand with your family. Feeling like you have to hide yourself.”

Ei lifts one precise brow. “Is your family…”

She wrings her hands out. “Sort of. I mean, I’ve never told them otherwise, and I’ve posted pictures that they could see, but I don’t want them to—cut me off. I love them,” she adds, knowing full well that she’s gotten a lot rawer than a first date generally warrants. “I don’t want anything to happen.”

“Right,” Ei responds.

“Obviously it’ll get harder,” she goes on, “when—if I get married, or move in with a partner, but right now it’s painless.” A wound, bloodless. “They’re so far away that they don’t really know anymore. Anyway, I’ve talked enough about myself,” she says, letting a smile spread across her face. “How was your day?”

Ei was looking at her. It stood out among every other moment of the night because she was wearing a strange expression, something caught in the crosshairs between wonder and surprise. Sara wouldn’t believe it was directed at her if she wasn’t the only person in Ei’s line of sight.

Just as she opened her mouth, their bowls arrived at the table. “Thank you,” she said to the waiter, and saw Ei already diligently sprinkling sesame seeds over her noodles.

They didn’t talk much for the rest of the night, first intent on eating and then having to rush out of the restaurant to make way for the quickly-growing line outside.

“Good thing we got here early,” observed Sara.

Ei hummed in reply. “It’s impossible to get anything if you arrive after eight-thirty.”

“I bet,” she said, grimacing. “Well—I should be getting home.” She checked her phone: nine at night. What was the etiquette for first dates? Ei didn’t seem like the type to sleep over in the first week, let alone the first month. Sara’s arms hung by her sides. She didn’t let herself reach out. “I think Itto will be waiting up for me to come back.”

Ei nodded. “It was nice to see you, Kujou Sara.”

Sara laughed. “Please just call me Sara. Thank you for the formality, but you know…” she waved her arms, trying to get the gestures to speak for themselves. “I’ll see you on Monday?”

“You will.” Ei turned around and walked down the street in the opposite direction from Sara’s apartment, their paths diverging in front of this warm, loud ramen restaurant, Vancouver awash in psychedelic neon lights and the smell of frying food.

Ei, hair braided flat against her back in purple streaks, stunning in the afterglow. 

Sara watched for another minute, the last image of Ei still stamped into her brain, burnished silver. She spun on her heel and walked away.





2. Chapter 2

Summary for the Chapter:
“Are you scared?” Ei asked, her voice soft. The bedside digital clock flashed 11 PM, the late-night backflow of Vancouver lanterning her face in pearl. 

Sara laughed and rubbed the goosebumps prickling her arms. It was late and this was the first time she was going to have sex in just under two years, and she was cold and terrified and Ei was just sitting there, looking perfect as she always did, while Sara couldn’t remember ever feeling so defenseless. A hunger whining low in her belly, skin pale through the moonlight rafters. “I’m sorry.”


Notes for the Chapter:notes:

- my friend asked for an E rating, and i delivered it, so i hope you’re happy :)

- i do want to reiterate that neither ei or sara are perfect people, and their relationship reflects that

- i tried to make sure there were no inconsistencies with the tenses (i get confused now and then with the non-linear timeline haha) so if you spot any, feel free to let me know

- i’m hoping the next chapter should be up a week from now!





“Hey,” says Gorou, twirling a pen between his fingers. He opens a bag of jalapeno chips and the sound of the plastic crinkling reverberates through the office. “Wanna place a bet?”

“No,” Sara answers automatically. 

Yoimiya rolls over to them in her desk chair. “Bet on what?”

“Ayato and Thoma. When do you think they’ll get together?”

Sara rolls her eyes. “Does it matter?”

The corners of Yoimiya’s mouth turn up. “I  think it does,” she declares. “They’ve been in love forever, haven’t they? Hey, Ayaka,” she says, leaning over to whisper in Ayaka’s ear. “Come here for a sec.”

Ayaka dutifully comes over. “What is it?”

“What’s the verdict on Thoma and your brother?”

Her eyes crinkle. “I’m near the two of them all day. They aren’t subtle.”

“How so?” asks Kokomi, standing over the three of them with an armful of file folders. She leans over and plucks Gorou’s bag of chips out of his hands. He gives it up without complaint.

Sara jumps in her chair. “Jesus Christ. Give some warning, please.”

“Sorry,” Kokomi says, not looking sorry. “Are we talking about Ayato and Thoma? I have some information on them.”

Gorou perks up. “Tell us.”

“Yeah, tell us,” Yoimiya echoes. “Share your thoughts with the class.”

Sara groans. “You people are awful.”

“I wear it like a badge of honour,” says Yoimiya.

“Stop getting distracted,” Ayaka says calmly. “Kokomi, what is it?”

“The receptionist desk is strategically located,” Kokomi tells them. “I have a direct line of sight to the coffee machine.”

Ayaka groans. “God. My brother goes there five times a day, just trying to find time to talk to Thoma. It’s embarrassing.”

“It is,” agrees Kokomi. “Thoma’s flirting skills are…unfortunate,” she says.

Sara presses her lips together. “Ah.”

“I’m sure you catch my drift,” Kokomi continues. “They’re not very subtle, but they’re both—oblivious.” When she smiles, the light catches and makes her eyes glimmer bright blue. “Put me down for a month and a half from now. I don’t see it happening soon.”

Ayaka purses her lips. “Interesting. I was going to say five weeks.”

Sara sighs. “Put me down for five weeks too,” she says, just for the hell of it.

“I’ll go one month,” Gorou decides.

There’s a mischievous tilt to Yoimiya’s grin. “Two weeks.”

Gorou taps the end of his pen against the desk. “Risky choice.”

“I have faith in them,” Yoimiya announces. “I’m sure they’ll come through. Right, Sayu?” She turns to Sayu, who’s curled up in a ball and napping against her keyboard. Faint snoring noises drift through the air. Yoimiya turns back to them, satisfied. “Sayu agrees with me.”

“I’m sure she does,” says Kokomi patiently.

Gorou clicks his pen. “Does anyone else want in on the bet?”

“I can ask Itto,” Sara suggests. It had been a joke at the beginning, but she’s truly invested now. “What’s the prize?”

Yoimiya shrugs. “Starbucks gift card?”

Sara narrows her eyes. “How much?”

“Twenty dollars,” Kokomi answers definitively. “Otherwise it’s just a single-use item.”

“Wise decision,” Gorou chips in. “We’ll all pitch in to buy the card for whoever wins. Deal?”

“Deal,” Sara and Ayaka say at the same time. Sara wheels herself back over to her desk and clicks her mouse three times, coaxing her computer back from its screen-saving slumber.

“What do you think?”

Sara startles. “About what?”

“Thoma and Ayato.”

“Oh. I hope they figure it out,” she says after a minute. “I mean, I don’t expect it to happen, but it would be nice.”

“Why don’t you expect it?” Ayaka’s gaze is too knowing for Sara to handle.

She searches for the right words. “Workplace relationships don’t usually make it work.”

But that isn’t true, is it? All along it had been her and Ei who didn’t make it work, not through the fault of anyone else but through their own fallibility, Sara caring too much and thinking Ei cared too little at the same time but never wanting to voice it.

They were the exception that proved the rule. It wasn’t the company that made them fail. It was Sara; just Sara.

She clears her throat. “But obviously Thoma and Ayato aren’t like…”  like us. The last part gets caught behind her tongue and stays there. Beats its wings desperately, slipping off the walls of her mouth, edgeless. “I’m sure it’ll be different. For them.”

Ayaka hesitates. “I never understood why you broke up,” she says tentatively. “You seemed so happy that it felt—out of the blue. None of us expected it, either.”

Sara had everything she had ever wanted, then fumbled it. She let it slip out of her hands. She already knows it won’t be coming back. “Yeah,” she responds hollowly. Her voice echoes in her ears. “I didn’t expect it either.”

Ei’s hair wrapped around her finger. Kisses pressed against the sweat dotting her neck. Shared clothes: sweaters, tank tops, skirts, jeans, everything you could think of. Movie nights curled up in Ei’s arms. Ei looking flawlessly composed and yet half-wrecked at the same time.  If you think so. 

She never tried to keep Sara, and the implicit rejection festered, the sores of it swelling and blistering.

Ayaka sends her a look. “Are you okay?”

Sara shakes her head to clear the buzzing. “Yeah. I think so. I’ve been in a weird mood,” she admits. “I think it’s just. Ever since I heard that Ei was leaving—”

“Ei is leaving?”

Sara had forgotten that Ayaka didn’t know. “That’s the idea right now. Yoimiya told me that she’s planning to find a replacement and move to South Korea.”

Ayaka’s eyebrows disappear under her bangs. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Wow. I had no idea that she would…that’s kind of drastic, don’t you think?”

“It is,” Sara agrees. “But I don’t exactly have a say in what she does, so…” she spreads her arms. “There’s not much we can do about it.” 

Ayaka chews on her bottom lip. “Are you sure? Has anything been confirmed?”

“As sure as I can be,” she says sharply. “I talked to her about it.” She doesn’t mention that it was the first time she’s spoken to Ei one-on-one for anything non-work-related since the breakup, and that encounter alone nearly made her heart stop: some kind of fucking flatline. If it had gone on longer they would need to wheel her into the hospital.

“Oh,” Ayaka murmurs. “How did that go?” The tilt is gentle and understanding.

Sara laughs. “Like shit, actually. Excuse my language.”

Ayaka waves it off. “Don’t worry about it. What happened?”

“I told her she couldn’t leave. We wouldn’t know how to function without her, which is true, and then she said—” she struggles to inhale enough air “—that she didn’t know I still cared. About what she did.”

Letting out a punched-out sound—a mix of a gasp and an exhale—Ayaka’s fingers stutter over her keyboard. “What did you say after that?”

“I. Um. I said it was basically a company issue, because it  was, and she just stopped listening.” She closes her eyes, recalling whether or not she’d ever seen that expression on Ei’s face before.

Once, maybe.

“She looked…stiff.”

Ayaka hums. “And then?”

“Then she told me not to forget to eat and walked away.”

“Ah.”

“What?” asks Sara. 

“Hm?” says Ayaka, innocent as ever.

“There was something about that ‘ah,’” Sara tells her accusingly. “What are you thinking about?”

“Plenty of things,” Ayaka answers peaceably. “None of them are important.” After a beat of silence in which Sara turns back to her computer and edits two lines of code, both embarrassingly sloppy for her typical quality of work, Ayaka’s voice interrupts her again.

“Are you happy that Ei is leaving?”

Sara frowns. “No,” she snaps. “Am I supposed to be?”

“Not exactly. I’m just curious. I want your thoughts on it since you know—knew her so well.”

Sara wonders if perhaps she never even knew Ei. A year together and yet she still couldn’t declare with full pride that she knew  Ei well enough to know what she liked and what she didn’t. Whether she loved Sara at all. She didn’t know about her family, her childhood, which part of Japan she was from—it was like a square of white space carved out in the distance between the real Ei and the one Sara thought was real, two mirror images of the same girl stacked atop each other, a hair’s width apart.

“I don’t know if I ever truly knew her,” she whispers. “Sometimes I think I don’t. I never did.”

Ayaka’s keyboard clicking slows. “Ei is a mysterious person,” she says eventually in a clear effort to lighten the mood. “I’m not sure if anyone knows her.”

━━━━━━

Sara’s first conversation with Kokomi was memorable for one reason only, and it was that Kokomi sat her down and went through all the motions of couples therapy with her, except only one-half of the couple was present. She and Ei had been together for three seasons now, three-fourths of an Earth’s orbit. 

Sara still woke up every day wondering how much longer it would be until Ei cut things off for good. Stopped giving Sara everything, stopped sacrificing her time and happiness for a girl who would leech the life out of her. Feeding and feeding.

“So,” Kokomi began, shuffling a few papers in her hands. They were seated behind the receptionist’s desk during their afternoon break. Sara picked at a hangnail. “Talk to me about your relationship.”

“Why should I do that?” Sara asked, already on her guard.

“I’m curious.” Kokomi flashed a bright smile. “Ei has never been in a relationship before. Not in the six years I’ve known her, at least. I’d like to learn more about the girl who caught her eye.”

“It’s not that big of a deal,” she said, deflecting. “I didn’t really catch her eye, just—asked her out. And she said yes. I don’t think she noticed me all that much, since I was just an employee.”

Kokomi sat back in her chair. “I see.”

“See what?”

“I’m going to ask you a few questions,” she told Sara. “I want you to answer them as truthfully as you can, if that’s okay.”

Sara ran a hand through her hair. “Um. Okay?”

“Do you love Ei?”

She laughed. “What is this, an interrogation?”

“You can think of it as one if that helps you,” Kokomi said serenely. “I’m just trying to satisfy my own curiosity. And prove some things.” 

Sara studied a blank notepad on the table. “I do. Love her,” she clarified. “To the best of my ability, at least.”

“Love as an ability,” Kokomi mumbled as she picked up the notepad and a pen. “Hmm.”

Sara pretended she hadn’t heard.

“Next question: how would you describe your own ability to love? As compared to someone else’s?”

“Uh.” She thought about it for a second. “I think different people love differently? And not all of us are—” the dryness of her throat makes the words scrape out, sandpaper-rough. “Meant to love everyone. Or to give someone else the love they deserve.”

Kokomi flipped a page on her notepad. “Interesting. And would you say that Ei loves you too? As much as you love her?”

She inhaled. “Maybe?”

“There wasn’t a lot of certainty in that answer.”

“Because I’m not certain,” she replied sharply. “Sorry if that’s against the rules.”

Kokomi raised her hands. “No judgement here. I’m trying to learn. That’s all. Can you provide any more detail? On what would lead you to believe that Ei doesn’t love you?” 

“It’s just common sense,” she said, her patience torn to threads. “And I…she never tells me what she wants, or what’s wrong, or what I could do to help her. Ever,” she added. “I don’t know. I feel like she doesn’t want to share things with me.”

Kokomi pursed her mouth, glossed lips forming an ‘O’ shape. “Do you try to facilitate that kind of communication? And you find that she isn’t responsive?”

Sara shrugged. “I don’t want to push her. It’s not that important,” she said dismissively. “There are bigger issues, and it isn’t causing any problems, so…” she let the silence speak for itself.

“But do you think it  could  cause problems?”

“It’s her business,” answered Sara. “You know, I doubt she needs me prying into her private life, trying to find out things she’s kept secret, being all—annoying.” For some reason, annoying unsealed something in her chest, sending it into freefall. She had never dared to voice this before, but now it was out there: spoken into existence in Hanamizaka’s coffee-infused and mint-freshened air. She hoped to god Kokomi hadn’t noticed the crack in her voice when it reached the word annoying. “She can tell me herself if she wants me to know.”

Kokomi set down her pen with a muted sort of finality. “Thank you for taking the time to speak to me, Sara. I appreciate it.”

“Please don’t tell Ei anything,” she said. “I don’t want her to feel like she…owes me things. Or that I expect too much of her.” Because Sara always did that: asked for too much, fed and fed off the selflessness of the people around her until all she was just made up of little pieces of everybody else.

Kokomi’s brows jumped. “Alright,” she responded, acquiescing easily enough. “I won’t tell her.”

“Thank you.” She felt like she could breathe again.

Kokomi put her notepad aside and glanced at the clock. “We still have…five minutes until we need to be back on the clock. Should I leave you to it?”

Sara nodded. “I was going to grab a coffee, actually, so I’ll just—”

“Of course!” Kokomi moved to let Sara out from behind the desk. “Have a great rest of your day.”

“I will,” she said behind her shoulder. She made a beeline for the coffee machine and tried not to think too hard about what had just happened. 

━━━━━━

The first movie Sara watched with Ei was  From Up on Poppy Hill, which they wouldn’t even have seen if it hadn’t shown up on the Netflix homepage.

“Have you seen it before?” asked Sara, her legs tucked up against her chest and back pressed to Ei’s rib. It couldn’t have been comfortable but Ei didn’t complain.

“I haven’t,” Ei said. “Have you?”

Sara smiled. “Yes. It’s really lovely. I’m sure you’ll like it.”

Ei nodded seriously. She took everything so seriously, and it was ridiculously endearing in Sara’s eyes.

As they settled in for the start of the film, Ei put the TV remote on the table and curled an absent-minded arm around Sara’s waist. The touch anchored her. Sara moved closer, trying to take in every last bit of intimacy she could. She stifled a yawn. Ei’s grip tightened, a comfortable weight on her hip. 

“Tired?”

“A little,” she answered. “My sleep was shit last night.”

“You can sleep here tonight,” Ei said quietly, tentative. “If you want to.” A hint of a blush dusted her cheeks, the only sign of doubt.

Sara paused. They hadn’t done this before; there was always a set time, a set curfew, a deadline after which Sara could no longer continue to act as if she belonged there. 

This was the first time Ei had invited her to stay. 

“Ah, I don’t want to intrude on you,” she said, attempting to keep her voice light, unaffected. “You probably wouldn’t sleep well with me here.”

Ei’s jaw worked. “I don’t mind,” she told Sara after a moment, her thumb stroking over Sara’s hip in faint, repeated motions. “You can stay here.”

On-screen, Umi was getting up to cook breakfast. Sara turned back toward Ei, seeing the screen light reflected in her eyes. “Really. If you don’t want me to, you don’t need to offer, I don’t think it’s a—”

“Sara,” Ei interrupted. “I am asking you. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want you to.”

The air left her lungs in a  whoosh. “Oh. Okay.”

“You don’t have to say yes,” Ei continued, her gaze reflective and hair tumbling in soft waves over her shoulder, loose from its customary braid. “But I wanted you to know you had the option.  Have,” she corrected. “You’re always welcome here.”

Sara closed her eyes. She couldn’t handle knowing how much Ei loved her and how little she deserved it. She couldn’t. “Thank you,” she said, trying to fit as much as she could into those two small words. 

“You never need to thank me,” Ei murmured. Under the cover of the night her voice was velvety, a little sleep-warmed but smooth all the same. 

Sara let her head fall back against Ei’s thigh and turned her head towards the TV. They didn’t talk after that.

━━━━━━

Sara’s favourite thing about  From Up on Poppy Hill, when she was young, was how easy everything seemed to be. Umi had bad days, but they were never so bad that she couldn’t wake up and start over the next day. Her mother wasn’t there with her, but she had her siblings and her grandmother and her friend Shun.

Shun and Umi argued, sometimes, but they knew each other so well that they could patch it up hours later. They looked at each other and knew what the other was thinking, so in-tune with their feelings that they were happy just to exist alongside each other. It was easy, Sara thought, and exactly how relationships should be.

At the beginning, she looked at Ei and searched for those clues, never quite finding them. Grains of sand slipped through the slats of her fingers. She decided there was no point in asking anyway, because what kind of partner was she if she didn’t even know what Ei wanted from her?

She stopped searching, eventually.

━━━━━━

“Hey,” said Sara, tapping Ei on the shoulder. “We should get chili paste, don’t you think?”

Ei looked across the aisle. Her manicured nails rested on the shopping cart. “Chili paste?”

“And spicy mayo. Trust me on this,” she said. “I’ll make something delicious.”

Ei jerked her chin forward in a sign for go ahead.

Sara couldn’t stop a smile from tugging at the corners of her mouth. “It’s going to be the best Star Festival you’ve ever had.” She still had no idea what Ei did without knowing how to cook, but she supposed she was probably a valued DoorDash customer.

When they got home, Sara set the groceries on Ei’s kitchen counter and flicked on the stove. She poured oil into the pan and waited for it to start shimmering, dancing with heat. 

“Have you ever heard the story of Tanabata?” Ei asked. She had one hand propped up on her chin, watching Sara move across the kitchen.

She opened a bag of honey butter chips and handed one to Ei. “I don’t think so.”

“It’s a sad one,” she said softly, voice barely audible over the sound of sizzling oil. 

Sara sprinkled in a spoonful of grated garlic. “Will you tell it to me?”

Ei nodded. “Princess Orihime was known as the daughter of the Sky King. She was a weaver who made cloth by the bank of the Milky Way River, and her father loved the clothes she wove so much that she never stopped working to make more. But eventually she became sad,” she continued. “Because she worked so much that she didn’t have time to find love. And that was all she really wanted.”

Sara turned down the stove fan to hear Ei. She started dicing a carrot and tossed a cup of already-cooked rice into the pan. The first time she cooked at Ei’s house the only appliances Ei owned were a pot, a spatula, and a rice cooker, and that weekend Sara dragged her out to buy the bare necessities after watching her eat cup ramen for three dinners in a row. If Ei wasn’t going to take care of herself Sara would damn well do it for her.

“The Sky King was worried about his daughter and hated to see her unhappy. He arranged for her to meet Hikoboshi, a cow herder who lived on the other side of the Milky Way. You can guess what happened,” Ei said, tilting her face up for Sara to drop a light kiss on her cheek.

Sara laughed. She hadn’t felt so happy in a long time, fizzy bubbles rising and popping in her stomach. Ei’s shoulders were bare in a bright sundress. The apartment windows were wide open, rice frying on the stove, the smell of garlic and chili paste and good things caramelizing, summer cicadas chirping outside. She nipped at Ei’s lower lip softly, bringing her hand to the back of Ei’s neck to pull her closer.

“Don’t let the food burn,” Ei mumbled against her lips. Sara, with some trepidation, pulled away, but not before twisting a lock of Ei’s hair around her finger and tugging. Not hard enough to hurt, just enough to tease.

“Keep going with your story,” she prompted. She poured a splash of rice wine into the pan and a spoonful of gochujang.

Ei hummed. “Orihime and Hikoboshi fell in love and got married. And they loved each other so much that they stopped attending to their duties: Orihime forgot about her weaving, and Hikoboshi let the cows roam free across the galaxy.”

“Galaxy cows,” remarked Sara. “Do they come in different colours too?”

“I think you can imagine the cows however you like,” Ei answered. “They aren’t too important to the story. But the Sky King realized that Orihime was no longer weaving cloth, and that the cows didn’t have a herder, and he became angry. He forbade them from seeing each other ever again.”

“Drastic measures.” Sara stirred the rice and flicked off the flame. 

“Drastic,” Ei agreed, and began tracing shapes into the countertop with a fingernail. “Orihime begged to see Hikoboshi again. His father loved her and didn’t want to see her in pain, but he knew they had duties to fulfill. He told his daughter that if—and only if—she returned to weaving day and night, she would get to see Hikoboshi once every lunar year: the seventh day of the seventh month.”

“What if she realized she didn’t love him anymore? Wouldn’t that be awkward?” Sara asked, mostly joking but also serious.

Ei stood up and opened the pantry to find two bowls. She laid a pair of chopsticks next to each, waiting for Sara to serve the rice. “They never explain that part. They always loved each other. I don’t think it was possible for them to stop.”

Sara laughed. “Right. Is that the end?”

“Not quite. The first time they reunited, there was no bridge to cross the Milky Way river. Orihime cried so hard and for so long that eventually a flock of magpies came and made a bridge for her. These days people say that if it rains on Tanabata, the magpies won’t arrive and help Orihime cross the river. So we always hope for clear skies on festival day.”

Sara smiled. “Good thing it’s not raining. We would have a problem, then.”

Ei nodded. “That’s how my mother told the story to me, anyway,” she added, picking up a shrimp buried in the rice. “I’m sure there are other variations.”

“I don’t think we celebrated Tanabata when I was younger,” Sara told her. 

Ei pressed her lips together, a hidden smile. “It’s mostly a festival for lovers.”

Sara glanced outside; the clouds were marshmallow-white and the sky bolted blue, sunbeams illuminating the city in lustrous gold. “We already have clear skies. And it’s a day for lovers, so what should we do?”

“People usually write wishes on strips of paper,” Ei replied, spooning rice into her mouth. “And then attach them to bamboo stalks.”

Sara chased a carrot cube around her bowl. “Wishes about what?”

“It depends. Sometimes love or family, sometimes success. There are also paper cranes and streamers tied to the bamboo. My parents used to set the bamboo in the river the next day and watch it float down the stream.”

“How are we going to recreate that?” Sara asked teasingly.

Ei put her chopsticks down, neatly parallel with not a grain of rice anywhere on her face. “We don’t have bamboo or paper strips.”

“We can tell our wishes to each other,” she suggested.

Ei slipped her hand into Sara’s. “I don’t think it works that way.”

“We can make it work that way,” she said firmly, and then they stumbled onto the couch, Ei tackling her until Sara was flat on her back looking up at the woman she loved most in the world, wishes for the future exhaled against pale, bare planes of skin and collecting in their mouths like a guarantee.

At night time they went out and walked next to the beach. Sara thought about the luck she must have stumbled upon to have this: Ei by her side, a bridge crossed between them every single day. The sheer gravity of her love was enough to span a silver river.

━━━━━━

Itto was the first to find out when she and Ei broke up. In retrospect, it must have been obvious, the emptiness in Sara’s eyes and the sunken-in redness of her cheek hollows as she pushed open the apartment door. But back then she just thought Itto was some kind of all-knowing prophet, and it caught her by surprise when they made eye contact and he figured it out immediately.

He asked, “Did something happen with Ei?”

Sara tripped on the toe of her boot. Landed with her hands planted against the cold tile floor, a temperature shock to ward off the burning tears running down her face hot and fast.

Itto rushed forward. “Let’s get you to bed,” he said, trying to lift her up clumsily and hitting his hand on the breakfast bar. 

Sara would have laughed if she could open her mouth without a sob coming out. She kept her lips firmly sealed and stumbled toward the couch, Itto following behind her every step of the way. Her hair was disheveled. Strands escaped from her bob and the concealer around her eyes was patchy with mascara stains.

“I’ll get you tea,” Itto offered, and jogged back to the kitchen to put on the kettle. He nearly scalded himself trying to take off the lid. Sara closed her eyes.

Fifteen minutes later she had a mug of black tea cupped in her hands. Itto sat directly across from her. The atmosphere would have been somber if ‘JUST DANCE 2021’ wasn’t flashing on the screen behind him. 

“Don’t tell me you were playing Just Dance,” is the first thing she said all evening. Her voice was rough with disuse and she blinked the grittiness out of her gaze.

Itto perked up. “So you can talk,” he said triumphantly. “I was scared that you had forgotten how.”

She rolled her eyes. “Just Dance, Itto? Really?”

“I wasn’t going to play it,” he protested. “I wanted to see what new songs they had. That’s all.”

She let out a shaky giggle. It sounded about five times more hysterical than intended. “If you say so.” 

“Are you going to tell me what happened,” Itto said, “or are we going to keep talking about my questionable taste in games? And music,” he added as an afterthought. Sara could confirm the questionability of said taste from Itto’s Spotify listening activity alone.

It reminded her that she would have to unfollow Ei on every social media platform she had—which, admittedly, was not many, but she didn’t know if she could handle it even once. Her stomach roiled and she felt like she was about to be sick.

“Sara?” Her nausea clearly showed on her face.

She took another sip of tea and willed her stomach to calm down. “Nothing,” she said, wiping away the tears building up around her lash line. “It’s nothing. I’m just being stupid.”

“Don’t talk about my friend like that,” Itto said. “What’s wrong?”

She let out a watery laugh. “Ei and I broke up,” she heard herself say. Their apartment had terrible acoustics but she felt the words hang in the air, bouncing off the walls and echoing. “It was going to happen sooner or later, I guess, but I didn’t—” she stared at her hands. “Think it would really happen. She’ll be better off now anyway.”

Itto looked at her sharply. “Did she say that?”

“No,” Sara answered, her voice wobbling. “No. But you know, I was hurting her and I—this was the easiest way to do it. And she agreed.” She didn’t say anything else, but the implication was clear, and it stung. Ei didn’t love her enough to protest.  If you think so, placid and expressionless. None of the anger Sara would expect from someone who really cared.

“You suggested it?”

She nodded. “I didn’t know she would say yes,” she whispered. “I thought she would at least fight for us, but she  didn’t  and I decided it was probably better if we broke up anyway since she obviously didn’t love me all that much, since I was just…stopping her from going after better things.”

Anything would have been better for Ei than Sara was. It was nearly laughable to imagine that they had even gotten together in the first place.

She wasn’t cynical enough to think Ei never loved her, but maybe somewhere in the cyclone, in the whirlwind of tree branches and rainwater, Tanabata wishes, twilight kisses: it had gotten lost. Maybe it wasn’t meant to be found.

Itto’s face did something funny. “Oh,” he said, sounding genuinely distraught. 

Sara gripped her mug so hard she was surprised it didn’t crack. “I’ll be fine.” She felt like she was trying to convince herself more than anything. She sat back against the couch cushions. “I still have clothes there.”

“At Ei’s apartment?”

She nodded. The idea of having to face Ei so soon made her want to throw up all over again.

“I’ll go pick them up,” Itto offered.

Sara buried her face in her blanket as the apartment door closed behind Itto with a  click. She must have been getting black mascara streaks all over it, and her freshly-ironed shirt was becoming hopelessly creased, but she couldn’t muster up the energy to care.

━━━━━━

Itto came back at ten, more than two hours after he had left. There were two cardboard boxes in his arms that he dropped on the floor. The sound they made as they hit the tile meant that they were anything but light.

Sara rubbed her eyes blearily. It was difficult to make out the shifting shape of Itto in the darkness. She switched on a lamp and the light reflected off her abandoned mug of tea. 

“Should I organize your things?” asked Itto, lowering his voice for no apparent reason.

“Sure,” she said. “What took you so long?” She knew from experience that it only took fifteen minutes to get to Ei’s apartment by train, and thirty-five to walk. 

He hesitated. “You had a lot of stuff there,” he told her eventually. “It took us…a while to find it all.”

Sara had been careless about strewing her things all over Ei’s apartment—about mixing up their shirts, sharing cardigans, folding her sweatpants in the drawer right next to Ei’s. She hadn’t anticipated having to take it all back. “Did you speak to her?”

“Not much,” he said. “She’s still my boss. We talked about work a little. Sales projections and whatnot.”

She didn’t know what she had been expecting, but it wasn’t that. “Okay.”

Itto looked oddly relieved that she didn’t pry further, and he opened one of the boxes to start separating the clothes into different piles. Folding the past year of her life smaller and smaller. The lamplight was dim but Sara could still see each shirt, each hat, each pair of shoes as Itto lifted them out of the box. 

The motion threw the colours into sharp clarity, and she hated that she could identify every piece of clothing as a moment or worse: a collection of them. The towel she draped around her shoulders as Ei trimmed her hair in front of the bathroom mirror, wisps of hair floating down to the ground and the soft snick of clippers behind her. Her side of a matching jacket set: black with purple feather accents. They bought it together on Lunar New Year—went window shopping through Pacific Center trying to find something they could wear as a couple. 

 Sara’s chest aches in sharp clarity. She has to roll over on the couch and look away before the tears start.

The sound of Itto taking clothes out of boxes and sorting them stopped. “Go get some sleep,” he told her, even though her back was facing him. “You can decide what to keep and what to throw in the morning.”

Which was the difficult part. She would want to keep everything, throw everything. Nothing was neutral anymore; every piece was tinted in the dye of nostalgic regret. She would hate seeing it if she kept it but would hate herself more if she didn’t.

She dragged herself off the couch and into bed. The sounds outside didn’t quiet for a long time.

━━━━━━

Almost a year after the breakup, Ei looks in Sara’s direction and sees right through her. There’s a special kind of soreness, Sara learns, in someone who you once woke up to see every morning just looking at you and finding nothing of note. She’s learned to dull her anticipation, but if she’s feeling more vulnerable than usual, she holds her breath and waits—like maybe this time Ei will say something, maybe she’ll walk up to her and they’ll patch things up and go home hand in hand.

It’s never happened. That doesn’t stop Sara from hoping.

Mostly, she just looks away. At this point she’s learned not to linger too long. If she prods at the scab, it might reopen—and stemming the blood was difficult enough the first time.

“Did you receive the email yesterday from Kazuha?” Ei asks when Sara is on her way to the printer.

She breathes. “I did,” she answers, and it shouldn’t feel nearly as difficult as it does. “I’m hoping to complete it by tomorrow morning, and I’ll copy you on the email when I’m finished.”

She’s also noticed that despite their work-related interactions, Ei never quite meets her eye; she looks up and away, like a marble skimming a glass surface without making it to the end. It has to skitter and fall, eventually. Something has to give.

“That is acceptable,” says Ei after a moment. She looks everywhere except at Sara, and it’s a far cry from their first days together, when neither of them could get enough of the other—or at least it seemed like it. Sitting on the sofa in Ei’s apartment with Sara drinking in the sight of Ei, the graceful curve of her neck and her slender fingers, tapping against a couch cushion. Steady, present, grounded. 

“I’m glad to hear it,” she replies. Her hand trembles and she nearly drops the papers she’s holding. “Sorry, I just have to copy some—”

“Of course,” Ei says, stepping aside. “I didn’t mean to hold you up.”

“You didn’t.” She grips the paper so hard that the edge slices into her palm and a prick of blood smears the corner. “See you later.” 

Not seeing Ei at all is better than this: her gaze flicking around all corners of the room, jumping, coming to rest everywhere except on Sara.

The hurt hasn’t gone away. Sara has just learned how to be quieter about it.

━━━━━━

The day after they broke up, Sara wished she hadn’t even come to work. Ei clearly hadn’t told them, because no one treated Sara any differently than before. But Itto was quieter than usual, and everyone seemed to have picked up on the tension.

Yoimiya stopped her on the way in. “Do you know what’s up with Ei? She looks kind of sick. We might have to send her home, because I don’t think she’ll go by herself.”

Sara set her bag down at her desk with a numb sort of finality. “I don’t think she’s sick,” she said. “But there’s been some.” She looked down. “Developments?”

Yoimiya leaned forward cautiously. “Good ones or bad ones?”

Sara let out a breath through her nose. “Not good.” She couldn’t bring herself to name the issue. It was easier to circle it until Yoimiya figured it out for herself.

“Like work problems, or…”

She twisted the hair elastic on her wrist. “Personal ones?”

Yoimiya’s face fell. “Do you want me to talk to her?” 

In tandem, they looked at the closed door. Surveyed the abnormally quiet office; Thoma was nursing his cup of coffee with an uncharacteristic solemnity, and Ayaka typed her password wrong four times before getting it right.

“You can if you want to,” Sara answered. Her throat was tight. “It’s not a big deal.”

Yoimiya looked at her sideways. “It seems like a big deal.” 

Sara scuffed her shoe on the floor. “You can speak to her. But I don’t know how much she’ll tell you.”

Yoimiya nodded. “Are you still together, at least?”

She took a deep breath. The look on her face told Yoimiya everything she needed to know.

Yoimiya reached a hand out before thinking better of it and snatching it back. “Oh, Sara.”

“Don’t.” It came out more bitter than she expected, her voice still raspy and thick with last night’s tears.

“Okay. You can always talk to me if you need to, you know?”

Sara looked down. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

She didn’t stay long enough to see Yoimiya walk toward Ei’s office.

━━━━━━

The thing about Ei leaving is that Sara, whether consciously or not, saw it coming. She saw it for a long time before it happened, and she didn’t acknowledge it at the beginning but it was still there, a whisper in the back of her head taking up space that couldn’t be used for anything besides making herself more worried than she already was. And then it grew, mutated into something fully-formed, and then Yoimiya pulled her aside and said, “I thought you should hear it first,” and then—

Well. And then.

She tries to imagine Hanamizaka Labs without Ei. Fails, because as soon as she takes out the name on the calendar and the plaque next to the office, as soon as she tries to eliminate the purple hair disappearing around a corner or the weekly meeting reminders taped to the door, everything else goes blank too.

Then she envisions someone else taking Ei’s place. A shadowy, faceless figure opening and closing the door to the CEO’s office, the first picture on the ‘OUR TEAM’ section of their website, someone else’s name preceding the Hanamizaka chief officer email address. 

It rings hollow.

For how often Ei is travelling, the mark she leaves on the team is undeniable and irreplaceable, and soon it will be gone.

She groans, pushes open the door, and walks to the kitchen. Itto is sitting at the counter, barely lit by the living room lamp. A piece of bread hangs out of his mouth. He didn’t even have the decency to stick it in the toaster, and Sara has to stop herself from laughing.

“Hi,” she says.

He jumps. “What’s wrong? Why are you awake?”

“Why didn’t you toast the bread?” she asks, deflecting.

“I didn’t mean to wake you.” He pouts. “But now you’re awake anyway, so I could have just put it in the toaster and enjoyed my midnight snack.”

“Sorry for ruining the experience,” Sara responds unrepentantly. She heads to the fridge and roots around until she finds an almost-empty container of mango pieces. 

“What’s troubling you?” 

She opens the cutlery drawer and pulls out a fork. “Nothing.”

He squints. “I don’t think I’ve heard you tell the truth once this week,” he observes. “A new record.”

“Shut up.”

“You don’t really mean it.”

“I do this time. Did you eat all of my mango?”

Itto smiles, the flippancy of it painfully obvious. “Which answer will make you angrier?”

She sighs. “Cut your own next time.”

“You know sharp knives scare me.”

She wishes she didn’t know that.

“I’m not leaving until you tell me why you’re awake,” Itto says, cajoling. “I’ll sit here and talk at you all day. You won’t get a moment to think.”

“I already don’t,” she grumbles. She chews a piece of mango. Itto tears his bread into two pieces. They sit quietly until Sara opens her mouth and the words tumble out. “Do you remember,” she begins, “when I was in Japan?”

“I had to learn how to use Venmo when you left. Of course I remember.”

“Right,” Sara says. “But did Ei seem any different to you? Before I—” the rest of the sentence refuses to leave her mouth. Slides off her tongue into the ether, never making a sound. “Before I left.”

Itto doesn’t speak. 

“I didn’t notice anything,” she adds, filling in the gaps for herself. “But I wish I did. Which is probably selfish of me. I wanted to. To know that it meant something. That she was hurt too. I always felt like—” she stops and has to take a deep breath. “Like nothing really mattered, to her? If it did she didn’t show it. I was fine with that, most of the time I could guess what she was thinking, but sometimes I just wanted to be known. I wanted her to know me and care about it. About us.”

Itto curls his fingers into his palm, laying his hand flat against the table. “And?”

She rubs her eye with a hand. “What do you mean, ‘and’?”

“There’s more to it,” he adds. “If you want to hear it.”

Sighing, she tips her head back. “You can’t say that and expect otherwise.”

“The night you broke up with Ei,” he starts, carefully parsed, “I went to her apartment to get everything you’d left there.”

She carries the empty fruit container to the sink and rinses it out. The motions are methodical. The act of turning on the tap and squeezing the sponge prevents her hands from shaking too much.

“I knocked on the door,” Itto says, “and she answered it. The first thing she said was ‘is Sara okay?’ And she looked like…”

She squeezes her eyes shut. 

“Like she had been crying,” he says, his voice pitched low and faint. “She looked messed up. It took us a while to find the clothes and photos and snacks you had left at her apartment because she kept breaking down.”

Ei never cried. Sara can almost see it, what she would have looked like in the moments before Itto arrived. Curled up on the couch they used to sit on every evening, shoulders shuddering with the effort of containing her sadness. 

Even in heartache, she would have been quiet about it. Careful not to let too much grief slip from the cracks; she would open the door and see Sara’s best friend there, and the first thing on her mind wouldn’t be anger but concern.  Is Sara okay?  

“She never—I didn’t know she cared that much,” Sara whispers. She focuses on breathing through the pressure in her chest.

“I don’t think she wanted to worry you.”

Sara swallows. “She could have at least said something. I would have wanted to know.”

Itto chews his bread thoughtfully. “Not everyone knows how to say things like that.”

She stares at the fractal pattern on the countertop. It was ugly when they first saw the apartment and it still is. Back then they didn’t have enough money to change it out, and Sara isn’t even sure if they do now, but all she can think is that it has to go.

“I can’t change the past,” she says. 

Itto cracks a knuckle, a nervous habit he’s had since Sara first knew him. “I know. But you said you wanted Ei to care, and…” he spreads his arms, as if to say and I proved it. 

She gnaws at her upper lip, peeling the flaky skin. “I’m going back to bed,” she mumbles. “Good night. Don’t forget to toast your bread.”

He flashes her a thumbs-up. “Sleep well.”

She doesn’t. She lies in bed for another two hours and thinks about Ei, walking back to her apartment from the bubble tea shop where they broke up, maybe with her shoes pinching her feet and her hair blowing into her face, wet from tears and so, so cold. The same way Sara was. Back pressed against the sofa cushion, her rooms full of reminders of Sara.

It’s a year on, but Sara still remembers it: trying to muffle her sobs so Itto wouldn’t hear in the other room, having to force herself to get up for work in the morning, arriving later and finishing earlier, doing the rest of her work from the comfort of her bed to avoid running into Ei. Tears drying on her face as she boarded the flight to Japan.

━━━━━━

“Are you scared?” Ei asked, her voice soft. The bedside digital clock flashed 11 PM, the late-night backflow of Vancouver lanterning her face in pearl. 

She had looked at Sara earlier with her hand resting on the light switch, a silent question, and Sara had said, “I think darker.” If the lights were off she wouldn’t have to face whatever failure came forth. She could pretend it wasn’t as real as it was.

Sara laughed and rubbed the goosebumps prickling her arms. It was late and this was the first time she was going to have sex in just under two years, and she was cold and terrified and Ei was just sitting there, looking perfect as she always did, while Sara couldn’t remember ever feeling so defenseless. A hunger whining low in her belly, skin pale through the moonlight rafters. “I’m sorry.”

Ei swallowed visibly, her throat working. “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” she offered.

The bedspread had crow-feather patterns all over it: purple and black swirls. Sara flexed her fingers. “I want to,” she murmured. “I just—” she sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Can we take it slow?”

“Of course.” Ei hesitated. “Have you done this before?”

Sara bit the loose flap of skin around her nail, pulled it off. “Sex?”

“Yes.”

“I have,” she said, stiff between her teeth. Then, because honesty was her worst quality: “But never before like this, with a—” the strap of her bra was fraying under her tank top, but she made herself look somewhere else, which turned out to be straight at Ei and then she couldn’t handle it anymore and nearly forgot what she was going to say. “With a girl.”  

Ei seemed to consider this. Her lips were plush and wet. Sara had to squeeze her hands into the duvet to stop herself from doing something she might regret. “Okay.”

“How do you want to do this?” Sara asked.

She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me. As long as you feel good.”

Sara couldn’t say that she needed Ei to take the lead, that having to direct it by herself would only raise the volume of the buzzing between her ears. “Can you just…decide?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ei repeated. “Really. Whatever makes you comfortable.”

The weight of Ei’s expectations was a vice grip around her throat. “I don’t know,” Sara said eventually. “I would prefer it if you took the lead, I think.”

Ei’s gaze sharpened, dancing quick over Sara’s face. “Are you sure?”

“Please.” Thinking better of it for a second, she added, “But I’d like you to kiss me first. If you’re okay with that.”

“I’m okay with that,” Ei said, leaning forward. Sara was fully unprepared for it, for Ei’s hand to cup her chin and for the gentleness with which Ei treated her, a thumb stroking the hinge of her jaw, breath brushed hot against Sara’s lips. 

“Keep going,” Sara mumbled. 

Ei did. She licked into Sara’s mouth, sucked on her lower lip, her hand a hot brand against Sara’s skin, fingers dragging across her cheek. Somehow Sara ended up with a leg thrown over her lap, completely unaware of what her body was doing or how she was reacting to Ei’s touch besides the feeling of wetness between her legs.

Her mouth was reddened, her hair mussed up by Ei’s touch and she wanted to reach out but didn’t know what was allowed, what was permitted for her to do. Didn’t know the boundaries, because sometimes it felt like Ei had never set them in the first place, but Sara knew they had to be there, didn’t they? Instead, she settled her hands gingerly on Ei’s hips. She didn’t dig her fingers in too hard in case Ei didn’t want her to leave marks. She only did whatever Ei did first, reciprocating the clearly acceptable.

“I want to—” she said, light-headed, and Ei took her hand, bringing it to her mouth and pressing her lips to a knuckle.

“You can…” she began. “I can use my fingers, if you want me to. That might be more comfortable for you.” She stroked Sara’s hair lightly. “Or we can do it the other way round. Or not at all,” she said.

Sara nodded, slow at first but then in complete agreement. “Yes. I want you to,” she answered, dizzy with the intoxication of desire, a lock in her chest keyed-open and twisted. 

Ei peeled off her shirt and pants. She sat up in only her bra and underwear. It was a matching set, both of them purple. Sara wondered how she managed to get so many purple clothes when it wasn’t even a particularly common colour. All in similar shades, too. 

She curled her hand around Sara’s waist. Her palm rested on her ribcage, right over the hollowed-out protrusion of bones. “Don’t be nervous.” Her voice was quiet.

Sara giggled, reedy and split-lipped. “I don’t know how not to be,” she admitted. “But I want this a lot.” She wanted so much that it scared her.

“Okay,” Ei said. “Take off your shorts.” A command and a plea at the same time.

Sara stepped out of her shorts and underwear. She leaned back, her legs half-opened, and Ei sat forward on her knees. 

“You’re wet,” she observed, and Sara blew out a breath.

The first finger stung when it entered her, but Ei was gentle, her hand slippery with lube and Sara’s own wetness, only pushing it in up to the first knuckle until Sara looked up at the ceiling, rocked her hips slightly, and said, “Keep going.”

Ei complied, sinking her finger the rest of the way in. She stayed like that for a while, waiting while Sara accustomed herself to the pain-pleasure and gritted her teeth. “You can put another one in.”

The second one slipped in and—it was overwhelming, that’s what it was, Sara struggling through the pressure and the heaviness of Ei’s gaze, roaming across her body and settling on her lower stomach. The patch of hair between her legs, the tilt of her waist, sparking to life under Ei’s touch.

Once both of them were buried to the hilt, Ei kissed the skin of her inner thigh. “Does it hurt?” she whispered.

Sara needed a moment to find her voice. “Not too much,” she said. “I can handle it.”

“I’m going to move now.”

She shut her eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, okay.”

Ei spread her fingers apart. Sara’s legs trembled with the effort of not letting her hips jerk up against nothing, of keeping herself contained and confined to a small space. She muffled the whine that slipped out from between her lips, and Ei met her in a kiss.

“You don’t have to be quiet,” she murmured into Sara’s neck. 

Sara whimpered. She felt and sounded helpless. Ei crooked her fingers inside her and Sara tensed up, feeling something electric burst at the base of her spine and come to rest between her legs. “Fuck,” she said. “Fuck. Fuck.”

Ei made a noise close to a laugh. “If we were in the office I could punish you,” she said absently.

Feeling bold, Sara pushed herself up on her elbows and flicked her hair out of her eyes. “Too bad we aren’t in the office, hm?” She tried to ignore the excitement and desire that licked through her at the sound of ‘punishment’ in Ei’s mellow voice.

Ei smiled and bent her fingers even further, hitting a spot inside Sara that finally made her shudder through her climax, the pressure inside her unbearable as her hips hitched. Her nails dug into the mattress, into Ei’s shoulder, lip caught between her teeth. She shook for minutes on end, riding the high of orgasm with Ei’s fingers still inside her.

“That was rude,” Sara said, half-breathless. Most of her nerves had dissipated into smoke and it was easy to sit up, easy to meet Ei in the middle and kiss her, slick and messy and gentle. It was easy. Sara hadn’t expected it to be so comfortable.

They kissed until their lips were swollen and sensitive; it almost hurt to keep going, the sounds ringing out in the air, Sara saying nonsense between kisses, barely cognizant of anything that was coming out of her mouth. 

Afterward, Ei sucked marks across Sara’s clavicle, left small purple bruises as Sara wrapped her legs around Ei’s waist and tried not to rut up against her; she wanted friction, wanted to come again, but her legs were too tired to carry her through the motions.

Sara brought Ei to completion by going down on her, swiping a tongue through her folds and eating her out until Ei’s thighs clenched around her shoulders and she threw her head back. 

Her hair streamed down her back like a battle flag, neck bare and flawless, not a mark in sight. She let out a bitten-off moan and rocked her hips back down onto Sara’s mouth, and in the minutes following they just laid together, still feeling the cresting aftershocks, Sara’s lips still tingling and Ei’s eyes half-shut.

“I’m going to clean up,” whispered Ei. “You don’t have to move.”

When all was said and done Sara curled up under the bedspread, looking at the ceiling. The dip in the bed told her that Ei was coming back.

“Was it…fine?” she asked, suddenly unable to look Ei in the eye.

Ei didn’t speak for a while. Sara took her silence as a tacit admission of regret, but she finally said, “I enjoyed it. A lot.” Contemplative. To Ei, it was probably a banal, everyday occurrence, not the kind of earthshaking event Sara had built up in her head.

Because Sara hadn’t done it before like this, hadn’t done it with  Ei or even had sex at all since joining Hanamizaka Labs. The newness of it pulsed like a heartbeat between them.

Sara’s chest loosened. “Good,” she replied. “I want you to feel good.” Yet she couldn’t help thinking that Ei would like it more if it was with someone who knew more, with a girl who knew how to make other girls feel good. Instead of Sara: clueless and unmoored as a fawn learning to walk on wobbling legs. 

Ei had to think of whatever would make Sara the most comfortable, in the newness of her inexperience, and even if it wasn’t much of a sacrifice, Sara can’t imagine it as anything but one.

“I did feel good. You don’t need to worry.”

Under the sheets, Sara twisted her hands together. “I wasn’t worried,” she bluffed. 

“Sara.”

“Hm?”

“Are you sure?”

She crumbled. “I was worried,” she confessed. “But only because I needed—I wanted you to like it,” she amended. “And I didn’t know if you would.”

You’ll tell me if you don’t like it. Right?”

Ei rolled over and kissed the bony jut where Sara’s neck met her spine. “Go to sleep, Sara.”

They didn’t talk after that. Sara didn’t know how to.

━━━━━━

After her initial breakdown, Sara got through a week of living in Japan without a problem. It reminded her of what life was like before even moving to Vancouver, except now she could drive and go to places by herself and didn’t have homework.

She took pictures of all the food she ate and texted them to Itto. Timezones dictated that he never replied within five hours. It was usually more than twelve later, the earth’s orbit stopping them from ever being available at the same time. But when he did respond, it was with great enthusiasm, and the daily texts stopped Sara from doing anything she might regret.

But after a week, she started to crack. She left the house at odd times, spent most of the day on her laptop toying with personal code projects she hadn’t touched since university and was almost never at home at the same time as her parents.

They left her alone for the most part, careful not to prod the most tender bruises (which were obvious if anyone bothered to look at Sara), but on the fourth day of her brushing off dinnertime and telling them she would eat later, her mother called her to the kitchen.

“I know you’re still struggling,” her mother said cautiously, pushing a bowl of soup toward her. “But is there a—can we help you, somehow?” 

Sara inspected the wooden varnish on the tabletop. “I don’t know.” She didn’t know anything. Her entire existence was a fault line, blurred and hazy.

Her mother was quiet. Sara moved to leave. 

“Will it help? If you tell me about him?”

Sara’s knuckles tightened on the armrest. “About who?”

“The person you left,” she said. 

“What do you…want me to say?”

“What he was like,” her mother says, the kindness gap-mawed by expectation. “Good or bad.”

“There wasn’t anything bad,” she responded automatically. “I was the one who…I was the reason it went the way it did.”

Her mother made a sound that hinged between doubtful and sympathetic. “Alright. So tell me the good things.”

Sara slowly loosened her grip on the armrest. “He couldn’t cook,” she said. “The first time I went to her—to his apartment, I made him come with me and buy out half the grocery store just to fill the cupboards. He told me about the Tanabata festival. We watched movies but he usually fell asleep by the end. We took the early train together.”

“Where did you meet?” her mother asked.

“Work,” she says vaguely. It isn’t a lie, but it isn’t the full truth either. She couldn’t stomach her mother knowing she’d fallen in love with her boss anyway.

He liked to meditate every evening. When I cooked he always wanted to skip dinner and eat dessert first because he said that…” she trails off, remembering Ei coming up behind her, nuzzling into her neck, asking where they would go for dessert tonight; where tomorrow, the day after, all the days in the future. The beauty mark, a dark dot beneath her eye that Sara would kiss, just because. “He said that desserts were the best part of the day. Besides me.”

“What made you decide to break up, then?”

She combed a hand through her hair and wanted to cry. “I don’t think I can talk about this right now.”

Her mother nodded. “Okay. Drink your soup,” she said, so Sara drank her soup and swallowed down the sob building in her throat.

━━━━━━

“You’re so self-sacrificing,” Sara’s ex-boyfriend had told her, once upon a time. “You always want to give up yourself for other people, but I don’t know what you want in return.”

And it had stuck with Sara, because for the longest time she didn’t believe that it was true, the same way so many of the other things he had told her weren’t true: that he was at a council meeting when he wasn’t, that he had gotten a ride home from a party with his friend. That elephants are afraid of mice. 

For some reason, she remembered the last one particularly vividly, and she also remembered searching up the answer after they broke up and feeling vindictive, as if she had proven a point no one even wanted to make.

So he had probably lied about her being self-sacrificing, just like he had lied about the elephants. Sara could live with that; it was easier, and hurt less, to think of herself as a taker instead of a giver. She had imagined herself to be greedy more or less since she became an adult, settled into the familiar rhythms of Vancouver’s heartbeat and started making friends.

She knew she was selfish. She just didn’t know what else she could be. It was completely static. She couldn’t change it so there was no point in trying, was there?

Then Ei came, and Sara wanted even more than she had before. She was helpless in the face of her own desire, which made her selfish, which made her unworthy and hateful and not good enough for Ei, no matter what Ei thought or what Sara wanted to think.

 You always want to give yourself up for other people.

What else could she do, she thought desperately, if she had nothing else to give? What else was there, for her?

The truth was that no matter how much she gave, it would never exceed how much she took. The truth was that sometimes the self was not enough. A system of linear inequalities in which the absolute value of her sacrifice was less than what she stole from everyone else. 

In which desperation was the sacrifice, and the sacrifice was the self, and the self was too small to hold up the weight of her hunger. 

In which the hunger collapsed into a million tiny shards of sky, and Sara was left trying to pick up the pieces of broken glass left behind, and her hands were bleeding and there was blood in her mouth and everything was red. A city, burning. A mouth lit to ashes.

━━━━━━

The day after running into Itto in the kitchen, Sara is so exhausted that her hands shake as she turns on her computer. She floats through the whole day in a half-awake stupor. 

When Thoma asks her if they should follow up on the email she sent yesterday, it takes another full cup of coffee to even remember what email he’s talking about. “Let’s do it this afternoon,” she suggests, yawning. “Sorry. I don’t think I’m up for it right now.”

He gives her a thumbs-up. “We could do it on Monday too,” he offers. “It’s not that urgent.”

Sara is too tired to argue. “If you send me your notes, we can hop on a call on Saturday evening and get it done.”

Thoma narrows his eyes. “Isn’t Saturday your birthday?”

Sara sighs. “You think I can’t do work on my birthday?”

He shakes his head. “No, but would you want to if given the chance?”

“Probably,” she says after a minute. “I like work.”

Thoma stared at her for a second. “Well, as your trusted colleague, I forbid you from doing anything work-related on your birthday. We can discuss it on Monday instead.”

“Okay.”

He claps his hands. “Now that’s settled. Want to go out for lunch today? I think Ayaka has a coupon for the Korean fried chicken place on Robson.”

“Yeah, that works,” she says. 

He hums and turns back around to his work. “Great!”

Recalling the bet and Sara’s stake in it, she catches him right before he starts typing. “Wait,” she interrupts. “How’s Ayato doing?”

He looks suspicious. “What?”

“Just curious,” she says, trying to play it off. “I don’t think we’ve talked in a while, and I know you’re really good friends with him, so I thought I would ask.”

Thoma’s brow smoothes out. “He’s doing well. We went for brunch last weekend and I think he liked it.”

She tries to calculate the probability of it being a date and lands on something above fifty percent. “Brunch?”

“Brunch,” he confirms, the tips of his ears going red. “He suggested it.”

“Interesting,” she says. “Thanks for letting me know.”

He blinks. “You’re welcome?”

The fried chicken they eat for lunch is good, but Sara only tastes half of it. Her eyes keep fluttering shut and at the end, Ayaka presses the leftover takeout box into her hand. “Take the rest of it,” she says. “You look like you might need it.”

The three of them walk back to the office. Ei’s door is closed; it hasn’t opened once today, but the calendar says she’s here, so she must be here. Probably on a business call, then.

“I talked to Thoma this morning,” says Sara when she sits down next to Ayaka. Thoma is somewhere else—probably off at the coffee machine again, or otherwise hunting through the staff room cabinet for snacks.

“Oh?”

“He went for brunch with your brother last weekend.”

Ayaka laughs. “Did he tell you how it went?”

“Said Ayato suggested it.”

“I’m not surprised,” Ayaka answers. “He asked me what kind of food Thoma likes a while ago, so…” The silence speaks for itself.

“Do you still think we’re going to win the bet?” 

Ayaka tilts her head. “What did we decide on, five weeks? It might be sooner,” she says, shrugging. “If it ends up happening before our time, I’ll talk to my brother and see if he can wait a while before announcing it.” Spotting Sara’s look, she adds, “No one ever said that wasn’t allowed.”

Sara presses her lips together to hide her smile. “I guess so.”

━━━━━━

She keeps working through the rest of the day, caffeine the sole thing propping up her eyelids. She barely notices when Thoma leaves, doesn’t notice Ayaka standing up from her desk with a gentle touch to Sara’s shoulder as she walks away or Kokomi flicking off the lights by the entryway. She says, “Go home without me, I’m going to finish up later,” when Itto ruffles her hair and asks if she was ready to leave. 

One by one, the building empties out like water from a drain: Kazuha packing up his tablet and getting ready to go home, Yoimiya blowing through the office like a fiery whirlwind, Yae with her phone pressed to her ear as she strides out the door, talking about an investor meeting. 

All the lights around her have darkened, and her eyes start to flutter shut. Eventually she blinks and falls asleep with her head pillowed between her arms, computer blinking soft blue and going into screensaver mode.

“Sara?”

She jerks up and nearly hits her head on the back of her chair. “Hello?” She looks up.

It’s Ei, standing behind her and looking down at her; in the dim light her eyes are a soft shade of violet, hair curling around her face. Even after a long workday the collar of her shirt is pressed and ironed without a crease.

“Oh,” she says foolishly. “I didn’t realize it was so…” she glances at the clock on her desk and winces at the  22:30  that blinks in red. “I didn’t realize it was so late. I’ll go home.” She fumbles with her bag as she stands up and nearly sees stars, her head spinning. “Fuck. Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that.” She waves her hands lamely, realizing that she’s just digging herself a deeper hole. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Ei says, a wrinkle forming between her arched eyebrows. “Are you taking the train home?”

She rubs her forehead. “Yeah, I am.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” asks Ei quietly. “It’s past ten. It isn’t safe to walk here by yourself.”

Sara should say no. She should politely turn down the offer, which probably isn’t even truly an offer, just Ei being nice because that’s what you’re supposed to do with your employees. She should say no and walk home alone instead, on wobbling legs because despite the nap, the fog in her brain hasn’t cleared yet, sit on the SkyTrain alone and reach for her keys and push open the apartment door and curl up in bed feeling lonely. She should.

She’s so, so tired. “Yeah,” she says, feeling her voice leap in pitch as her boundaries fall apart around her. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

Ei doesn’t speak as Sara wraps her jacket around herself, only places a gentle hand on her elbow to steady her when she stumbles. 

Sara’s throat jumps. “Sorry,” she whispers again. The word is familiar in her mouth, her lips shaping around the contours of it. A well-worn habit.

“Are you okay?”

Is she okay? Are any of them okay? Will they ever be okay?

“Just need some sleep,” she grits out. “I was really tired today.”

Ei nods. “Head out first. I’ll set the alarm.”

She runs a hand through her hair. “Got it.” She picks up all her belongings and walks through the office door, out to the hallway. She presses the elevator button, steps in, waits until Ei appears to take her hand off the ‘keep open’ button.

“Thanks,” Ei tells her.

“You’re welcome.”

Neither of them talks on the way down the building, hunching their shoulders and walking as fast as they can to the station.

“Have you been sleeping badly for a long time?”

Sara shakes her head, swiping her Compass Card through the turnstile. “Not that long. Only the past few days.” She waits for Ei to ask why, but the question never comes. Sara should have known that Ei would never push for information not given to her. She was always considerate like that. 

Ei hums as they walk to the right platform. “Have you tried meditating? Or drinking tea?”

She stifles a smile. “You know I’m not good at meditating.” The implicit assumption cuts through the air between them like a too-sharp blade. All of a sudden, she wishes she hadn’t said it.

“Meditating isn’t about being good or bad,” Ei counters. “It’s about practicing.” And the callback, the reference to a conversation they had eighteen months ago just like this—Sara peels at a hangnail and her finger almost starts bleeding.

“I’ll try,” Sara says to displace the weight of Ei’s attention. She looks up at the station map and the black screen, orange letters flashing the next stop. The SkyTrain beeps as it slows. “This is me, so I’ll just—” she nods at the platform. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Thank you for walking me home.”

Ei’s gaze is piercing. “Be safe.”

“I will,” she promises. She ducks out of the train and heads to her apartment, fast. When she walks in, Itto looks up from the table. “What took you so long?”

“I fell asleep at the office,” she says. Then, volunteering information Itto didn’t ask for but she felt like she had to say anyway, if only to make it real: “Ei walked me home.”

Itto sets down his hairbrush. “Why?”

The giggle she lets out is brittle. “Fuck if I know.”

“Did you say anything?”

She sits down. “No. Just thanked her for walking me. I told her I was having trouble sleeping.”

He cuts her a sharp look. “And?”

“She suggested meditation.”

“Not much to work off, then.”

“No,” she agrees, and exhales. “I’m going to head to bed. Don’t forget to turn off the light,” she continues, because Itto never remembers unless someone (Sara) reminds him.

“Sleep well,” Itto calls after her.

She wants to, but she doesn’t know how plausible it is.

Sara gets into bed, but she can’t fall asleep for a long time. She tries to meditate, but all she can think of is Ei next to her, dressed in a pristine suit, keeping pace with her. Steady as a heartbeat, always.

━━━━━━

By the end of her first week, Sara learned that there was a practiced pattern to everyone’s departure and an undisturbed order. 

Gorou was the first to leave, waving goodbye over his shoulder as he walked out. Sara supposed that it made sense, since Yoimiya had said he had the least work to do, but he also seemed to get a lot of it done virtually rather than in the office.

Usually after that was Thoma; he tended to take a lot of time throughout the day for coffee or snacks, but worked right through his morning and afternoon breaks to make up for it, which is why he shut down his computer and stood up, stretching, to head home.

Ayaka and Ayato left, next, one waiting for the other if they took longer to pack up. Sayu followed not far behind them.

At five-thirty on the dot, Kokomi cleaned up the receptionist desk, turned off all the lights except the ones where people were still working, and walked out from behind it to twist the door handle open. 

At five-forty, Sara and Itto normally left, but today Sara had stayed behind to finish up some work that had slipped her mind the day before, and it let her find out how everyone else left too, an order that she hadn’t witnessed before.

At five forty-five, Kazuha slipped his stylus back into his tablet and tucked it under his arm as he left. He had a sheaf of loose papers stuffed under the other arm, all haphazardly folded into a sketchbook.

At five fifty-five, Yoimiya went around and swept up all the paper at her own desk and the desks around her, too conscientious for her own good. 

Six oh-five, and Yae rifled through files as she pushed the door open with a foot and waited for the elevator.

Six-fifteen: Ei emerged from her office and looked surprised to see a lamp still on at one of the cubicles, and Sara peering at her screen. “What are you doing here?”

Sara stood up quickly. “I was trying to finish up my work,” she explained lamely.

“Hm,” Ei said noncommittally. She slanted a glance at the clock. “It’s late already. Do you want to get some food? I can pay.”

She shook her head. “Oh no, I couldn’t—”

“Think of it as a company expense,” said Ei. 

Sara blinked a few times. “I should be getting home,” she replied weakly, and it was then that her stomach chose to grumble, loud as a garbage disposal machine.

“Kujou Sara,” Ei said, not quite scolding but something close to it.

“Yes.”

“What kind of food do you like?”

She lifted her shoulders. “I’m okay with everything,” she said carefully.

Ei closed her eyes and folded her jacket over her arm. “Come on,” she told Sara. “Let’s go.”

They ended up at a noodle shop tucked into West Broadway, watching the chef knead the noodles by hand behind the counter.

“Good?” asked Ei when Sara spooned some of the soup into her mouth.

“Good,” she agreed.

Ei looked pleased. “This is one of my favourite restaurants,” she said. “I’m glad you like it.”

Sara nodded. “These noodles are great.” She didn’t know why Ei had offered to take her out for dinner, but she wasn’t about to complain. The soup burned her mouth.

“Be careful,” Ei said. Her chopsticks were held loosely between her fingers, slender and poised. 

Her tongue tingled. “Right,” she managed to get out. Ei kept looking at her as she ate. Sara ducked her head down and didn’t return her gaze.

When it came time to pay, Sara pulled out her credit card, but the waiter shook his head. “It’s already been paid for,” he said, nodding towards Ei.

“But—”

“I told you I would pay,” Ei replied peaceably. 

Sara was at a loss. “I could have paid.”

“I know you could have. That wasn’t the point.”

“I’ll pay next time,” she promised, only realizing belatedly that she was assuming Ei would want to eat with her again. “I mean—if this is a thing. Is it a thing?”

Ei’s fingers jumped restlessly on the wood of the table. “It can be if you want,” she answered after a moment. “It doesn’t have to be.”

Sara laughed, a little helpless. “I don’t know,” she said. “I would be glad if it was a thing, but I—why?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why are we doing this?”

Ei’s face shuttered. “I thought you might like it,” she said, cautious. Picking her way around a landmine. 

“I do, it’s just—”  that you’re you, Sara thought, then:  and I’m me. And they aren’t supposed to cross paths, not like this. That’s the way it is, with people like them. It’s the rules. Sara doesn’t know who made those rules, but she knows they shouldn’t be crossed. “We should go.”

They walked to the train station. The sky was a shade of dovetail-gray shot through with orange dusk beams, framing Ei in warmth. 

Sara’s heartbeat pulsed in her throat. It felt like she was holding water in her hands; one move and it would all trickle out.

“This is my stop,” she said, waiting for the doors to slide open. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night,” Ei said, hands folded over her lap.

Sara waited until she got home to bury her face in her pillow and scream.


Notes for the Chapter:
find me on twitter at @yuqingterrace! you can also retweet this chapter here :)






3. Chapter 3

Summary for the Chapter:
“I’m sorry,” said Sara, even though Ei wouldn’t hear it. She was speaking to dead air. Not long after that, she picked up her bubble tea and walked out too, eyes watery as she made her way back home under a sky razed by beauty.

That was that. Sara finds that it hurts to relive. Hurts to live through, just as badly as it did the first time.


Notes for the Chapter:- thank you all for sticking with me through this!

- this chapter is unedited, and i wrote the last third in an exhausted haze so there are no doubt inconsistencies and pacing issues, but my current mindset is one of “i haven’t seen the sun in weeks,” so this is what you’re getting lol

- content warning for alcohol





Sara’s birthday, mere months before she and Ei broke up, looked like this: they arrived at work, hands threaded together. 

Ei kissed her on the cheek, then on the lips, her mouth soft and yielding. A pale slash of purple nearly pinked in the sunlight as it ran through her hair. Her hand cupped Sara’s cheekbone and she said against Sara’s lips, “Happy birthday.”

Sara couldn’t stop herself from reaching up and stealing another kiss. They were still in the hallway outside the office, but it was early and no one else was there, and it was nice to pretend this was a secret, to have and to hold, something no one could take away from them. 

“Do you want your gift now or later?”

“Oh—it doesn’t matter,” she said, waving it away. “I don’t mind.”

“I’ll give it to you now,” Ei decided, pushing the box into her hands.

“We should get out of the corridor at least,” Sara suggested, and she let Ei guide her into the office with a hand on the small of her back.

She sat down at her desk; Ei pulled up a chair from the corner of the room, one of the shitty ones that they only used when the proper seats were broken. Sara stood up so they could switch chairs, because it felt ridiculous to see Ei sitting in the kind of chair more suited for a high school classroom.

“Don’t bother,” Ei told her. “Open your gift.” It was the closest Ei ever got to bouncing off the walls with excitement; she tapped her foot against the floor and pushed a lock of hair behind her shoulder, reaching out to hold Sara’s hand.

It was difficult to open the box with only one free hand, but Sara managed. The oxygen caught in her throat as she flipped the lid, lungs squeezing. “Oh,” she said, the sound punched-out and breathless. “Ei?”

Ei smiled small. “Do you…like it?”

Sara lifted the bracelet out of the cushion. It looked expensive, more than Sara could ever possibly afford, tiny diamonds glittering and surrounding a purple gemstone. “It’s beautiful,” she said softly. “Thank you so much.”

Ei bit her lip. “You’re welcome,” she answered. “I…consulted some of your friends, to make sure you would like it.”

“You did?” Her voice echoed in her own ears, struck by Ei’s care and the effort she put into something like this.

“I wanted you to like it. I wanted to make sure it was something you would wear.”

Immediately, Sara draped it around her wrist and fiddled with the clasp for a few seconds until it tied together. “Thank you,” she said, her mouth tilting up at the corners. She couldn’t hide the joy bubbling up in her chest. “Thank you.”

The only person who commented was Ayaka, who spotted the glitter of the bracelet on her wrist and said, “Ei made a good choice.”

“Did you help her?” asked Sara.

She nodded. “Happy birthday, Sara.” Then she held up her hands, palms facing Sara, fingers curling into her hands. “I didn’t get you anything, but I have a bubble tea coupon for Gong Cha and it’s almost finished. You just need to get one more drink at any branch and you can place a free order. See?” Ayaka fished the coupon out of her pocket and showed Sara the stamped-in circles.

“Thanks,” Sara said, taking the card. “I appreciate it.”

Just then, Thoma speed-rolled over to her desk. “Sara! The happiest of birthdays to you. I was going to throw you a party, but then Ei said no, and I—” he cast a nervous look at the closed door. “Decided not to. We can do one next weekend.”

“Of course,” Sara agreed. “I’m looking forward to it.”

The rest of the workday passed in a flurry: Itto gifted her a pair of sunglasses, Yoimiya got her a beach umbrella (“Everyone should spend time at the beach,” she said brightly), and Kazuha slid a doodle of a cake with candles across the table, which Sara rated a ten for effort.

At the end of the day, Ei left her office and came up to Sara, placing a hand on the back of her neck—so light that it didn’t scare her, but enough to announce her presence. “Are you ready to go?” she asked. 

By then, everyone else had already gone home and there was no need to be quiet about it, but Ei kept her voice low anyway. Her love was like that: unassuming and soft, but there all the same. I’m here. Tired afternoons, kisses on street corners, walks home in the summer rain. I’m here.

“Yeah,” Sara answered, unable to stop a smile from curling across her mouth. “Let’s go.” On the elevator down to the ground floor, she slipped her hand into Ei’s. The bracelet was a welcome weight on her wrist. “What do you have planned?”

“Food,” Ei responded.

“A graphic description.”

Ei rested her chin on Sara’s head. “You’ll see.”

They stepped out into the evening; the July air was muggy with humidity and smog, a breeze cutting through the haze of warmth. Ei curled her fingers around her hand and led her down the street. As they neared Pacific Center, Sara narrowed her eyes. “I’m not following,” she said.

“We’re not there yet,” Ei told her, and started walking a little faster. Sara almost stumbled trying to catch up.

They came upon a small shop tucked away in a street corner. Sara had never been there before, and it was completely unnoticeable, the sign over the door so peeling and faded that she couldn’t even make out the name. She frowned. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

“I’m sure,” Ei said, bringing a finger to her lips. “Shh.” She squeezed Sara’s hand as she pushed the door open with the other arm. Immediately, the scent of frying food wafted over to them.

Sara inhaled. “Smells like home,” she remarked, eyes stinging, because she couldn’t remember the last time she had smelled this without her mother’s smiling face there too. The nostalgia was overwhelming. She breathed it in as deeply as she could and tried not to cry.

Ei led her to a rickety table in the corner. “I’m going to order,” she said, standing up. “Wait here.”

Sara nodded and watched as Ei went up to the front counter, pointed at dishes on the menu and conversed with the woman cooking sweet potatoes over a small wood stove. The familiarity with which Ei speaks to her makes it obvious that they’ve talked before, have probably become good friends over years of food and comfort.

She tossed her head back in laughter, and Sara just watched for a minute, letting herself think about how beautiful Ei was in happiness, the silvery undertones in her hair thrown into the light and the crescent-curl of her eyes. 

Their food arrived, so many dishes weighing down the table that Sara worried it might collapse. There were two plates of rice, warm brown curry spooned over them; a plate of takoyaki; grilled squid and imagawayaki: pancakes filled with meat and curry; sweet potatoes and okonomiyaki and a plate of taiyaki balancing precariously on the edge of the tabletop.

Sara blinked hard.

“I used to come here all the time in university,” Ei began. “I thought you would like it here. It feels like…like home,” she said, choosing her words with characteristic caution. “I wanted to bring home to you, for your birthday.”

It’s hard to breathe through the choking feeling in the back of her mouth, but Sara made a valiant effort. “I love it,” she murmured. “Thank you.”

Ei’s cheeks tinted pink. “The food is delicious,” she said, nodding at the dishes surrounding them. “Go ahead and eat.”

She did. Hours of food and alcohol and conversation later, in which they never seemed to have enough time to say all the things they wanted to—their mouths full of food and words both—they sat back at the same time, stomachs pleasantly heavy and ready to go home. Sara rubbed her eyes and tore off another piece of taiyaki to put in her mouth.

“We should go,” Ei said, glancing quickly at the counter. “They close at midnight.”

Sara groaned. “You might have to roll me home,” she teased. “I don’t know if I can get there by myself.”

She managed to lug herself up the train station stairs and onto the platform, but by the time they arrived at the front door of Ei’s apartment, she was so tired she didn’t trust herself to stand without support anymore.

She yawned. “I’m fine,” she insisted when Ei stepped up to wrap an arm around her waist. 

“Sara,” Ei said, half-cajoling and half ‘I know you’re lying, so just admit that you need help and we can get on with it.’

She shook her head. “Really, it’s not a—” she tripped and smacked her shoulder against the wall. “Ouch,” she gritted out. “Shit. Fuck.”

Ei came forward and leaned down, placed an arm beneath her knees and forced them to buckle so she could carry her in both arms. “You silly girl,” she said fondly, and that was how Sara knew she must have been not just tired but a little tipsy too. “Let’s get you to bed.”

Sara snuggled into her shoulder. “You smell nice,” she mumbled. “We should have sex.” It clearly said something about how drunk she was and how much her barriers had eroded with Ei—her inner walls cracking to nothing—that she didn’t immediately disintegrate upon saying it. We should have sex. You should peel me raw and drink light from my mouth.

Ei made a sound of amusement. “We can have sex tomorrow morning,” she promised. “It’s a weekend.”

“Thank god.”

Ei carried her all the way upstairs and into the shower, where Sara leaned against the wall as her hair was washed, the knots in her shoulders slowly leaving as Ei massaged the tension out of her back. “I love you,” she told Ei sleepily, feeling all her bones melt at once.

Behind her, she heard the slightest intake of breath, quiet and sharp. “I love you too,” answered Ei.

Sara’s chest loosened. Ei rinsed the shampoo out of her hair and wrapped her in a fluffy towel. She helped her change into clothes and brushed her teeth, finally scooping Sara up again to deposit her in bed. Sara felt like a baby being swaddled and cared for. 

Her dependency on Ei hinged on embarrassing, but it was her birthday and Ei didn’t seem to mind it and Sara wanted someone to care for her like this, just once.

“Night-night,” she breathed.

Ei curled her arms around Sara’s waist and buried her face in her neck. “Night,” she said, her breath tickling Sara’s skin. “Happy birthday.”

━━━━━━

Sara’s birthday, the year after she and Ei broke up, looks something like this: it’s a weekend, so she sleeps until ten and stumps out into the living room wearing her slippers with the chicken faces on them. 

(She stopped wearing Ei’s gift bracelet as soon as they broke up. Fewer reminders that way, but sometimes it’s still a shock—waking up and realizing that where there once was a weight wrapped around her wrist, nothing is there.)

She isn’t surprised to see Itto watching HGTV again, but she does have to squint to figure out what’s going on with his hair. “Did you brush your hair last night?”

Itto turns around. “Happy birthday!” he says brightly. His hair looks like a bird’s nest, white and red strands sticking up in all directions like not even gravity can tether them downwards. 

Sara scuffs the toe of her chicken-face slippers on the wooden floor. “Itto. Did you forget to brush your hair?”

He slumps like a deflated balloon. “I didn’t forget,” he protests. “I was tired. You know I had a business dinner last night, and some of the gel wouldn’t disappear when I showered, so…I thought I could just. Give it a pass for one day.”

Sara barely manages to hold herself back from screaming. “That’s not how hair works.”

He shrugs, completely unrepentant. “Oops! Anyway, what do you want to do today? The whole gang is coming over tomorrow—I think everyone said they would be here except Yae and maybe Sayu.” And Ei remains unsaid. Itto would have known better than to invite her in the first place.

“Great,” Sara says automatically. She resists the urge to make fun of the way Itto says ‘gang,’ strangely reminiscent of the hockey dads who used to sit in the bleachers at the rink where Sara taught skating lessons in high school. “I don’t want to do anything today,” she continues. “Just eat. And sleep. Maybe catch up on some work.”

Itto groans. “You’re no fun.”

“I’m not trying to be fun,” she says. 

“Think,” he encourages, “what did you do for your birthday last year?” She knows the instance it dawns on him from the flapping of his hands and the stutter in his voice. “Wait—no, don’t think about that, I didn’t mean to—”

Sara waves him off. “It’s fine.” Her eyes prick. “I’m not angry.”

“Still,” Itto says, resolute. “We should make it a good day. What would make you the happiest?”

Not having to remember this time last year, she thinks. She pauses.

Ei made her happy, the type of joy that rises in your chest and leaves from the mouth and keeps on going, keeps floating higher and higher until it enters the stratosphere. She hasn’t felt that in a long time. “Japadog?” Sara hasn’t eaten anything from there since university, but she figures it can’t hurt.

Itto grins. “Perfect. I’ll run out to grab it. You just sit here.”

Sara obeys, sitting down on the couch and switching the channel as soon as she gets control of the remote. Itto’s fascination with house flipping remains a mystery, one that she doesn’t think she’ll ever find the answer to.

━━━━━━

After a full day of lazing around and eating food, Itto busts out the sake. As soon as Sara sets her eyes on the bottle, she sighs and rummages for small glasses in the cabinet. It’s nothing like the cups that her parents have at their house for alcohol, but it’s the closest she can get. 

Itto whoops and uncaps the sake bottle. He pours a generous glug into both of their cups, and Sara picks hers up, downs half of it at once. 

The fruity scent lingers on her tongue, lighter and sweeter than the beer she’s accustomed to without the sour aftertaste. As she swallows, a hint of savouriness makes itself known. They only drink it on special occasions. Sara thinks the last one must have been when she came back from Japan. She stops, letting the flavour wash over her tongue, and then finishes off the glass.

Half of the bottle is gone by the time Sara becomes conscious of how dry her mouth feels; they’ve both been drinking steadily, happily unaware of the number of times either of them has picked up the bottle to pour another glass, and Sara feels tears spring to her eyes. 

Different types of alcohol inspire different reactions in her, but without fail—sake makes her cry, and the emotional kick is amplified by the way she experiences each moment, as if it’s papered over the memories of her birthday last year with Ei. How she’s seated on the floor with a red-faced Itto and a bottle of alcohol next to her right now, when last year she was clocking out of work and walking down the street to eat dinner with Ei. 

Later, after breaking down on Itto’s shoulder, she’ll go to sleep and wake up with a splitting headache, regret already stale in her mouth. Last year, she would be showering with Ei and cuddling with her in bed, waking up and having a round of sweet, slow morning sex before they got up for the day. Sara, trembling as Ei took her apart with skilled hands. Sara, listening to the open-mouthed, sleepy sounds Ei made as they kissed.

She knows that her eyes are wet before she even blinks. A tear splashes into her glass, rolling down the side, a drop of salt in an ocean of alcohol.

Itto sees the tear and tracks it with his eyes. He freezes, hand gripping his cup. “Sara?”

She wills her voice not to tremble. “I’m fine,” she says. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Is this about Ei?”

“When is it not?” she jokes, but it comes out half-hearted and fragile, butterfly wings pulled apart like taffy.

He scoots closer and puts an arm around her shoulder. “Do you want to talk about it?”

She sighs and feels her eyes water again. “It’s just that. I know, intuitively, that I was happy even before Ei,” she says. “But I don’t remember what that feels like. And I don’t know if I can get back to it, because now when I’m supposed to be happy I just think about what it was like back then, when I was with her and I was happy about it, about everything, and…” her voice rings in the air, a hollow drum. “I miss her. So much.”

Itto sniffles—it’s a hand-me-down sort of emotion, Itto stepping into the same emptiness that Sara feels merely by proxy. “Don’t be sad.”

“Easier said than done,” she says, sniffle-giggling. 

“We should drink more,” suggests Itto. “I don’t think you’ll feel better, but maybe you won’t have to think about it.”

Sara picks up her glass. “Why not?”

━━━━━━

“Ei?” Sara said as her boss crossed the office, before she could psych herself out. She was committed to it, now, and there was no backing out. “Can I speak to you?”

Ei paused. “Of course,” she replied. “About what?”

She pushed her chair back. “If we could…discuss this in private, I would appreciate it.” She tried to lower her voice, to stop it from carrying across the cubicles, but Thoma elbowed her in the stomach and raised an eyebrow anyway. Sara ignored the throbbing pain in her ribs, watching carefully for Ei’s reaction.

Ei looked unperturbed. “Of course,” she said, acquiescing easily. “Would you like to step into my office?”

She shook her head. She didn’t think she would be able to handle it, surrounded by signs of Ei and reminders that Ei was, above all else, her boss. That if she made one wrong move it could result in losing her job. “The hallway?” she suggested. 

Ei nodded and turned around to walk outside. Sara followed her, palms cold with sweat and her heart thudding. Loud, loud, loud.

Ei shut the door to the office and looked at Sara. “What is it?”

Sara curled and uncurled her hands. “I was wondering if you wanted to get dinner with me sometime,” she said quickly. “Or find somewhere to eat. Or just…go places.” Go places? she repeated in her head, and she wanted to slap herself. 

Ei’s forehead wrinkled. “Pardon me?”

“You don’t have to say yes,” Sara said, staring at the ground and forging ahead in her speech like a high-speed train, knowing already that it was a mistake. “I just wanted to let you know. And I’m sorry if it makes you uncomfortable.” It had been a solid four years since she last had to confess to somebody. She wasn’t used to this, to smoothing out the tendons of her admittance and sandpapering over the awkwardness like it didn’t exist. 

Ei made a sound in her throat. “I don’t think I’m quite following.”

Sara didn’t remember it being so difficult before. “I’m saying,” she started, “I—I know this must be out of the blue for you, and I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable at all, so I’m really sorry if it does, but I. Would like to get to know you better. Or date you, if that’s something you’re interested in.” 

Every word was a weight on her back, crushing her into the cold ground. How did she ever think this was a good idea? Ei walking her home, buying her bubble tea, Yae Miko pulling Sara aside to speak with her. None of it meant anything.

When Ei didn’t speak for a full minute, Sara tried to hide the way she deflated at the silent rejection and turned to go. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I’ll leave, I didn’t mean to put you out like this, I know it’s probably some type of—”

“Kujou Sara,” Ei broke in, and Sara jumped at the sound of her voice.

“Yes?”

“I would not be…opposed to it,” she answered. “It would make me happy to get to know you better as well. In a non-work capacity,” she added, like that wasn’t already obvious.

Sara felt all the breath escape her lungs. “Really?”

“Really,” confirmed Ei. “I’d like to…go places. With you.” There was a tiny smile on her face—enough to make her face look softer, more gentle.

“Oh.” Suddenly, the ground felt slightly more solid beneath her feet. Something on her lungs let up and she managed to breathe again. “I—okay. That’s good. Do you want to make plans? Find a time to. Go places?” Her sentences are fragmented, punctuated by stops as the reality of it sinks in. Ei wants to go places with her, too.

“I would be happy with anything,” Ei replied. “It doesn’t matter to me.”

Sara frowned. “Are you sure? You don’t have to agree with me just for the sake of it,” she argued. “If you don’t like something you should tell me.”

Ei hesitated. “We can decide later,” she said finally. “I can…take you home, tonight. If you’re alright with that.”

“Yes,” she said swiftly, cheeks tinting pink. “I’m alright with that. I’m more than alright.”

“Good,” Ei said. She turned on her heel, back into the office.

“So?” Thoma asked when Sara returned, still shell-shocked by Ei’s reaction.

“It went well,” she admitted. “Really well.”

Thoma grinned. “What did she say?”

Sara thought about it for a second—just long enough for Ayaka to roll up and join the conversation. 

“What are we talking about?”

“Sara just asked out our boss,” Thoma said, addressing Ayaka. “It’s time for the debrief.”

“The debrief? Really, Thoma?” Sara sighed.

Ayaka clapped her hands. “The debrief! How did it go?”

Sara wrung out her hands. “She said she wanted to go places with me,” she said, aware of the stupid smile stretching across her face but unable to stop it.

“To go places with you?” Ayaka repeated. “Is that supposed to be a good thing?”

Thoma flicked her shoulder. “Of course it is,” he said, beaming brightly. “And? What else did she say?”

“She wants to get to know me better.” Saying it aloud solidified the truth of it, making it concrete in Sara’s mind. Making it real.

“Are you kidding? That’s awesome!” Thoma pumped his fists in the air. “Okay, but that’s a terrifying thought,” he amended with a grimace. “I can’t believe you’re dating our boss.”

Sara pressed her lips together. “We aren’t dating,” she corrected. “Nothing has happened yet.”

“But you took the first step,” Ayaka pointed out. “Who knows how it could go from here?”

Ayaka was right, but Sara didn’t want to admit it. “I’ll see how it goes,” she said firmly, because she couldn’t let herself think about her and Ei being a thing, being real, being together. If she did, then all bets were off. “I’m not making any promises. That’s it.” 

━━━━━━

Sara’s first day back at work after returning from Japan was an emotional trainwreck. She had only stepped off the plane the night before, awoken Itto by rolling her suitcase through the door at midnight. “You’re back,” he had said with satisfaction. “I was wondering when you’d return.”

“I’m back,” she had responded, face pale and bordering on sickly, nauseous from the combination of airplane turbulence and having to face everything she had left behind. “Surprise?”

“Are you going to work tomorrow?” Itto had asked, and Sara shrugged.

“Do I have a choice?”

And that was how she ended up in a staring contest with the office front door, unassuming and gray beside the sign smack-dab in the middle that announced 1314: HANAMIZAKA LABS HEADQUARTERS. 

“I’ll go in first,” Itto said, touching her shoulder lightly. He opened the door, stepped through, and it swung shut behind him. The staring contest resumed.

She heard footsteps behind her, but she didn’t move. Couldn’t—she was frozen to the spot, feet stuck in cement blocks.

“Sara?” 

The stiff set of her shoulders loosened at the sound of the voice: Yoimiya. Just Yoimiya, no one Sara would have to explain herself to. Nonjudgmental and gentle. Sara didn’t know if she could handle anything else at the moment.

“Hi,” she said quietly.

“When did you come back?”

“Just last night,” she said. “Late flight to YVR.”

Yoimiya made an understanding noise. “Late flights are brutal. Are you feeling okay?”

She laughed, but it went all reedy and weak at the end, so she shut up before it got worse. “As okay as I can feel, I guess.”

“Of course. Do you want to…” she motioned to the door. “Should we go inside, or do you need a minute?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and nearly started to cry.

Yoimiya grabbed Sara’s hand and pulled her to a tiny alcove in the corridor. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go—you want coffee or something? I’ll tell Ayaka we’ll be late. We can clock out later to make up for it. But,” she continued, “I don’t think anyone would be angry if you left early. That’s an option if you need.”

Sara shook her head. She figured there was no point in coming to work at all if she didn’t fulfill all eight hours of the workday. “I don’t need it.”

Yoimiya nodded carefully. “Okay.” She hadn’t let go of Sara’s hand, and she tugged her toward the elevator. The doors opened; they came face to face with Kokomi.

“Oh,” Kokomi said, smiling. “Sara? When did you return?”

“Just last night,” she answered. “It’s great to see you.”

“Likewise.” Kokomi cast a glance toward Yoimiya, searching for an explanation.

“We’re going to get coffee,” Yoimiya said, which wasn’t at all justified since they had a coffee machine in the office, but Kokomi accepted it anyway.

“I’ll see you later then. It’s great to have you back, Sara!”

“It’s great to be back,” she said automatically, even though she wasn’t sure if it was the truth. 

As soon as Kokomi left, Yoimiya entered the elevator, pulling Sara along with her. “We’re going to get something to drink,” she instructed, “and you’re going to feel better.” She made it sound like a threat, and Sara had no choice but to comply.

They went to the cafe downstairs and sat at a corner table. “I’ll get you a drink,” Yoimiya told her soothingly. “You just sit here. Tea?”

Sara rubbed her eyes, still gritty with the remnants of airplane air. “Sure.”

Yoimiya went up to the counter; the smile she directed to the barista was genuine, a flash of white teeth and crescent-moon eyes. Sara couldn’t hear what she was saying, but joy radiated out of her every pore, like she thought she was lucky to even be here right now, to know this person. When the truth was that other people were luckier to know Yoimiya. In all her bitterness, Sara could admit this much.

Two minutes later, Yoimiya came back with a steaming cup of green tea. 

“How are you feeling?” she asked, sliding over the cup and getting straight to the point.

Sara swallowed. “Kind of nauseous,” she confessed, unable to ignore the roiling of her stomach any longer. She took a sip of tea. “But I don’t know if it’s because of the plane or because…” she let the rest of the sentence disappear into a wisp of smoke. 

“Airplanes,” said Yoimiya in commiseration. “Is there a reason you decided to come back now? I mean, not that I’m not happy to see you,” she went on, “but I think we all figured that you would…give some advance notice. Or just not return at all. Which would have sucked, because we missed you a lot.”

“I figured it was time,” she replied. “I don’t know. I thought it had just…” she rolled her neck. “I thought it had gone on long enough. And I was probably hurting people—my family in Japan and my colleagues at work, just everyone—more by staying than by coming back. Besides,” she added, “I couldn’t leave Itto to live by himself that long. He was going to contract scurvy within the week.”

Yoimiya let out a surprised giggle. “That’s fair. I don’t think I would trust him to live alone either. Although I’m sure he’s a great roommate,” she said.

“Depends on your standards,” Sara countered. “Mine are at rock bottom, so I think he’s fine, but other people might say differently.”

“Right,” Yoimiya agreed. “Anyway. What did you do in Japan?”

Sara took another sip and nearly burnt her tongue. “Spent time with my parents.” Which was mostly a lie because she had holed up in her room and eaten at irregular hours, and when the New Year rolled around she drove into the city and went to the temple herself. “Slept a lot and ate food.” That part was true, but maybe not the way she painted it: she slept during the day and went out to eat during the witching hours, Kyoto deadened by darkness and all the tourist traps closed for the night. “I talked to Itto a lot.” 

She would have been angry at herself for wasting two months of her life doing nothing, but she was too tired for anger; stamped-out ashes on the fire. A computer running on fumes.

“That sounds fun,” responded Yoimiya enthusiastically. Sara appreciated that Yoimiya was humouring her, because she could tell that her flat retelling of it didn’t sound fun at all. At least it was true to the reality of it. “Do you go to Japan often?”

Sara took the lid of her tea off to cool it down. “Almost never,” she admitted. “The last time was before I moved to Vancouver. It was an impulse decision,” she explained, as if Yoimiya hadn’t gathered that much already.

“Understandable,” Yoimiya said.

Sara hesitated. “Was anyone…angry? That I left?” As soon as she asked, she didn’t want to know the answer anymore. Most people would be angry. Sara didn’t begrudge them that, but she didn’t think she could take confirmation of it.

Yoimiya looked thoughtful. “I don’t think they were angry,” she answered. “Maybe Yae was frustrated that it had messed up her financial projections for the next quarter, but I’m sure you—Itto and I kind of had a talk with everyone else, and most of us knew what had happened, so no one was mad at you. Just worried, I think.”

Sara felt like she might buckle under their concern, fold like a paper doll. Her hand shakes: a Tanabata wish floating on the wind. “How did they…find out?”

“Sara,” Yoimiya said gently, putting a hand on her wrist. “I mean this in the kindest way possible, but it was really obvious.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “It didn’t take anyone long to connect the dots. But—” she paused. “I think it was worse because you were so…unsubtle before that, too? Like everyone could tell how much you loved her, and how much she loved you too.” 

And that was where the problem lied, wasn’t it? Sara hadn’t learned how to be subtle about her love. Ei was never loud with hers, and then Sara wasn’t sure if it even existed, and then she felt like the last person on the beach at night, wind howling around her and rain whipping her coat collar. Like she was standing at the edge of a pier, looking down at a whirlpool and hoping she wouldn’t fall. So lonely she might crawl out of her ears to make it stop.

Yoimiya was still looking at her with that unreadable expression. “So when you stopped all of a sudden, when you looked awful and wouldn’t make eye contact with Ei, and started coming to work with Itto instead—people noticed.”

Ei had left footprints all over her life, gaps impossible to fill—trying on a pair of shoes that had fit perfectly a year ago just to find, in shock, that your toes had to curl and it squeezed your ankle to try and shove your foot back in there again. Square pegs in round holes, she thought.

“I guess I just didn’t realize,” she mumbled, mostly to herself. “I thought I imagined it, kind of?”

“Which part?”

“Ei loving me.” Even on her tongue it feels misshapen, somehow waterlogged and heavy with mistakes.

Yoimiya’s face crumpled. “Sara. I’m sure you didn’t imagine that.”

“It felt logical,” she said. “I thought that…you know how you imagine what people are doing when you’re not with them? And you wonder what their life is like outside of you?”

Yoimiya squinted. “Maybe?”

“Good enough,” Sara said, dismissing it with a wave. “Well, I. When we were together, and still now sometimes, I would—” she cut herself off. “I don’t know how to say this.”

“Take a minute,” Yoimiya said, coaching her through it. “You don’t have to say this if you don’t want to.”

Sara wrung her hands out. “I feel like I need to say it. When we weren’t together, I was always thinking of her. But not as if she was happy, just as if she hated me. Like I would text her and she would be pissed off that I wanted to see her. Like she was saying good things about me just to make me feel better about myself. I know it wasn’t the right thing to think about, and I know it means that I’m fucked up somehow, or something like that But I don’t know. I just can’t think of her any other way.” She finished the last of her tea. “I can’t think of her as someone who loves—loved me.” 

Putting it in the past tense was the hardest, because it established a sense of permanence Sara still hadn’t managed to come to grips with.

“God,” she said, chugging half the green tea in one go. She wasn’t sure if Yoimiya was even listening at this point. “I’m going to be alone for the rest of my life.” That was the sad, pathetic reality of it, and Sara would be better off getting used to it now than finding out later and being shocked.

Yoimiya’s face hadn’t moved in the past minute. Sara wondered if she’d broken her by accident, but then she sat forward. 

“I’m going to tell you something,” said Yoimiya. “And I don’t want you to freak out. But I understand if you need to.”

“Okay,” she answered cautiously.

“That day when I went to Ei’s office to talk to her,” Yoimiya started. “This was the day after the breakup, so everything was fresh and both of you looked sort of—destroyed, and I wanted to help.”

“I remember,” Sara said. She wished she didn’t.

“Good. So I went to talk to Ei, to see if she was sick or she needed to go home. And she was. She seemed fine at the beginning, but then I told her I had been speaking to you and came to check up on her. And she asked me if I knew all along.”

“Known what?”

Yoimiya bit her lip. “If I had known that you wanted to break up with her. And she figured that you had fallen out of love somewhere along the way, or else you wouldn’t have broken up with her like that. She asked if I knew when, because she had been thinking about it all night and couldn’t think of when it might have happened.”

Sara couldn’t help the shudder of her hands. “I didn’t fall out of love with her,” she said quietly. “Never.”

“So what happened?”

The laugh that came out of her mouth balanced on the knife-edge between hysterical and miserable. “I figured that she didn’t love me. Or maybe it was that I loved her too much. It was one of those.” Only two months had gone by and her memory of it was hazy, fogged over with condensation. “I didn’t want to tie her down.”

Yoimiya frowned. “I think she wanted you to tie her down. Like, not in a kinky way, just—domestically speaking.”

“I got it,” Sara said, massaging her forehead. “We should go back to work.”

“We aren’t done talking.”

“What’s going to change?” she snapped. “We aren’t getting back together anyway.”

Yoimiya raised a brow. “Why not?”

Sara threw her arm out. “Because she’s her,” she hissed, sharp. “And I’m me. It just…it wouldn’t work. And she wouldn’t want to get back together anyway, now that she knows how much better things are without me.”

“Would it really be so bad?”

She wanted to cry. “It wouldn’t be good, anyway. Can we not think about it?”

Yoimiya seems like she wants to argue, but she drops the point—Sara probably looks too determined or too deranged (or both) to bother pushing it further. “Fine. Let’s go back.”

Sara followed her out of the cafe and into the elevator. They didn’t talk any longer, but it was clear that Yoimiya was thinking hard about something.

Yoimiya opened the office door for her. “You go first,” she said, smiling slightly.

“Thanks.”

The moment she looked up from the floor, Thoma was running towards her with his arms outstretched. “Sara! We missed you!”

Sara laughed despite herself. “I’m sorry for leaving.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he insisted. “You’re back now, so it’s good.”

One by one, everyone—even Kokomi, who she had run into by the elevator earlier—came to say hello. 

Over Ayato’s shoulder, Sara glanced at the closed door just in time to see it open and Ei came out of her office. They made eye contact for one painful, time-stopping second. 

Ei looked away first, and then Sara had to pretend it had never happened, like seeing Ei wasn’t still stinging her inside. She had to act as if she had fallen out of love with Ei instead of falling so far in love she thought she would never see the bottom of it, loving so much that it scared her. 

Ayato spotted the gaze they shared and patted her shoulder sympathetically. “Welcome back,” he said, voice smooth. 

Sara tried to muster up a smile. “I’m glad to be back.”

━━━━━━

Two weeks after her birthday, Sara stays late at work again. With Thoma off for the week due to a family emergency, she and Ayaka are rushing to cover his work, filling in the cracks. 

Sara runs her code three times before figuring out that she made a typo in the twentieth line, and then she buries her head in her arms and groans. She had resolved not to go home until all of the issues had been smoothed out, which means at least another hour before she can go to the train station.

She doesn’t register the click of a door closing or footsteps coming up behind her until Ei’s voice cuts through the silence. 

“Is something wrong?”

Sara jumps. “No?”

“You don’t usually stay late,” Ei says, and Sara has barely a moment to wonder why Ei is talking to her now of all times, when she would usually just ignore her and look away. “But this is the second time in a month.”

Sara rubs her forehead. “Trying to fix this,” she explains, gesturing at her monitor screen.

Ei bends down to look at it. In the fluorescent computer glow, a frown wrinkles her marble complexion. She is effortlessly, ruthlessly beautiful despite the shitty lighting, and something in Sara’s chest settles. “You can do it tomorrow,” she says decisively. “You should go home.”

She laughs, brittle. “If you wanted to kick me out you could just tell me.”

Ei shakes her head. “I don’t want to kick you out,” she says, but she waits a second before saying it. “I just don’t want you to lose sleep over this. It’s ten-thirty already.”

She reaches blindly for her bag underneath the table and pushes back her chair to stand up. “I’ll get going,” she tells Ei. “Don’t wait for me.”

“Are you sure it’ll be safe?”

On one hand: she’s unaccompanied at ten-thirty pm downtown, but on the other: she’s only walking from the station to her apartment. It’s ten minutes at best, and a safe part of the city anyway.

“I’m sure,” she says, swinging her bag over her shoulder. She turns to the exit and starts making her way there. “I’ll be good on my own.” Ei doesn’t speak, so Sara just keeps walking, passing through the door and into the hallway. She pushes the elevator button.

“Wait.”

She freezes. “Yes?”

“I should come with you,” Ei offers, a strange mimicry of their conversation weeks ago. “It isn’t safe to go alone.”

Sara stares fixedly at the elevator button, willing the doors to open. “I’m not going to get mugged.”

“How do you know that?”

“I just—I just do,” she snaps, frustrated. “Look, it really isn’t your business and I’ve been trying this thing called ‘not troubling the people around me with unnecessary shit,’ so…” Then she winces, because despite all the times she had cursed while they were together, now Ei is her boss and nothing more, and Sara shouldn’t be saying that to her. “Sorry for my language.”

Ei narrows her eyes. “You should try to trouble people with your problems more often,” she counters. “You never told me any of them.”

The elevator doors slide open; Sara enters, and Ei follows on her heels.

“That’s different,” she hedges.

“How so?”

“Because—it just is,” she says, ringing foolish in her own ears. “Ei, I appreciate the concern, I really do, but I can get home by myself.”

“I’d like to see you home,” Ei says. Always so persistent. “It would help my peace of mind.”

Sara gives up. “Fine,” she replies, throwing up her hands. “You’re the one getting home late.”

“I am,” Ei allows. 

It’s still summer, but the cold stings Sara’s cheeks and they burn red. She hopes Ei doesn’t take notice of the way her shoulders shake from the chill. 

“We can go get something to eat,” Ei suggests. “I’m sure you must be hungry.”

Sara flinches. “I have to get home,” she answers, too sharp and too abrupt and too bitter, the spoken equivalent of a whiskey sour. It goes down dry on the tongue. “Sorry.”

Ei nods. “Okay.”

They get onto the train in silence. This time of the night, it’s filled with buskers and dog owners and people without another place to sleep. The sound of faint saxophone music floats through the air from one train car over.

Ei and Sara sit there, stiff. Back when they dated their evenings looked something like this, going out for dinner after work and then taking the late train back to Ei’s apartment, where they would finish whatever work they needed to do and kiss until their lips were numb and fall asleep, comma-curved around the other’s body.

Sara wishes she didn’t remember it in such viciously acute detail, because knowing it down to the tiny details means it’s impossible to forget all at once. Means that she can’t just wipe her hands of it and come away clean. The dirt is still there.

“This is my stop,” she says, as if Ei doesn’t already know.

Ei nods. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

“But—fine,” she sighs, realizing that Ei isn’t going to back down anytime soon. She’s about to say it’s this way before she remembers that Ei has been there hundreds of times, that this isn’t new to them, not new to Ei-and-Sara but maybe new to Ei and Sara. This is the first time Ei has walked Sara to her apartment with Sara thinking of them as two separate entities rather than a unit in and of itself. It’s almost surreal.

They’re quiet as they duck their heads and walk quickly to Sara’s apartment, not wanting to draw attention. 

“Here we are,” Sara says lamely just to break the silence. 

Ei nods. “Good night,” she says. She cuts a striking figure in the lamplight, poised and surefooted. 

Sara doesn’t meet her gaze head-on. “Good night. See you at work.”

She shuts the door before she can hear Ei’s reply and takes the elevator up to her floor.

━━━━━━

I think I’m going to break up with her, Sara thought, and then she said it just to hear it shape around her lips, so quiet that Itto—sitting next to her—couldn’t pick up on it. She could barely fathom what life without Ei might look like, but at that point it was an inevitability that they would break up somehow, somewhere, and perhaps it was Sara’s job to get it over and done with in a way that she could control.

Sara knew that it was the easy way out, but it didn’t feel so easy when she tested it out in her head. We should break up. Jesus Christ. She had to do it, didn’t she? 

Ei might hurt for a month or two, but she would get over it, and Sara would just bleed and bleed, but at least she wouldn’t be leaching off Ei anymore. At least she wouldn’t be hurting anybody else. 

Goddammit. She wanted to tell someone, but she couldn’t, because Itto would try to talk her out of it and Ayaka would just look at her with that disappointed expression and Sara would end up collapsed on a pile on the floor, unable to bear the weight of her failure.

━━━━━━

The day before Sara broke up with Ei, Yoimiya bumped shoulders with her on the way into the office. “How was your weekend?”

“Good,” she said. “Ei and I went to a new sushi restaurant.” The whole time Sara had chewed robotically and swallowed what felt like sand, doing her damn hardest not to let the tears slip.

“That sounds great!” Yoimiya responded. “And things are going okay with both of you?” It was like she had x-ray goggles, looking into Sara’s heart and seeing the mangled mess that beat in her chest.

Sara breathed. “Yes,” she said. “They’re going okay. We’re okay.”

She didn’t know if they had ever been okay.

Yoimiya looked at her with concern. “Sara? Is something wrong?”

Sara shut her eyes. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s just…everything,” she said eventually. “Everything is wrong.” While her life crumbled around her she was finding more ways to cut off the people she loved, to get rid of her saving graces and try to navigate through the tumult of adulthood alone.

Yoimiya patted her on the shoulder. “You should talk to Ei and Itto about it,” she suggested. “You’re closest to them, right? I’m sure they can help you. Your family too. And me,” she added as an afterthought. “You can always talk to me.”

Sara willed her lungs to work again. “Of course,” she said, trying to smile. “Thank you, Yoimiya.”

“No problem.”

━━━━━━

On the fourth day of Thoma’s leave, Sara steps out of the elevator and her knees buckle. She can’t remember the last time she slept more than three or four hours, so she curls up on the floor and decides it might not be a bad time to take a nap. 

She’s just so, so tired, and has been for days. Her jaw clicks with a yawn and she squeezes her eyes shut to shield herself against the harsh lights.

“Sara?”

Fuck.

She opens her eyes slowly, and Ei’s face—gorgeous, but unnaturally concerned—swims into view. 

“Do you need help getting up?”

Sara scrambles to her feet. “No! No, of course not. I was about to go home.” Just then, her legs give out again and she would have hit her head on the tiled floor if not for Ei catching her.

“Sorry,” she says hastily.

Ei seems to be on the verge of saying something. She bites her lip. “You should come back to my apartment,” she says, the warmth of her hand still searing into Sara’s arm. “It’s closer.”

Sara coughs. “I couldn’t,” she responds. Her throat is thick with something she doesn’t quite want to name. “I can get home by myself.”

Ei looks pointedly at her, drawing clear attention to the fact that Sara still can’t stand up straight without leaning on her. “I can get something to eat,” she suggests.

Sara wants to cry. Somehow, she manages not to. “Ei. I’m going to be fine.”

“It’s not about being fine,” Ei grinds out, voice clear and cutting. “Am I not allowed to care about you anymore?”

Sara flinches back as if she’s been struck in the face. “Sorry,” she says. In her head, she thinks it would be a whole lot easier if Ei didn’t care about her, and maybe it wouldn’t have hurt so much for Sara to cut her off, knowing it was the best option.

Mouth settling into a thin line, Ei tightens her grip on Sara’s shoulder. “It’s fine,” she says dismissively. “But you’re coming back with me. I’ll order food, and you’ll sleep.”

Sara nods. They walk out of the building together, Ei’s arm slung across her waist for support and her hand never leaving Sara’s elbow.

She falls asleep on the train and her head ends up dropping onto Ei’s shoulder. If it bothers Ei, she doesn’t react.

Sara wakes up lying on an all-too-familiar sofa. She blinks her eyes open slowly, sitting up on the couch. Her head feels like it’s been filled with cotton and hit with a baseball bat. “What happened?”

“You fell asleep on the train,” Ei explains, sitting at the kitchen counter and scrolling through her phone. Sara assumes she must be ordering food. “I didn’t want to disturb you.”

The thought that Ei must have carried Sara off the train and to her apartment makes Sara’s face flame red. “You could have just woken me up.”

“I didn’t want to disturb you,” she repeats. 

Sara looks around for something else to say. The room is eerily familiar, the layout exactly the same as the last time she was here. She recognizes every inch of it, even the slightest changes.

It seems like the kitchen has been renovated; the pantries are a different shape and the fridge has been moved to the other side of the stove. Sara cooked in this kitchen for so long that she notices every little thing.

“The renovations look nice,” she says hoarsely. There are so many things she could talk about, but all that comes to mind is the interior design. She’s absorbed Itto’s passion for HGTV through osmosis.

Ei smiles. “Thank you,” she answers.

“Are you finished with it? Or do you have more plans?” Sara doesn’t know why she’s asking this.

“Probably going to leave it as is,” Ei replies. “It doesn’t matter too much. I’ll have to do some final touches since I’m going to sell soon, so…”

Right.

Sara tried to keep her voice steady. “Are you leaving soon?”

Ei shrugs. “My lease is up in October, so I’ll leave then. I still need to go through the whole hiring and promoting process.”

Unconsciously, the tightness in Sara’s chest alleviates. Even though Ei’s departure is inevitable, at least this means that Sara won’t have to get herself used to the absence in one fell swoop. She has some time to come to grips. “Of course.”

“But if all goes to plan, it should be October,” Ei adds. “I want to make sure the whole team is equipped for the new CEO before I go.”

“South Korea, right?”

Ei nods. “I have a friend there who offered me a position.”

“That’s great,” Sara says weakly. “I’m sure you’ll do a fantastic job there.”

E is looking somewhere far away, past Sara’s shoulder and out of the window behind her. “I hope so.”

━━━━━━

Sara walks into the office a week later and comes face to face with Yoimiya wearing a mischievous grin.

“You look sad,” Yoimiya declares, “but I have some news that’ll cheer you up!”

She yawns. “What is it?”

“Look over there,” whispers Yoimiya in her ear, motioning toward Thoma’s desk. “What do you see?”

Sara blinks. “Uh. Thoma and Ayato?”

“Yes,” Yoimiya agrees. “But also something else. Look closer.”

Sara squints. “What am I supposed to be seeing?”

“They’re holding hands,” Yoimiya hisses. “And their legs are like—wrapped around each other. This is too much.”

Sara smiles. “Is this recent?”

Yoimiya purses her lips. “That’s what we’re trying to figure out. Apparently Ayaka found out two weeks ago. All of the times we bet on have passed, but there’s still a chance!”

Sara nods. “We bet on when they would get together, not when they would tell us.”

“Exactly. I could still win a Starbucks card.” She giggles. “Come on!”

She follows dutifully behind Yoimiya as they approach Thoma. Ayaka and Gorou are already sitting near them, looking on with obvious interest as Yoimiya taps Ayato on the shoulder. “Congratulations,” she says brightly.

Ayato looks unphased, just turning around to smile at her. “Thank you.” Almost imperceptibly, his grip tightens on Thoma’s hand.

Thoma’s cheeks tint red. 

Sara has to stifle a laugh. “So we were thinking,” she begins, “and I think all of us are curious: when did this happen?” She doesn’t care much for the Starbucks gift card, but she’d still like to know.

Thoma bites his lip. “Ah,” he says. “Um. I think it had to have been three weeks ago?”

All four of them are silent as they think over his answer, coming to an inevitable conclusion—three weeks ago means two weeks from the day they made the bet.

“I won!” Yoimiya laughs, tearing the morning quiet into two. “Give me that gift card!” she says, turning towards Gorou.

He sighs and pulls it out of his pocket. “Venmo me four dollars to cover your part,” he says to Sara and Ayaka, who both nod.

Thoma frowns. “What’s this about?”

Yoimiya takes off, running around the office as she giggles, so Sara (finally) sits down. “A bet,” she explains, “on when you would get together. Yoimiya won,” she says, tacked onto the end as an obvious addendum. 

“Clearly,” Ayato remarks amusedly. “Good morning, by the way.”

“Morning,” says Sara. “I would say I hope you’re doing well, but.” She looks down at their joined hands. “I can kind of guess.”

Thoma laughs. “Right. Thanks for covering me last week, by the way. I really appreciated it.”

“No problem,” answers Sara automatically, even though in the back of her head she’s thinking about everything that happened as a result of that—walking home with Ei, going home with her, passing out on her couch, complimenting her interior design and eating takeout for dinner at her kitchen counter. The closest her life has ever come to what it was, this time last year.

“Why the long face?” Thoma asks. He rolls his chair closer to Sara. “Is this about losing the bet?”

“No, I just.”

“Just what?”

Sara formulates her thoughts in her head. She imagines fitting together the trailing end of every sentence like a puzzle, sorting out the tendons of her mixed feelings with logic. “I hope everything goes well for you.”

Thoma sits back. “Do you think anything bad will happen?”

“Not exactly,” she hedges. “But I. Workplace relationships don’t always go well.”

“I think that describes most relationships,” Thoma points out, perfectly reasonably, and Sara wants to pull her knees up and rest her chin on them, curl into herself until she takes up as little space as possible.

“Forget it,” she says, wishing she hadn’t said anything at all. “I’m in a weird mood.”

“Did something happen with Ei?”

Sara breathes out, but the volume with which she sighs makes it sound more like a huff. “Why does someone ask that every time I feel like shit?” She hates that Thoma isn’t wrong about it either.

Thoma leans forward. “Do you want to talk about it?”

She toys with the end of her ballpoint pen and shoots a glance at her monitor—still twenty minutes left until she’s on the clock. “You know how you weren’t here last week?”

“I do remember that,” Thoma says. He always takes even the stupid questions seriously, which Sara appreciates. But she also wishes sometimes he would just tell her she was being stupid.

“I stayed late most of the time to finish my work,” she says. Then, before he has a chance to say anything, she lifts her hand. “Don’t blame yourself. It’s not your fault. But one day everyone left and Ei was there and she…”

Sara hears Thoma’s sharp intake of breath.

“She offered to walk me home.”

“And you said yes?”

“It was almost eleven,” she answers. “I shouldn’t have accepted. I just—” she makes a sound, low in the back of her throat. “I wanted to. I wanted to be known. I wanted her to know me, and care about me, and I hadn’t felt that for the longest time. You know what that feels like? Just doing something stupid in the hopes that maybe they’ll pull you back before you jump?”

Thoma doesn’t look judgemental. Just genuine and compassionate in his understanding. “I don’t think so. But I understand.”

Sara flexes her fingers, watches the knuckles shift under the skin. She might be losing her mind. “So she walked me home, and we didn’t talk at all. Then a few days later I passed out downstairs.”

“You did what?” Thoma asks, sounding alarmed. “Sara!”

“I was tired,” she says with a dismissive wave. “That’s not the important part.”

“So what’s the important part?”

“Ei took me back to her apartment. I fell asleep on the way there so she carried me and I took a nap on her couch. She ordered food for dinner and I ate at the counter and everything looked the same except she’d gotten a different floor tiling in the kitchen, and she said she was going to Korea in October and—”

“Wait,” Thoma interrupts. “Talk slower. Take a second.”

Sara swallows and continues. “She told me she’d been planning to leave for months and she would be selling the apartment soon. And I knew that, but somehow it didn’t sink in before? For years now, I’ve walked by that building and just thought, ‘that’s where Ei lives.’ And after we broke up I would walk past and realize that I knew every inch of one of the apartments there. For some reason that was…comforting. It made everything hurt less. But now it’ll be someone else’s apartment.”

Thoma hums. “Any reason why the apartment, in particular, is comforting?”

“Because of Ei,” she answers. “I associated it with love for the longest time. I kind of do now,” she admits, “just in the back of my brain, this stupid part that still thinks about Ei. Old habits die hard.”

“Can I add my two cents?” Thoma says.

Sara blows out a breath. “Be my guest.”

“I think you’re being too hard on yourself,” he tells Sara. “And maybe you’re not letting yourself choose between moving on and going back to Ei. Because both of those are options. The second one isn’t completely off the table, even if you think it is.” After a beat, he says, “I don’t think Ei ever stopped loving you either.”

“How would you know that?”

“Sara. Have you seen the way she looks at you?”

Sara can barely breathe. “No?”

“It’s a lot,” he says softly. “If you saw, you would know. But besides that,” he continues, “you’re never going to have solid evidence for something like this. You just have to trust yourself and the people around you.” He doesn’t speak for a few minutes. 

“It’s hard,” she mumbles. “It’s hard to believe that, when there’s so much that I—” can’t control, she wants to say, but then she thinks harder about it and changes it to want. So much that she wants, and none of it that she deserves.

“Love is about taking chances. Knowing the risk and choosing to accept it anyway. It’s still worth something. People can love you. You can love them back, without needing proof. Not everything will be taken away from you the second you reach for it, Sara.”

Sara’s eyes sting. Her throat is thick. 

The truth is that she’s spent so long shying away from any chances that she doesn’t know how to take advantage of them. The truth is that proof is really all she knows, and outside of that, what is there?

Thoma looks at her, concerned. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No,” she gets out. “No, you. You were. Everything you said was right. I’m just shit at processing things.” As if her brain shuts down at the slightest mention of kindness, blue-screening whenever someone suggests that they might—love her.

He visibly relaxes. “Take your time. We have a few minutes before we actually have to clock in.”

Sara sits there, staring at her desk for a few minutes. “Okay,” she says eventually. “Okay. You were right, but also. It’s just safer for me, you know? If Ei isn’t in love with me anymore. Otherwise I—” she wrings her hands out. “I would probably make a lot of reckless decisions. And I would forget that she’s still going to leave.”

Thoma’s face falls. “Ah.”

She glances up at the ceiling, at the exposed beams and white-yellow lights. “Yes. So I don’t have a lot of choices here.”

He nods slowly. “Do you think it isn’t worth it, trying to get her back? Because—I don’t want this to sound mean—you seem pretty miserable without her. Your happiness is worth more than your pride, or whatever else is stopping you.”

“It’s not about worth,” she says, but as she says it she realizes it kind of is. It’s a careful act, a series of checks and balances, a concerted effort to keep her heart and her pride intact at the same time. 

It’s been failing for months.

Thoma appraises her. “I think you have a chance here. Really. And it’s easier said than done, but you could tell her anytime.”

“Yeah,” she says. “I could.” The possibility is there, hanging like a bird on an electrical wire just in front of her.

━━━━━━

The next time Ei walks her home, it isn’t because Sara works late; it’s just that Itto has come down with a cold so Sara goes to work alone, and then when she’s packing up everything to leave Ei suddenly appears and says, “Can I walk you home?”

Sara stares at her for a few seconds. Thoma kicks her under the table, hard enough to bruise. She grips onto the armrest of her chair so her knees don’t buckle. She spins to face him and glares. She doesn’t know why he hasn’t left yet, when usually he’s gone at least thirty minutes before this, but she guesses it must have something to do with his weeklong leave. “Thoma,” she hisses through her teeth, and he smiles serenely.

“I think she’s waiting for an answer,” he points out, just low enough that Ei can’t hear it.

“I hate you,” Sara sighs. When she turns her head again, Ei is still there, looking at her. Sara should say no, but Ei is searching for some kind of answer and Sara wants to give it to her, wants to make Ei smile, wants to give her anything she asks for. “Okay,” she says finally, and watches the tilt of Ei’s shoulders soften, just slightly.

“Do you want to get dinner?” asks Ei.

Sara thinks about having to go home and cook for Itto, who’s been bedridden for two days, and shakes her head. “I have to take care of Itto. Sorry about that.”

“No worries,” Ei answers. They walk to the exit together. The elevator is out of order so they take the stairs down instead, and Sara has a moment to reflect on how little exercise she’s done since her university days.

“Tired?”

Sara, more than a little out of breath, looks up at Ei, who seems completely unruffled. “Yeah,” she says. “Just not used to walking down so many flights of stairs. I’ll be fine.” Ei doesn’t need to know that the most exercise she’s gotten in years is the morning runs that she used to do with Ei around the Stanley Park trail every weekend, watching sunfire light the water in orange and shine over the bold, proud slope of Ei’s nose. Unafraid in the eyes of dawn. The purple highlights in her hair, almost blush-pink in the daylight. Come on, it’s not even that early. We can do one more lap, can’t we, love? Sara?

“Hm,” Ei says. “Do you still run?”

Sara chuckles; it’s like she forgets herself, slipping back into the all-too-familiar rhythms of walking alongside Ei, smiling with her, laughing with her. As if right now, they might be walking home to Ei’s apartment (even though eventually they shared it in all but name), where Sara would cook dinner and Ei would tell her about the day’s meetings and they would end up kissing on the couch. 

She snaps out of it when Ei’s expectant gaze lands on her. “No,” she replies hastily. “No, I don’t run, it’s—” hard to find enthusiasm when you aren’t there. “It’s hard to find the time these days.”

Ei nods. “I’m sure you must be busy. But I hope you’re finding time to rest.”

Sara blinks. “I am, thanks,” she says, feeling like she must be missing something. Like she was walking down the stairs and suddenly skipped a step, and now she’s still trying to find her footing. She can’t remember the last time Ei spoke to her so gently—

Well. She can, if she thinks hard about it, but doing that feels like digging into a half-closed wound, so it’s smarter not to.

The conversation stagnates as they find seats on the train. It’s a busy Wednesday and there are no empty adjoining seats. Sara ends up pushed into a seat next to an old woman while Ei stands on the other side of the train car.

“Are you together?” the old lady asks with obvious interest, nodding her chin at Ei.

Sara shakes her head. “No, sorry. Just coworkers.”

“Ah,” the woman says. “My apologies for overstepping.”

She closes her eyes. “It’s alright,” she answers. There are still two more stops before she has to get off, so she says, “We used to date, though.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. I—it wasn’t working out.”

“That’s a shame,” the lady replies. “Young love is a wonderful thing.”

Sara laughs, a little helpless. “I don’t know. Maybe breaking up with her was a mistake.”

“Maybe,” the woman says. “But you should trust your instincts on that.” She gets up, leaning on her walking stick as she walks unsteadily to the doors. “This is my stop. Goodbye, dear.”

“Goodbye,” says Sara, and then she slumps back in the seat and waits for her stop.

She and Ei meet up again on the platform, after navigating the crush of bodies that spills out of the train all at once. They walk out of the station and turn, at the same time, in the direction of Sara’s apartment.

By now it’s mid-evening, and Ei looks—well, she doesn’t look happy, but she doesn’t look sad either. She just looks calm. 

Sara pauses right in the middle of the pavement, the street corner between the Japanese grocery store and the bike gear shop front, and opens her mouth. “Why are we doing this?”

Ei glances at her. “What?”

“I just…” she curls her fingers into her palms. “Is there a reason you keep walking me home? Because you don’t have to. I’m fine on my own.” It comes out harsher than she means, too raw to pass off.

She sees Ei’s throat bob. “I wanted you to get home safe.”

“Yes, but—there has to be something else,” she presses. “Another reason. I’ve been getting home safe for years.”

“I don’t know what you’re trying to say,” Ei says. No judgement, just patience and confusion, a wrinkle between her eyebrows.

“I’m saying—” she exhales. “I’m just saying that it’s kind of weird to reach out to your ex like this after so long, right?”

“Is that what you think of me as?”

Sara chews on the skin of her lower lip. “Besides my boss, yes?” They had been friends before they dated, but that feels like an eternity ago, distant and watery. It feels like a different Sara completely. “I just want to know your reasons for doing this.”

Ei is clearly searching for the words. “I thought it would be nice. To reconnect,” she says. “Not as partners, just as—friends. In whatever capacity you want.”

The problem is that Sara, with her emotional attachment and inability to be casual about anything, can’t do friends. She’s too devoted for anything less than a romantic relationship, and it cuts deep. Friendship with Ei, a relationship without a partnership, is an impossibility, and Sara’s nerves are so far frayed that she doesn’t hesitate in voicing this. 

“I don’t think I can do that,” she says, a hitch in her breath slipping out. “I’m sorry. I don’t—I don’t think we can be friends. It’s better if we aren’t.”

She sees Ei’s face go wooden and thinks she might be sick.

“I understand,” Ei says after a moment. “I’m sorry for assuming.”

Sara swallows with difficulty. “I don’t want to be friends,” she says, the words sour on her tongue. “You can—you can leave. You can go.”

“Okay,” Ei says softly. Still quiet about her pain, after all this time. “I’m sorry,” she says again, and she stumbles as she turns to go. Sara has only ever seen her stumble twice.

Sara breathes. “It’s fine. You don’t have to apologize. I’m not—mad, I just…” she mumbles. “I don’t understand why you’d want a friendship? Because we didn’t exactly…part on the best terms. But that was my fault,” she adds, running her mouth. She talks too much when she doesn’t know what else to do, as if she’s filling an empty jar with sand just to watch it spill out the cracks. “I feel like you should hate me for that, at least a bit.”

Ei’s face does something funny. “I don’t hate you,” she states. “I never have.” Then she takes a hesitant step toward Sara, physically restrains herself before she moves too close. “I didn’t blame you.”

Sara wrings her hands out. “You should,” she repeats. “But I—yes. I can’t do friendships, I’m really sorry, I.” She lets out a helpless giggle. “I can’t. And you’re leaving soon, right? So it’s smarter if we don’t go too far. Or try too hard. Since I was kind of heartbroken the last time and everything.”

“You were heartbroken?” asks Ei, and it’s like her entire world has shrunk to the size of Sara. The gaze all-consuming, a life filled with one person only.

Sara smiles despite herself. “I was,” she says. “I mean—I didn’t think I would be. But I realized it soon enough. I didn’t know it would hurt that much, because I knew that it wouldn’t hurt you, right? And I figured that if you weren’t affected, I shouldn’t be.”

“You thought I wasn’t affected,” Ei says.

Sara lets out a laugh. It comes out sounding slightly deranged. “You never said anything,” she offers weakly. “I. How was I supposed to know?”

“You didn’t say anything either,” Ei counters.

Sara squeezes her eyes shut. “Yes, but. Look, can we not talk about this? It’s in the past. It doesn’t matter anymore, and you’re leaving anyway, so…” Sara doesn’t know where she was going with that sentence, but she supposes it doesn’t really matter.

“You could have told me,” Ei murmurs, clearly unwilling to let it go.

“I couldn’t,” she bites out. “I couldn’t make you feel guilty. Don’t you understand? You deserved so much better. You still do. Nothing I ever did was good enough for you, and I didn’t know anything about you even though you knew every fucking thing about me, because I told you all of it. I tried so hard to understand you, I wanted to know you, and I never did, and whenever you told me you loved me I knew it was a lie, something you just said to satisfy me. I felt like I was nothing, I—” she exhales, a shaky breath leaving her mouth. “God. I thought I would be alone for the rest of my life.”

Ei opens and closes her mouth, voiceless.

“I’m sorry for telling you this,” Sara says, just to say something. Just to push this oppressive blanket of silence off her skin. “You can go. I didn’t mean to keep you here this long.”

Ei’s expression has shuttered completely by now, her gaze blank. Sara can’t tell what she’s thinking, and it scares her. She should be used to it by now, with how many times she’s stolen glances of Ei in the past few years and been completely in the dark. Back when they dated it was a seventy-thirty chance that Sara would know, see it written all across Ei’s face. 

That thirty percent was almost impossible to stomach sometimes. But Sara pushed through it, fucking hell. She did.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ei says carefully, sounding for all the world like she’s picking through a minefield with every sentence: one wrong step and everything will blow up. “I’ll leave. Again, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” 

An endless feedback loop of apologies. Testing the water to see what sinks.

“Okay,” Sara agrees, even though it feels like there’s a hole shot clean through her heart. Ei spins around and starts walking away, and Sara calls out after her, desperate: “Have a good evening. I’ll see you tomorrow?” It isn’t supposed to be a question, but it ends up as one anyway, seeking as much confirmation as she can, still holding onto Ei: hook, line, and sinker.

Ei stops. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she replies, so soft that it’s nearly a whisper. 

Sara thinks she must be the cruellest person in the world. 

She heads up to her apartment and shivers the whole way. It’s still the taper-end of summer and she shouldn’t be shaking, but the aircon is blowing right over her bare shoulders and the sky is the colour of papaya flesh outside and she’s so cold, freezing from the inside out.

She makes a beeline to Itto’s bedroom and sees him surrounded by mountains of tissues. A red nose peeks out over the blankets.

“How are you feeling?” she asks, sitting down on the very edge of the bed and pushing the glass of water on the side table closer to him.

Itto coughs. “Not bad,” he tells her, but the rasp in his throat says otherwise. “It could be worse.”

Sara raises an eyebrow and stands up. “Drink your water. I’m going to cook dinner.”

━━━━━━

Ei and Sara broke up on a Friday. It was a nondescript one, clouds stirring gray in the autumn sky, and Sara had lost every bit of patience she once had with herself, so when they passed a bubble tea shop she said, “Want something to drink?” She thought if she started crying, the milk tea would at least help.

Ei agreed easily. She did that all the time, went along with whatever Sara proposed just because. 

God. Once they weren’t together anymore, Ei would finally have time for herself, to do what she wanted instead of what Sara directed her to do.

“What do you want to order?” Ei asked, already pulling out her wallet.

Sara’s jaw tightened. “Uh. Oolong tea? With pearls,” she said. “I’ll pay for it.”

“It’s Friday,” Ei said patiently, “which is nearly the weekend. I’ll pay to commemorate the occasion.”

It didn’t make any sense, but that was Ei: coming up with the stupidest reasons to pay for Sara or cover her portion of the bill. She was so selfless. Sara loved her so much.

Sara let Ei pay and followed her to a table in the corner, drink in hand. “How was work today?” she asked. For the last week, Ei and Yae had been in talks with a company about partnership, and they still hadn’t closed on it. The toll it took on Ei was visible, the tilt of her smile a little more tired and her eyes not quite as bright.

“Good,” Ei responded. “I think we’re closer to settling the deal.”

Sara smiled. “You’ve worked hard. I hope everything goes well.”

“I do too,” Ei agreed, lapsing into silence.

Sara sipped on her milk tea. It felt like the walls were closing in on her—she had to do it now or never. She was standing on the edge of a cliff, staring into the darkness below. “Ei,” she said, fumbling over the words. “Can I—can I talk to you about something?”

Ei frowned. “What is it?”

“I don’t want you to take this as…me hating you. Or anything like that, I just.” She shook her head to clear it. “Fuck. You’re so good, and I promise that I’m the problem, and—”

“Sara,” Ei broke in, something dimming in her eyes, the corners of her mouth losing their upturn. “Just tell me, okay?”

She looked down at the table, pastel pink with a marbled pattern, all of it hilariously incongruous with the conversation they were about to have. She sucked on the straw of her bubble tea cup and chewed a pearl between her teeth. Then: “I don’t think this is working out.”

She didn’t look at Ei, but in her peripheral vision Sara saw her whole body go still. “What?”

“Our whole—us, I don’t think it’s working.”

“Why not?” asked Ei quietly.

Sara swallowed hard. “It’s just. I think things would be better for both of us if we cut it off now, because you should have time for yourself and I’m…it’s not working for me anymore. I’m tired,” she admitted. “I’m just so tired. Of this.”

“Of me?”

“No,” Sara said, but it was half-hearted and shaky and sounded more like a yes.

Ei leaned back. “If you think so.”

Sara exhaled. She’d expected this, but—had she really? Could she ever prepare for something like this? She didn’t know. She thought maybe if she handed over her heart, Ei would do something better with it. Fight for it, for her, for them. “I do think so,” she said. Snapped, more like, and Ei flinched just barely, just enough for Sara to ache at the sight. “I’m. I don’t want to fight about it,” she added, because she had given Ei the chance to fight and she hadn’t taken it. She held up her hands, a flagging wave of surrender. “Please.”

“I don’t want to fight you, Sara.” Ei just sounded tired. Sara should have done this quicker so Ei could go home and rest without Sara bothering her. 

She let her hands drop. “Good. You’re—” she licked her lips, chapped and nearly bleeding. “You’re a great person, really. I still respect you a lot, in a professional capacity. We can. We can move past this, right?”

“If you think so,” Ei repeated, and Sara wanted to cry, scream, pull her hair out, beg Ei to say something, anything that would make Sara believe she ever actually wanted her; that she felt a fraction as much as Sara did.

“I—yes, I do, there’s—” And there she went again, fumbling over her words, coherency slipping like water from her hands. “Yes. I think this is the right option for both of us.” 

And what else was there to do in a breakup: shake hands, hug it out, stand on ceremony? Sign the non-existent divorce papers? Talk through custody battles? Definitely not the last one, because they didn’t share many belongings, if any. 

No pets, no cars, just Ei’s sunwarmed apartment and a bed big enough for the two of them, both of which would obviously be Ei’s again. Not Ei-and-Sara’s. Possession in the singular. The natural exchange of all things loved.

It was summer still, balmy and fuzzing out in the corners of Sara’s vision, but she shivered regardless. “Okay,” she said. “Then I guess I’ll see you?”

Ei nodded. “See you at work,” she answered, and something in Sara’s stomach settled. Ei stood up, bubble tea left unfinished, and walked out of the shop, the door swinging behind her. 

“I’m sorry,” said Sara, even though Ei wouldn’t hear it. She was speaking to dead air. Not long after that, she picked up her bubble tea and walked out too, eyes watery as she made her way back home under a sky razed by beauty.

That was that. Sara finds that it hurts to relive. Hurts to live through, just as badly as it did the first time.

━━━━━━

Back then, the whole time, Sara had thought that Ei only accepted the breakup because she didn’t love Sara enough to argue, that her love had gotten lost somewhere, that it had survived by eating itself until everything was gone. She had ached so much that it spiralled out to everyone around her, and she had hated herself so much that she hated the idea of anyone else loving her, either.

Maybe it wasn’t the full truth. A year on, Sara remembers the way Ei’s face shuttered and thinks of it not as indifference but as an instinctive reaction. 

She remembers Ei leaving first, after the breakup, and thinks that perhaps it was a mere act of self-preservation. 

She remembers the deathly quiet of Ei’s voice, the slight tremble in her words, remembers how she toyed with her hands under the table and how she wouldn’t look at Sara for a week after, and perhaps that, too, wasn’t hatred but kindness. Perhaps Ei was trying to save herself and grant Sara mercy at the same time. 

The walks home, the concern, the meals Ei paid for, every single time she gave up something—all of it was for Sara. All of it was to make her happy. If Sara knew nothing about Ei, like she always thought, she should have at least known that.

And maybe Ei going to Korea is something like that. Her attempt at letting Sara live the life she hasn’t had for the past year, free of the pain she bears. Goddammit. 

Maybe they loved each other all along, and Sara was just too fucking stupid to see it.

She walks through the apartment and into Itto’s room. It’s early morning, but somehow he’s already awake. It must be the flu making his sleep schedule loopy. “I’m going to do something really, really stupid,” she says.

Itto perks up. “Sounds fun, what is it?”

She perches on the edge of the bed and grips the bedsheet with two hands. “I’m going to talk to Ei,” she says. “And I. I don’t know if she’s going to want me back, after the shit I said to her yesterday, but I’d like to try.”

“You’re going to talk to her now?”

“Yes,” she says. “I mean, it’s only six. Worst-case scenario she kicks me out, and I still won’t be late for work anyway.” Her voice cracks. “It’s going to be okay.”

Itto looks up at her. Even with his red eyes and the awful case of bedhead he has going on, the considering expression on his face is apparent. “You’ve never said that before.”

She shrugs. “I’m in a weird mood. I guess I—” she bites her lip. “I had never really realized that she loved me. And if she loved me there was no reason to break up. I was talking to Thoma about it and I. Figured some stuff out.”

“Then I’m proud of you,” Itto told her, and he sank back down into his pillows. “Good luck! Let me know how it goes.”

She shakes her hands out. “I will.”

━━━━━━

She’s out of breath when she gets to Ei’s apartment. Only one of the elevators was working and she was too impatient to wait for the other, so she walked up all the flights of stairs until she got to the right door.

She rings the bell. She knows that Ei will at least be awake at this time. In the mornings she used to brush a kiss across Sara’s cheek at six-fifteen and roll out of bed to get ready, leaving Sara to sleep for another half-hour before she woke up properly and came up to hug Ei from the back, to say morning. I missed you when I was sleeping. You were right there but I missed you anyway, missed looking at you and touching you and talking to you.

The sound of footsteps approaches the door. The knob turns, clicks, and—

There Ei is. Sara had forgotten how beautiful she is, tousled by dawn. She hadn’t let herself remember, before now.

“Morning,” she hears herself say.

Ei frowns. “Sara,” she says back. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” Sara replies softly. “It’s just me. I’m really sorry for coming here, but I wanted to—can we talk?”

Ei’s grip on the doorknob tightens. Sara can’t blame her for her wariness. “About what?”

“I need to apologize,” she answers. “And ask for a second chance.”

Ei hesitates, opens the door wider. “Come on in.”

Sara sits at the kitchen counter, knee bouncing under the table. “Can I do anything for you? Make your breakfast?”

“No thank you,” says Ei. She opens the pantry. “I ordered something last night.”

That’s Ei. Prepared for anything. 

“Right,” Sara says. “I should have known. Anyway, I’m not sure how to say this, but I. Remember when I broke up with you?”

Ei’s hand trembles. “I remember.”

“That was a stupid question,” she says. “But I’m. Um. I’m here to explain why I said what I said at that time, and why I said…that, yesterday. I’m really sorry for both of those,” she adds. “I just want to explain, and then tell you why I was completely wrong.”

Ei catches her lower lip between her teeth. “Keep going.”

“Thank you. So I might have broken up with you because I thought you didn’t love me anymore, or at least not enough to care what happened to us? And I was—so determined to make myself think you hated me. When you weren’t around, I would just imagine you receiving my texts and being angry because I was annoying you, or laughing about me behind my back, which.” She blinks three times. “It was really just me making shit up because I didn’t trust in myself, or you. Or us.”

“I wouldn’t laugh at you,” Ei says. “Ever.”

Sara laces her hands together. “I know that. But I wasn’t in a good headspace at the time, and it was easy to imagine things.” She coughs. “You never talked to me about what you were feeling, so it was easy to see things that weren’t there. It was easy to believe that you just never loved me in the first place. I assumed that you wouldn’t mind if we broke up, because you were perfect and I was just…dragging you down, all the time.”

She lifts her head to look at Ei, sitting across from her. “Can I keep going?” At the tiniest of nods from Ei, she continues. “And I figured that I was just being selfish, taking everything from you. I figured you probably didn’t want someone like that anyway.” She spreads her arms out. “I didn’t realize how much it would hurt you. I thought I was prepared for it to hurt me, but then we broke up, and I went through the five stages of grief, or something like that. I only went to Japan because I couldn’t stand pretending everything was normal. I’ve been going through life on autopilot for the past year.”

A beat passes. “I’m trying to say that my life has been awful without you. I shouldn’t have put you through that,” she confesses. “I was trying to get my shit together and I ended up bringing you down too. But if you’re open to giving it—us another shot, I would want to.” She breathes. “I want to try, and I want to be with you.” She laughs shakily. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

Ei is silent for a few minutes. “Is that it?”

Sara combs a nervous hand through her hair. “Yes?” She’s about to add you don’t have to respond to any of it when Ei starts talking.

“I should have said something,” she begins. “I should have told you I loved you more. I didn’t realize you were thinking any of that, I just assumed that…you thought something wasn’t working between us. If you weren’t in love anymore I didn’t want to force you into anything. I only wanted you to be happy,” she says quietly. “That’s why I took the job in Seoul. It was obvious that you weren’t happy around me.”

“Ei. You didn’t have to change jobs because of me.”

Ei twists her hands in her lap. “It wasn’t just you, but that was a big part of it. If you didn’t want me nearby, I thought it was best to stop that from happening.”

“I did want you,” Sara says. “I didn’t know how to say it.”

Ei reaches out, places a warm palm on top of Sara’s, her features airbrushed by the vast light of sunrise. Sara turns her hand up and twines their fingers together. “I still want you,” Ei professes. “I want to give this another shot.”

“Me too,” Sara whispers. She strokes Ei’s knuckle with her thumb. “I don’t think I ever stopped loving you. I just learned how to be quiet about it.”

“You know,” Ei says, “I think most people would laugh at me for being so quick to agree. Miko always told me I was too weak, when it came to you.”

Sara’s eyes widen. “Yae told you that?”

“She wasn’t wrong about it. Everyone else knew too,” she goes on. “I think Yoimiya had it figured out before we even got together. I hadn’t loved anyone like that before you. I was new to it, and I didn’t know what should be shared. I was nervous, I think—about scaring you away. I should have been more honest.”

Sara bites her lip. “It doesn’t matter,” she returns. “We’re okay now. It’s okay.” And they are okay. Or at least, they will be.

Ei closes her eyes. “Can I say one more thing?”

Sara nods. 

“I wish you wouldn’t think of me like that,” Ei says. “Like I hate you, picturing me laughing at you behind your back or making fun of you when you weren’t there, because I was always telling the truth about you. Every time I said I loved you, I was being honest. I tried to make you understand but you never believed me.” She opens her eyes. “I wish you would just trust me instead of trying to punish yourself.”

Sara’s heart stutters. “Oh,” she says, hardly able to find the voice for it. “I didn’t. I didn’t realize that.”

“I know,” Ei says, smiling slightly. “I didn’t expect you to. But it hurts, now that I know how you pictured me, to know I was loving someone who never believed in me. Or us.”

She presses her lips together. “God. I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted,” Ei tells her, gentle. Then: “If it helps, I can tell you what I really thought of you when you weren’t around.”

“Like what?”

“I thought of what you looked like in the mornings,” she admits. “Cooking and singing along to the radio. Walking home with you after work, the way your face scrunched up when you ate something too spicy.” Like just thinking of Sara was an act of joy all its own.

Sara makes a punched-out sound, low in her throat. “Oh,” is all she can say. Everything Ei describes—the mundanity of love, of comfort, the persistence in existence, carving away at her unease bit by bit. The ground solidifies beneath her.

Ei looks at her. “You don’t have to say anything back,” she tells Sara. “I thought it would be nice for you to know.”

And it is nice, knowing. Being known. Sara could get used to this.

They watch the sun melt over the horizon, milky moonlight making way for the day’s beginning. Sara gets up to make breakfast, to open the cabinets and flick on the stove and crack eggs into a pan in an apartment she (still) knows like the back of her hand.

Everything slots back into place, just as it should. But this time, Sara feels a hundred times lighter.

━━━━━━

They get to work an hour early, just like they used to, and Ei steals a kiss next to the coffee machine, which leads to Sara hitching her leg over her hip and getting lost in the taste of Ei’s mouth before Sara finally pulls away thirty minutes later, breaths loud in the air between them as she pants, “Stop, we have to work.”

Ei lands one more kiss on the corner of her mouth.

They separate long before anyone else arrives, and Ei heads to her office quickly, but when Ayaka arrives she takes one look at Sara and declares, “You look happy. What happened?”

“Does something have to happen for me to be happy?” Sara asks, but even she can tell that the smile curling across her mouth is unnatural.

“Yes,” Ayaka tells her. “You’re never this happy. Something is different.” She narrows her eyes. “Wait. Does this have to do with Ei?”

Sara sighs. “Yes.”

“I knew it!” Ayaka cries. Just then, Yoimiya bounces in through the door and beelines for their table. Her hearing is uncanny.

“What is it?”

“Sara and Ei got back together,” Ayaka tells her before Sara can open her mouth.

Yoimiya smiles so wide that Sara is surprised her cheeks don’t snap. “That’s great,” she gasps, walking over to Sara to sling an arm around her shoulders. “I’m so happy for you!”

Sara laughs. “Thank you.”

“Hey,” Yoimiya adds, turning Sara to look her in the eye. “If you ever have more issues, let me know and I’ll try to help as much as I can, okay?”

“Of course,” she says. “I really appreciate it.”

“Does anyone else know?” Ayaka asks, and Sara nods.

“I texted Itto to tell him,” she answers. “He hasn’t replied yet, but he will when he wakes up. I think Yae probably knows by now, too.”

Ayaka beams. “That’s great.”

“Have you decided what’s going to happen with Ei stepping down?” Yoimiya wonders.

Sara keeps the smile pinned firmly to her face, even as it threatens to slip off. “Not yet,” she says lightly. “We’re going to talk about it today. Nothing was officially confirmed with her leaving, so there’s still time for her to stay. But even if she goes, I would want to stay together,” she continues. “We could find a way to make it work. Long-distance isn’t so bad.”

Yoimiya pats her on the shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Sara.”

Thoma appears out of the corner of Sara’s eye, walking beside Ayato. “Morning,” he calls to them, and they wave.

“Sara and Ei have gotten back together,” Ayaka informs Thoma and Ayato.

Ayato grins. “Good for them,” he replies. “It was getting tiring, seeing them so sad all the time.”

Thoma takes it completely in stride. “All thanks to me,” he says, winking. “It was my pleasure to coach you through your relationship problems.”

Sara laughs. “Thank you, Thoma.” 

The rest of the day is more of the same—interspersed with her work, other people come up to congratulate her as the news spreads, and by the time Ei re-emerges from her office and makes it to Sara’s desk, Sara’s cheeks hurt from smiling. She still can’t really believe that this is happening, that Ei is coming up to her to kiss her on the cheek and slip her hand into Sara’s. After a year apart, they’re going to do a grocery run and go home and Sara will cook dinner, slippers scraping across the kitchen floor, and they’ll watch a movie together and have sex and fall asleep still touching.

“Let’s go home,” Sara says, resting her chin on Ei’s shoulder as she turns to drop a light kiss on the curve of her jaw.

And they do.

━━━━━━

They eat dinner while sitting on the floor, which Ei would normally never allow when there’s a perfectly good table next to them, but it seems to get a pass this time. Sara flicks through movies on the TV and ends up putting on some random Japanese drama that she doesn’t pay too much attention to, just for the background noise.

After they put the plates in the dishwasher and clean up all the cooking utensils, Ei gets a look on her face, and then Sara finds herself flat on her back in bed, being taken apart by Ei’s quick fingers, her clever tongue, taking her so far that Sara tips over the edge and comes, legs trembling and helpless sounds coming out of her mouth as her hips hitch up.

“So good,” Ei murmurs against Sara’s sensitive inner thigh. “So good, just for me.”

Sara sets about proving that.

━━━━━━

“Hey,” Sara says—whispers, more like, huddled under the blankets and cloaked in the intimacy of nighttime. She hadn’t bothered putting clothes on and she’s still bare, save for a tank top covering her top half: her state of undress evidence of her desire. “Are you still planning to go to Korea?”

Ei looks back at her in the dark, eyes softening. “I don’t know,” she answers. “For now, I’m thinking probably not. I’ll make a real decision tomorrow.” She leans forward to wrap an arm around Sara’s waist. “It’s hard to give this up.”

Sara flicks her shoulder lightly. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not being silly. It would be great to go, and I would love the opportunities there. But I love my life here already,” she says, “and I could never ask you to come with me.”

“Good,” Sara says, feeling slightly vindictive. “You should stay here. With me.”

There’s a puff of breath on her exposed collarbone; it makes goosebumps rise along her skin. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Sara shifts so they’re closer together, not even an inch of space between their bodies. “Promise?”

Ei kisses the shell of her ear. “Promise.”

 


“Under the stars that night, I felt desire overshadow fear.”



- x



Notes for the Chapter:
find me on twitter at @yuqingterrace! you can retweet this fic here.


Author’s Note:find me on twitter at @yuqingterrace! you can also retweet this chapter here :)
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