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The Kyoto Arrangement

The countryside south of Nagoya passed through the window of the Green Car in a long green smear. Rice paddies, low mountains, the rooftops of towns whose names I would never learn because I had lived in Japan for two years and still could not read a train station sign without my wife beside me.

My annual review was in three weeks. Takahashi would write it. Takahashi controlled whether I stayed or was sent back to New York with a severance package and a polite letter thanking me for my service, and on Tuesday a printed card had arrived at our apartment in Minato-ku, hand-addressed in ink, inviting us to a weekend at a ryokan in Kyoto. I had understood the invitation before I finished reading it. The understanding had settled into my stomach like something swallowed whole.

I asked Maiko that evening. She was at the kitchen counter slicing scallions, the knife quick and precise, and I stood in the doorway holding Takahashi’s card and said the words.

“He wants us in Kyoto this weekend.”

She did not look up from the scallions.

“Both of us?” she asked.

“Both of us.”

She set the knife down. She dried her hands on the towel. She said yes. She did not ask what the weekend meant. She did not ask what she was agreeing to. The not-asking was the answer, and the answer had been forming for eighteen months, since the first company dinner when Takahashi had spoken to her in Japanese for forty minutes while I sat beside them and smiled at the sounds I could not parse.

She was beside me now on the Shinkansen, her knee two inches from mine, dressed in something I had never seen before. A linen blouse, cream-colored, tucked into a skirt that stopped above her knee. Low heels. A thin gold chain at her throat that caught the light when she turned her head. She had chosen the outfit herself. I had not asked her to dress for Takahashi. She had dressed for Takahashi without being asked, and the initiative was worse than the compliance would have been, because the initiative meant she had assessed the situation on her own and arrived at the same conclusion I had arrived at, and her conclusion had included the cream blouse and the gold chain and the skirt that showed the clean line of her thigh when she crossed her legs.

I was half-hard. Had been since we boarded at Shinagawa. The arousal was not from Maiko’s beauty, though her beauty was the kind that rearranged rooms. The arousal was from the knowledge. My cock responded to what the weekend meant the way a thermometer responds to a fever: it measured something I could not control.

Her hand found mine on the armrest. She spoke in English, quiet, our private channel.

“It’s one weekend,” she said.

I nodded. She squeezed. The squeeze was reassurance and it was goodbye, the gesture of a woman crossing a line with her husband’s hand in hers. Her wedding ring pressed into my palm. By Sunday night the ring would mean something different.

I closed my eyes. The image was already there, had been there since Tuesday, waiting behind my eyelids each time I blinked. Takahashi’s hand. The hand I had watched across conference tables for two years. The hand that held a pen like a surgeon holds a scalpel. That hand on Maiko’s knee. In the image, the hand moved upward, past the hem of the skirt she had chosen this morning, along the inside of her thigh, and Maiko’s lips parted the way they parted when she tasted something good, and I had tried to push the image away for three days and the pushing had failed and the failure was the reason I was on this train.

The announcement came. Kyoto. We stood. She picked up her bag. I followed her onto the platform, and the following was not new. I had been following her since we moved to Tokyo. It had never been more literal than now.

* * *

A porter in a dark kimono led us down a wooden corridor that smelled of hinoki cypress and old water. The ryokan was the kind of place that did not advertise, that existed behind a wall on a side street and accepted guests by introduction only. Takahashi’s introduction. Takahashi’s world.

Our room was tatami and cedar and a window overlooking a moss garden where water dripped from a bamboo pipe into a stone basin at intervals so precise they seemed metered. The futon was folded in the closet. The room was spare and clean and expensive in the way that Japanese luxury is expensive, the cost hidden in the absence of anything unnecessary.

The fusuma was on the north wall. A sliding panel of wood and paper, pale and translucent, separating our room from the adjacent room. Takahashi’s room. I crossed the tatami and stood before it. The paper was thin. Handmade, fibrous, the kind of paper that had been made in Kyoto for six hundred years. I could hear the garden through it. The drip of the water pipe. The rustle of wind in the maple outside.

I would hear other things through it tonight.

Standing there, my hand flat against the wooden frame, I was hard. The anticipation had colonized my body since the train, had set up residence in my groin and my throat and the base of my spine, and now, facing the paper wall that separated my room from his, the colonization was complete. I imagined the sounds the fusuma would carry. Maiko’s voice, changed. The version of her voice I had never produced in six years of trying. The voice she made for a man who knew what to do with her. I adjusted myself through my trousers. The fabric was tight across my cock and the adjustment was obvious and Maiko, behind me, unpacking her bag on the tatami, saw it. She said nothing. The nothing was acknowledgment. The acknowledgment was permission. We had passed beyond the territory where things needed to be said.

* * *

Takahashi was already seated when we entered the private dining room. Legs folded beneath him on the tatami, sake poured, the posture of a man who owned a room by arriving in it first. A single low table. Three cushions. A window open to a garden where lanterns made the moss glow green in the early dark.

He stood when Maiko entered. Not for me. For her. The distinction was precise and undisguised. He greeted her in Japanese, and the language flowed between them the way water flows between two stones that fit, warm and fluid and shaped to the contour of shared meaning. I caught fragments. Her name. Something about the garden. A word I thought meant beautiful. He turned to me and the warmth cooled into courtesy.

“Carter-san. Thank you for coming.”

His English was careful. Slow. The pace of a man speaking to someone who required accommodation.

We sat. Maiko between us. The kaiseki arrived in courses, each one a small architecture of color and texture on ceramic plates that looked older than my country. Takahashi explained each dish to Maiko. In Japanese. The explanation was intimate, cultural, the shared literacy of two people who had grown up eating these things and knowing their names and their seasons. He pointed to a slice of something translucent on a bed of shiso leaf. He spoke. She laughed.

The laugh was not the laugh she gave me. I knew Maiko’s laughs. The polite laugh for my colleagues. The genuine laugh for comedies we watched on the couch. The performative laugh for company dinners. This was none of those. This was lighter, less constructed, the laugh of a woman hearing something funny in her own language from a man who spoke it like music. The laugh excluded me the way a locked door excludes. I sat on my cushion and ate the translucent thing on the shiso leaf and it tasted like the sea and I did not know its name.

I watched Takahashi’s hand. The hand lifted a sake cup. The hand gestured as he spoke, a small movement, economical, the way everything about him was economical. The hand rested on the table. Six inches from Maiko’s hand. The six inches was a distance that would close. Not now. Later. The hand that had signed my last performance review, that had circled my missed targets in red ink, that controlled whether my career continued or ended, that hand would be on my wife’s body tonight, and the knowledge sat in my stomach beside the kaiseki like a stone I had swallowed voluntarily.

I was hard under the table. The hardness had not subsided since the ryokan room. I shifted on my cushion. Maiko’s eyes moved to me for a fraction of a second. She registered the shift. She did not look at me again.

The sake flowed. Takahashi poured for Maiko. He held the ceramic flask with both hands, tilting it with the care of ritual, watching her cup fill. The two-handed pour. I knew enough about Japan to know what it meant. Intimacy. Attention. The offer made physical. She received it with both hands on her cup, a small bow of her head, and the reciprocal grammar of the gesture was a conversation in a language of hands and cups and bows that I could watch but never speak.

Maiko poured for Takahashi. The return gesture. Her hands on the flask, his hands on the cup, the sake moving between them like a current. Neither of them poured for me. I poured for myself. The self-pouring was the evening’s second exclusion, smaller than the language barrier but sharper, because it happened in full view and no one acknowledged it.

Takahashi set his cup down. He looked at me. He switched to English, and the switch was a door opening into the room where I was allowed to exist.

“Your wife is remarkable, Carter-san,” he said. The sentence was addressed to me but spoken for Maiko. She understood both languages. She heard the English and the intent beneath it simultaneously.

“Her Japanese is educated. Her taste is precise. I wonder how she ended up in Tokyo with—”

He paused. Smiled. The smile was small and closed and the pause extended one beat past comfortable and he did not finish the sentence. The unfinished sentence sat on the table between the sake cups like a dish no one had ordered. The sentence’s ending was an insult and a proposition, and both were delivered with the courtesy of a man who did not need to be direct because his position was direct enough.

Maiko’s posture had been changing all evening. I tracked it the way I tracked quarterly numbers, with the grim attentiveness of a man watching a trend he cannot reverse. When Takahashi spoke Japanese, she leaned toward him. Degrees. Fractions. Her shoulders moved back. Her chin lifted. The line of her neck lengthened and the gold chain caught the lamplight and the posture was the posture of a woman presenting herself to someone she wanted to be seen by.

When Takahashi reached across the table for a dish of pickled something, his hand brushed hers. The brush lasted less than a second. She did not pull away. The not-pulling-away was a larger concession than any words could have been, because it was the body’s answer, and the body does not lie in the dialect of withdrawal and permission. I saw it. The brush. The stillness of her hand. The fraction of a second where their skin touched over the pickled dish.

My cock pressed against my trousers with a persistence that was becoming painful. Under the table, hidden by the cedar wood and the white tablecloth, my body was responding to the evening’s choreography with a thoroughness that shamed me and did not stop shaming me and did not stop responding. I imagined his hands on her. Not here. Later. In the room beyond the fusuma. His fingers finding the buttons of the cream blouse. The blouse parting. Her skin beneath it, the skin I had touched ten thousand times, becoming new under hands that were not mine. He would undress her the way he explained kaiseki. Slowly. With knowledge. Each piece of clothing removed like a course cleared, revealing the next layer, and he would know the names of everything he uncovered and the season in which each part of her was most beautiful, and I would be in the adjacent room, alone, listening to the names I could not understand.

The dinner ended. Takahashi stood. He thanked Maiko in Japanese, and the thank-you included a bow that was deeper than protocol demanded. The extra degree of the bow was for her. Everything tonight had been for her.

He looked at me. His eyes were steady and the steadiness was the most honest thing about the evening, because the steadiness said: I know that you know. I know that you came anyway. I know what that means about you.

“I’ll have a nightcap in my room,” he said. English. For me. So I would understand the next sentence.

“Maiko-san, please join me. There are things about the Kyoto office I’d like your perspective on.”

The transparency of the excuse was the power. He did not need to disguise the invitation because disguise would have implied he required my approval, and he did not require my approval. He had never required my approval. My approval was irrelevant to the structure of the evening. He turned and walked to the fusuma that connected the dining room to his quarters. He slid the panel aside and stepped through and did not look back.

The fusuma to his room stayed open.

Maiko looked at me. Her eyes were dark and calm and she was asking me a question she had already answered on Tuesday night over the scallions. I nodded. The nod was small. She stood. She smoothed her skirt over her thighs with both hands, a gesture I had seen a thousand times, a gesture that now meant she was smoothing her skirt for the last time before another man’s hands removed it. She walked to the fusuma. She stepped through. The paper slid shut behind her with a sound like a page turning.

* * *

I sat on the tatami in the yukata the ryokan had provided. The cotton was thin and soft against my skin. The room was quiet. The garden was quiet. The bamboo pipe dripped water into the stone basin at its metered interval and the sound was the sound of patience, of something that could wait all night without tiring.

My body could not wait. I was hard. I had been hard since the Shinkansen, since before the Shinkansen, since Tuesday when I read the card and understood it, and the hardness had become a companion, a second pulse, a fact about my body as steady as my heartbeat. I sat with my hands on my knees. The posture of a man in a waiting room. I was in a waiting room. The diagnosis was in the next room, being delivered to my wife.

I listened.

Silence. Then the murmur of Japanese through the fusuma. His voice first, low, with the register of a cello, the unhurried cadence I knew from boardrooms where he spoke and the room rearranged itself around his words. Then Maiko’s voice, lighter, responding. I caught nothing. Two years of survival Japanese gave me numbers and coffee orders and the ability to apologize, and none of those skills applied here. My wife was speaking to another man in a language built to exclude me, and the exclusion was the oldest fact of my life in this country.

I imagined what I could not understand. Takahashi pouring a nightcap. Something amber in small glasses. His hand finding her knee. Not suddenly. With the same unhurried precision he brought to everything. The hand resting. The question asked by the weight of fingers on fabric. Maiko’s answer given by the stillness of her leg. Not pulling away. Again. The not-pulling-away that was her idiom for yes.

The fantasy extended. His hand moving higher. The skirt riding up under the pressure of his fingers. Maiko’s breathing changing, a shift in register from polite to private, the breath she took when something touched her where she wanted to be touched. His fingers reaching the hem of her underwear. Finding the edge of the fabric. Tracing along it. I knew what Maiko felt like through cotton. I knew the warmth of her, the way the fabric dampened under a patient hand, and now Takahashi’s patient hand was learning what I knew, and his hand was more patient than mine, and his patience was the patience of authority, the patience of a man who did not rush because he had never needed to rush because the outcome was not in doubt.

My hand moved to my cock through the yukata. The fabric was thin enough that I could feel the shape of myself, the hardness that had been building for three days, and I gripped through the cotton and the grip was relief and it was shame and the two were the same feeling.

A sound. Through the fusuma.

Not a word. Maiko. A small intake of breath, quick, cut short. The breath was different from her speaking voice. I knew the difference. I had been married to that voice for six years and I knew every register of it. The speaking voice was controlled, measured, a voice trained by years of being the most composed person in every room. This breath was not composed. This breath was the border between conversation and contact. Something had shifted in the adjacent room. A hand had moved. A threshold had been crossed.

My grip tightened.

The sounds changed. Gradually, then not gradually. Maiko’s breathing came through the fusuma, through the paper and the wood frame, across the three meters of air between her body and my ear, and the breathing was not conversation. The rhythm was different. Longer inhales. Shorter exhales. The rhythm of a body responding to stimulus. I heard the rustle of fabric. Silk against cotton. Yukata being opened. A shift of weight on tatami, the soft compression of the straw mat under rearranging bodies. Then Takahashi’s voice, a single word, Japanese, quiet. A command or an endearment. I could not tell which. The not-telling was the point.

Maiko’s response was not a word. It was a sound. Low, caught between her lips and her throat, the sound a body makes when another body finds it. Not a moan. Something before a moan. The sound of arrival, of a hand reaching a place the body had been waiting for it to reach.

I pulled the yukata open. My cock stood against my stomach, hard, flushed, the vein along the underside visible in the lamplight. I wrapped my hand around it. The grip was dry and rough and I did not care. I stroked. Once. The pleasure was sharp and the sharpness was wired to my ears, to the sounds coming through the fusuma, to my wife’s breathing being altered by another man’s hands.

Her breathing quickened. The exhales shortened. Something wet. A sound I knew. A mouth on skin. On a neck, or a collarbone, or a breast. The sound of lips and tongue and the skin that receives them, and the sound was coming through the paper wall with the clarity of a confession, because the paper hid nothing.

A different sound. A sharper intake. His hand had gone further. I knew what Maiko sounded like when fingers entered her. I had catalogued that sound over six years. The sound through the fusuma was the same and different. The same catch in the breath, the same involuntary vowel, but deeper. Longer. The difference was the hand that caused it. The hand that was not mine.

I stroked. Slow. I matched the rhythm I heard through the wall. Her breathing set the tempo and I followed it and the following was the evening’s theme.

The rhythm built. Maiko’s sounds layered. The caught breath became a pattern, a rising sequence, and between the breaths came his voice, low, Japanese, steady, the voice of a man narrating something, guiding something, and I could not understand a single word and the not-understanding was the second layer, the linguistic barrier that made the sounds purer because I received them without meaning, without context, as raw sound, as the music of my wife’s body being played by someone who knew the instrument.

My hand moved faster. The rough dry friction was becoming something else, the precome slicking my palm, the wetness making each stroke smoother, and the smoothness synchronized with the sounds from the next room and my body was a receiver, an antenna tuned to the frequency of Maiko’s pleasure, and the frequency was climbing.

Then it stopped. The sounds paused. A silence. Movement on the tatami. The sound of bodies rearranging. Something being removed, folded, set aside. More silence. Then his voice. One word. And her breath. One long exhale.

And the rhythm that came next was different from everything before it.

The fusuma moved.

A crack. Two inches. Maybe three. Light from Takahashi’s room spilled onto my tatami in a thin gold line. The crack had not been there before. Someone had opened it. Maiko had opened it. She knew I was here. She knew I was listening. And the crack was the invitation that completed the evening’s architecture, the final door opened in a house of doors that had been opening since Tuesday.

I was on my hands and knees crossing the tatami before the thought finished forming. My cock hung between my thighs, hard, swaying with the crawl, and I reached the fusuma and pressed my eye to the gap and the room beyond opened to me like a page.

The lamplight was warm and gold and low. A single floor lamp in the corner. Tatami. His futon unrolled, the white sheet smooth. And Maiko.

Her yukata was open. Not removed. Open. The sash untied and the fabric parted and she lay on her back on the futon with the cotton spread around her like something shed, and her body in the lamplight was the body I had seen ten thousand times and it was not. Her breasts were bare, small and pale, the nipples tight in the cool air, and the light caught the curve of her waist and the flat plane of her stomach and the shadow between her thighs where the yukata still draped one leg. She was breathing. I could see the breathing now, not just hear it, the rise and fall of her ribs, the way her stomach moved.

Takahashi knelt beside her. He had removed his yukata. His body was lean, defined, the shoulders broad from years of judo, the muscles of his back visible when he moved, the kind of body that was maintained the way a tool is maintained, with discipline and without display. His cock was hard. I saw it in the lamplight. Longer than mine. Thicker. The comparison arrived without invitation and lodged itself where comparisons live, in the part of the brain that measures and cannot stop measuring.

His hand was on her thigh. The maintained hand. The hand from the dinner. The hand that held the sake cup. He traced the inside of her leg from knee to the crease where thigh met hip, and her leg opened for the tracing the way a sentence opens for a word it has been waiting for.

He lowered his mouth to her breast. She arched. The arch was small, a reflex, and the sound she made was the sound I had heard through the wall but now I could see the mouth that made it. Her lips parted. Her eyes were closed. His tongue circled her nipple and his hand slid between her thighs and found her and the sound she made when he found her was a sound I had never produced. Not once. Not in six years. It was higher than the sounds she made with me, and softer, and more surprised, as if the pleasure was arriving from a direction she had not expected.

His fingers moved in her. I could see the motion of his wrist, the steady circular rhythm, and her hips responded with small pushes that matched the rhythm, and the matching was the conversation her body was having with his hand, a conversation in a language I could watch but never speak. She was wet. I could hear it now through the gap. The sound of his fingers in her wetness, a slick soft sound, and the sound was louder than it should have been and I realized the crack in the fusuma was not accidental. The crack was aimed. Positioned. So that I could see the futon and the two bodies on it and the wedding ring on her left hand as it gripped the sheet.

The ring. Gold. The ring I had put on her finger in a garden in Connecticut six years ago. The ring caught the lamplight as her fingers curled into the fabric and her hand clenched and unclenched with the rhythm of his fingers inside her and the ring was the brightest thing in the room.

He moved over her. His body covered hers. He was between her legs and his cock rested against her thigh and she reached down. Her hand wrapped around him. Her left hand. The hand with the ring. The gold band circled her finger as her fingers circled his cock and the image was a sentence I would never be able to unread.

She guided him. She placed the head against herself and I saw the adjustment, the angle, the slight lift of her hips. He pushed forward. Slow. The slowness was not hesitation. The slowness was knowledge. He entered her with the patience of a man who understood that the entry was its own event, not a prelude to what came after but a thing in itself, and her body received him with a long exhale that fogged the air between her lips and the ceiling.

No condom. The fact registered. He was inside my wife without a barrier and the absence of the barrier was a statement about ownership. You use a condom with someone else’s wife. You do not use a condom with yours.

The sound she made when he was fully inside her was a sound I would carry for the rest of my life. Not a moan. Not a word. A note. A single sustained note, like a finger drawn along the rim of a glass, and the note said: here. This is the thing my body was shaped to hold. The note said what six years of our marriage had not said, because our marriage had never produced this note, and I had suspected its existence and the suspicion had been correct and the correctness was the thing I had feared and wanted and here it was, coming through a three-inch gap in a paper wall.

He moved in her. His rhythm was controlled, deep, unhurried. Each stroke was full. I could see the length of him withdrawing and entering, the shine of her wetness on his skin, the way her body opened and closed around him with each stroke. Her legs wrapped around his back. Her heels pressed into the muscle above his hips and the pressing pulled him deeper and the depth produced a different sound, lower, a sound from further inside her.

He spoke. Japanese. Quiet. Close to her ear. His lips moved against her neck as he spoke and the words were inaudible and intimate and in the language I could not follow. She answered in Japanese. Her voice was different. Not the voice of the woman who ordered coffee for me at the Starbucks in Roppongi. Not the voice of the woman who translated my apologies at company dinners. This was a voice I had never heard. The voice of her pleasure was Japanese, not English, and the realization hit me in the chest: her body spoke his language. Her deepest sounds came in the tongue that excluded me. My wife’s pleasure was untranslatable.

I stroked myself. My hand moved on my cock with a desperation that I could not moderate, my palm wet with my own slick, my knees aching against the tatami, my eye pressed to the gap. I watched. He moved her. Not asked. Moved. His hands gripped her hips and turned her and she turned with the grip, not resisting, not assisting, allowing herself to be positioned the way a woman allows herself to be positioned by a man who has earned the right, and the earning was the evening and the career and the language and the authority and the judo shoulders and the cock that was longer and thicker than mine.

She was on her hands and knees. He knelt behind her. His hands on her hips. He entered her again from behind and the angle changed the sounds she made. Higher. Quicker. Her head dropped between her arms and her hair fell over her face and the wedding ring glinted on her left hand where it gripped the edge of the futon. His pace increased. Not frantic. Purposeful. The rhythm of a man who knew how to build something. His hips met her body and each meeting produced a soft wet sound, flesh into wet flesh, and each meeting pushed a breath out of her, and the breaths were coming faster.

He pulled her upright. His arm wrapped around her waist and he lifted her torso until her back was against his chest, and in this position I could see her face. Her face through the three-inch gap. The face of my wife. The face I had woken up beside for six years. The face was open. Unmanaged. The careful composure she wore like a second skin was gone and what remained was the raw mechanics of pleasure, the features rearranged by the work being done inside her, and I had never seen this face. I had never caused this face. This was the face she made for a man who knew how to make it.

His hand came around her body. His fingers found the place above where he entered her, the place I knew, the place I had tried to reach with the right pressure at the right rhythm for six years. He found it in seconds. She responded in seconds. Her hips bucked against his hand and her breath shortened into staccato bursts and his voice was in her ear, Japanese, low, steady, narrating her toward the edge, and I could not understand the narration but her body understood it.

She spoke. One word. Japanese. She said it again. The word was a request. The word was urgent. He answered with his body. His rhythm increased. His fingers pressed harder. She said the word a third time and her voice cracked on it and the crack was the sound of control breaking, and I had never broken her control, and he broke it with a word I did not know in a language I could not speak.

Her face changed. The features tightened, concentrated, the muscles around her eyes and mouth drawing inward toward a center, and then the center gave way and her mouth opened and the sound that came out was quiet, almost silent, a thin high exhalation that went on longer than any breath I had ever heard her take, and her body shuddered against his chest and his arms held her through the shuddering and his hips did not stop. He was still inside her and still moving and she was still coming and the coming was long, longer than anything I had given her, longer than I had known was possible, and her hand reached back and gripped his thigh and the wedding ring pressed into his skin.

He finished inside her. I saw it. His rhythm broke. The controlled, unhurried pace that had defined the entire act fractured into three hard strokes and his arms tightened around her and his jaw set and his eyes closed and he pressed himself deep and held. Maiko gasped. The gasp was the feeling of him finishing inside her, the warmth and the pulse of it, and her body received it the way it had received everything else he gave her: completely.

They stayed like that. His chest against her back, his arms around her, both of them breathing. He softened inside her. He slid out. She settled onto the futon. He lay beside her. His hand rested on her stomach, fingers spread, possessive and calm. They spoke. Japanese. Soft. The private conversation of two people who had just shared something that belonged to them and not to me. She laughed. Quiet. She turned into his chest. He held her. The holding was not grateful. It was proprietary. She fit against him the way she had never fit against me, and the fitting was visible through the gap, the clean line of their bodies together, the geometry of compatibility.

I came. In my hand, on the tatami, alone in the adjacent room. The orgasm was fast and harsh and left me hollowed. My come spattered the straw mat in front of the fusuma, pale in the gold light that leaked through the gap. I watched it land. The evidence of my own response to my wife being taken by another man. The evidence said what my mouth could not: that I had wanted this. That the wanting was the engine of every decision since Tuesday. That the career and the review and the renewal were reasons I had built around the wanting like a house built around a fire.

In the next room, Takahashi pulled the sheet over them. Maiko’s head was on his shoulder. Her hand rested on his chest. The wedding ring caught the lamplight one more time, and then the lamp went out, and the gap in the fusuma went dark, and I sat in my room in the darkness with my wet hand and the smell of what I had done and the sounds of two people settling into sleep together on the other side of a paper wall.

* * *

I had not slept. The tatami beside the fusuma was clean. I had wiped it with the hand towel from the bathroom, carefully, on my hands and knees at two in the morning, removing the evidence of my response. The towel was in the trash beneath a crumpled tissue. But the evidence that mattered could not be wiped. The sounds were in my memory. The image through the gap was in my memory. Maiko’s face in the lamplight, the face I had never caused, was in my memory, filed in the place where permanent things are stored.

The fusuma slid open. Gray morning light. Maiko stepped through. She was wearing a yukata. Not hers. His. The cotton was dark navy, too large for her shoulders, the sleeves hanging past her wrists, and the sash was tied loosely and the fabric gaped at her throat and she wore it with the ease of a woman wearing something that had been offered, not asked for. She smelled different. Not her soap. Not the jasmine lotion she kept by the sink. Something else. Cedar and skin and the warm salt of another body. The smell of Takahashi’s room. The smell of the night.

She did not explain the yukata. She did not explain anything. She closed the fusuma behind her and crossed the tatami and lay down beside me on the futon.

She reached for me.

Her hand found me through my yukata. I was hard. Still or again. The distinction had dissolved sometime during the night. She wrapped her fingers around my cock and stroked, slow, once, twice, and her hand was warm and her grip was sure and the sureness was new. Something had been confirmed in the night. Something about what she could do and what could be done to her and the confirmation had restructured her touch.

“Did you hear?” she asked. English. Our channel. The channel that should have been the language of intimacy but was now the language of aftermath.

“Yes,” I said.

“All of it?”

“Yes.”

She climbed onto me. She straddled my hips and the navy yukata fell open and her body was bare beneath it. She reached down and took my cock and positioned me and lowered herself and I entered her.

She was wet. Not from me. From Takahashi. From what he had left inside her hours ago. The wetness was warm and slick and different, the texture altered, the space altered, and I was inside the evidence. The evidence surrounded me. The evidence was the shape my wife had been given by another man’s body and my body fit inside that shape the way a smaller key fits inside a larger lock, present but insufficient, occupying the space without filling it.

She rode me. Slow. Her hips rolled in a rhythm that was deliberate, controlled, the rhythm of a woman who had learned something about rhythm in the past eight hours. She looked down at my face. She was reading me. The same assessment I had seen Takahashi give her across the kaiseki table. The same calm authority. She had absorbed something from the night. She had taken it in along with everything else he gave her.

“He’s different from you,” she said.

Not cruel. Factual. The tone of a woman stating a measurement. She rolled her hips.

“Stronger.”

She rolled again. Her hands were on my chest. The navy yukata hung from her shoulders.

“He knew where to—”

She stopped. Her lips closed on the unfinished sentence. She did not need to finish. The unfinished sentence was the echo of Takahashi’s unfinished sentence at dinner, and the echo was the evening’s final rhyme, and the meaning was clear: I wonder how she ended up with you.

I came. Fast. Inside the evidence of another man. The orgasm was brief and thin, a sharp contraction, nothing like the long sustained thing I had watched through the fusuma gap. She held me through it. She did not move from on top of me. I softened inside her and the softening was quick and the quickness was its own statement, and she felt it, the retreat, the diminishment, and she stayed where she was for a moment longer, holding me inside her, holding the comparison in place, and both of us knew what the comparison said and neither of us said it.

She lifted off. She lay beside me. Her hand rested on my chest. The wedding ring was warm against my skin.

* * *

The countryside between Kyoto and Tokyo passed through the window of the Green Car in the long blue light of Sunday evening. The same seats. The same train. The same two people sitting side by side with a shared armrest and six years of marriage and a weekend in Kyoto between them.

Maiko was wearing her own clothes. The cream blouse. The skirt. But in her bag, folded between her toiletries and her change of clothes, was Takahashi’s yukata. The dark navy cotton she had worn through the fusuma this morning. I had watched her pack it. She did not ask if she could keep it. She kept it the way she had kept the evening: without permission, without apology, with the quiet authority of a woman who had discovered something about herself and did not intend to give it back.

Her wedding ring was on her finger. The ring that had been on her finger while Takahashi was inside her. The ring that had pressed into his skin when she gripped his thigh. The ring that had caught the lamplight through the gap in the fusuma. The ring meant what it had meant on Friday. It also meant what it meant on Sunday. The difference between Friday and Sunday was Kyoto.

My phone buzzed. Email. From Takahashi. Sent to my work address, copied to no one. The subject line read: Q3 Planning.

I opened it. Two sentences.

Carter-san. I’ve reserved the same ryokan for the weekend of the 15th. Please extend my invitation to Maiko-san — her perspective on the Kyoto office was invaluable.

I read the email. The email was not about Q3 planning. The email was about the next weekend. There would be a next weekend. The fusuma would open again. The sounds would come through the paper again. And I would be in the adjacent room again, on the tatami, listening, watching through the gap, hard, alone, and not wanting to stop.

I set the phone on my thigh. Maiko was asleep beside me. Or not asleep. I could not tell. Her hand rested on my leg. The wedding ring was warm through my trousers. The train moved through the darkening country and the country did not care what happened in Kyoto and the train did not care and the ring did not care and I cared and the caring was the thing that made me hard and the hardness was the thing that made me say yes and the yes was the thing that opened the fusuma, and the fusuma had never been locked.


Thank You for Reading

If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon. Even a sentence or two helps other readers discover new work.
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