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			I Am A Novelist

			I am a novelist.

			I’m thirty-five years old, and I’ve been a novelist for seven years. Electronic Guerrilla, which I wrote when I was twenty-eight, sold more than six hundred thousand copies, and each of the novels I’ve published since—Optic Fiber Love, Sentimental Amorphous, Tokyo Computer Death Match, and Microwave Cosmopolitan—has climbed high up the bestseller lists. This in spite of the fact that nobody, including myself, understands exactly what they’re about. When I wrote my first novel I was still working in the PR department at Cray Research, an American computer company.

			Quitting my job to become a writer brought about three big changes in my life.

			I got famous.

			I got rich.

			And I got fat. 

			“Hello? Am I speaking with Okutegawa-sensei?”

			The call comes to my office. It’s a man’s voice, but no one I know.

			“You are,” I say, and tap to the end of a sentence on my keyboard.

			“I know this is rather abrupt, but... may I ask if you’re familiar with the Kannai district in Yokohama?”

			“I’m sorry, but I make it a policy not to do interviews over the phone. I’ve been misquoted so often.”

			There’s a long pause. Apparently it isn’t someone from the media.

			“Are... are you familiar with Kannai?”

			“I’ve been there. What is this is about?”

			“I’m the manager of a club in Kannai called Julia.”

			“And?”

			“Do you know it?”

			“Know what?”

			“Our club?”

			“The only one I’ve been to in Kannai is The Door.”

			“The Door? Do you go there often?”

			“Just once. And it was quite a while ago.”

			“Were you there last week?”

			“No, no, it was when I was still in the corporate world—must be eight years ago, maybe more. A client took me there. Shockingly expensive place, as I recall.”

			He puts a hand over the mouthpiece, and there’s another pause. I can hear him speaking to someone else, but I can’t make out what he’s saying. Then he comes back on the line.

			“The truth is... It’s a very embarrassing situation, I’m afraid, but... for the past two months a gentleman who claims to be Okutegawa-sensei, the well-known author, has been a regular customer of ours.”

			I smirk. An impostor.

			“Well, he’s not me.”

			“The unfortunate thing is that... I don’t like to say this, but the gentleman is now one million six hundred and thirty-eight thousand yen in debt to us.”

			“Now just a minute. That has nothing to do with me.”

			“No, of course not. We’re fully aware that any blame lies entirely with ourselves.”

			“Oh. It’s a little hard to understand, though. I should think anyone posing as me would be rather easily exposed.”

			“Yes, but, well, this may sound presumptuous, but our clientele at Julia includes politicians, businessmen, artists—a lot of high-profile people. And it’s not unusual for large corporations to spend as much as two million yen a month in entertainment expenses at our club. To cast unwarranted suspicion on a customer could be—”

			“Did he look like me?”

			“He... well... forgive me, Sensei, but is it true that you’ve put on a bit of weight recently?”

			I weigh eighteen kilos more than I did when I started out as a writer.

			“The photo in your first book, Electone Guerrilla...”

			“Electronic Guerrilla.”

			“Yes, of course, I’m so sorry. My daughter takes lessons on a Yamaha Electone, and—”

			“You were saying? There was a photograph of me in that book, yes.”

			“And have you changed much since that picture was taken?”

			I’ve changed plenty. What do you expect? But it’s not as if you wouldn’t recognize me.

			“The Okutegawa-sensei who came to our club brought a number of his books, or rather your books, and signed them for us. I was given one myself, and the girls—”

			“I’ve never taken one of my books to a bar in my life. Of all the shameless—”

			“One of our girls is pregnant with his child.”

			I’m not surprised. For a creep who thinks nothing of going around handing out fake autographs, knocking up a bar girl or two would be all in a day’s work.

			“She’s here with me now, in fact. She’s convinced the man was genuine, and nothing I say will persuade her otherwise. We’re at a coffee shop near your building. Would it be too much to ask you to join us for a few minutes?” 

			As soon as the woman sees me she moans, “It’s not him,” and lays her head on the table and sobs. She’s—what can I say?—she’s perfect. She’s wearing a white dress and white lace stockings with electric-blue shoes. Her ankles are trim, her skin is smooth and suntanned, she has an oval face and big eyes, and... well, she’s just perfect.

			The manager is a man of about sixty. He’s trying to console her.

			“You’ve been taken for a ride, that’s all there is to it,” he tells her. “You’ll just have to face the truth.”

			I hold out a handkerchief. She looks at me with liquid eyes, stretches out an arm as beautiful as a coral reef in the South Seas, and takes it. Her name is Mutsumi. 

			I’ve invited Mutsumi to the fanciest restaurant I know. She’s wearing an emerald-green suit and a shell necklace. In the soft light of the candles she looks to me exactly like the Italian actress I used to moon over when I was in high school. I mention this to one of the waiters I know, and when he tells me there’s no resemblance whatsoever, I realize I’m a goner. Whenever I fall in love with a woman, she begins to look like that Italian actress.

			For an hors d’oeuvre we have marinated kokanee salmon.

			“Maybe you’d rather not talk about this, but did he—did the impostor look like me?”

			Mutsumi peers at me. She bites her lip, as if remembering something painful, and peers at me. Finally she says, “Up close like this, you don’t look anything like him.”

			I find this a bit distressing. I’m jealous. Jealous of my own impersonator.

			She begins working on a bowl of curried sea turtle soup.

			“Well, there’s one thing he and I have in common,” I tell her, fully aware that what I’m about to say is going to sound hopelessly glib. “Our taste in women.”

			She lifts her head sharply and tells me to stop teasing her. It’s discouraging to think I’ve annoyed her by trying to say something suave. But, then again, this is a woman who fell for a man who hands out phony autographs in bars. Surely there’s hope.

			After all, I’m the real thing.

			“I’m not teasing you. I really do like you.”

			We’re drinking a Fleurie. Mutsumi puts it away pretty well.

			“He never said that sort of thing to me.”

			“What sort of thing?”

			“‘I like you,’ ‘I love you,’ that sort of thing.”

			“But you were lovers, weren’t you?”

			“A lot of times he’d come to the club and call different girls to his table.”

			“That’s strange.”

			“He probably did it with three or four of them too.”

			“Did it? You mean... ?”

			“Fucked them. A fuck is just a fuck.”

			The people at the next table look at us. Mutsumi doesn’t so much as bat an eyelash.

			“He didn’t do it with me until right before he disappeared.”

			“Really? That’s nice.”

			“Nice?”

			“I mean, not to do it. It would be hard not to, I should think.”

			“He just didn’t want to.”

			“But in the end you did it, right?”

			“Look, what’s this thing you’ve got with ‘did it’ or ‘didn’t do it’? I don’t like that,” she says and forks a piece of charbroiled duck into her mouth.

			“Did you read any of my books?”

			“All of them.”

			“All?”

			“Well, I was a fan.”

			“You were a fan of mine?” I can’t suppress a goofy smile. “Listen, Mutsumi-chan, there’s something else I don’t understand about your relationship with this man...”

			“Call me Mu-chan. That’s the name I go by at the club.”

			“Mu-chan.”

			“Anyway, I liked him, that’s all.”

			“What sort of person was he?”

			She bursts out laughing.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“You! Don’t you think it’s strange that the real person should be so curious about the fake one?”

			“I’m only asking because I want to know what sort of men you like.”

			“Look, I thought he was you, right?”

			“That’s true. So any sort of man is all right if he’s an author?”

			“I told you I was a fan.”

			“Well, then... Wait a minute... The fact is, the indisputable fact is, I’m the one who wrote those books.”

			Mutsumi laughs again. “I know.”

			“So, isn’t it possible that you could fall in love with me?”

			She stops laughing. She bows her head, extracts a slim American cigarette from an ivory case, and lights it. Then she looks up and tells me it’s a question of feelings.

			“I should have fallen in love with you,” she says. “But that’s not what happened.”

			“What are you going to do about the baby?”

			“I’m going to get rid of it. Next week.”

			It makes me sad to hear that. It’s almost as if it were all my fault. 

			I’ve come to call on Mutsumi at her condominium, bearing a bouquet of flowers and a signed copy of my latest book, The Ultra-LSI Club Epistles. She’s in pajamas and a dressing gown and isn’t wearing any makeup, but she looks lovely just the same.

			She serves me a cup of coffee.

			“Is it all right for you to be up and about like this?”

			Maybe it’s just my imagination, but her cheeks look a little hollow.

			“I’ll be fine. Thank you for calling me every day. It helped me not get too depressed. Getting that many calls from you, though, I almost started to feel like it was your baby.”

			If only I had been the father!

			“Did you think it over? What we talked about on the phone?”

			“You were just trying to make me feel better, right? All that silly talk about marrying me.”

			“I’m perfectly serious.”

			Since my divorce I’ve accumulated three girlfriends. The only problem is that since meeting Mutsumi I’ve completely lost any urge to sleep with them.

			Mutsumi’s room is a studio apartment. She has an easel and oil paints. She wants to be an artist. Apparently she thought that hostessing would provide a lot of time to paint but found out otherwise.

			“Look at me,” I say.

			“What?”

			“Notice anything different?”

			“This is only the third time I’ve met you.”

			“I’ve lost eight hundred grams.”

			She was glancing through The Ultra-LSI Club Epistles, but she closes it now and gives me a sympathetic look. I’ve been cutting down on the booze, going to a swimming club, and winding saran wrap around my belly every night before bed.

			“You’re trying to lose weight?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“I want to look like the photo in my first book again.”

			I’m sitting on the edge of her bed. She walks up to me and takes my hand.

			“Why didn’t you show up at the club instead of him?”

			“You know, I’ve been thinking about that myself. It’s kind of complicated, but... How shall I put it? I think we were destined to fall in love, but there was a glitch.”

			“A glitch?”

			“We were blipped apart.”

			“But why are you so set on me?”

			“Mu-chan, all that’s standing between us is a phantom, an apparition.”

			“Ah. Him, pretending to be you?”

			“It wouldn’t be so bad if it were someone who didn’t have anything to do with me. If you’d just been deceived by someone I’d never heard of.”

			“I know what you mean.”

			“Of course you do, you’re a fan of my books! The common theme in all my work is that analogue time is dependent on the stimulus of digital time, that it can never be the other way around.”

			“Want to run that by me again?”

			“It’s like the way a toothache can affect someone’s personality, for example.”

			“Are you saying our relationship is like that?”

			“Let me ask you this: what did you call the guy?”

			“Well, at first I called him Sensei, but I didn’t like the way that sounded and changed it to Okutegawa-san. He told me to call him Jun, but he was a writer I respected and it just sounded too familiar, so I stuck to Okutegawa-san. It’s a mouthful, but...”

			“You never call me by my name at all, and I’m the real Okutegawa Jun.”

			“I know.”

			“I’m at a disadvantage here. Was it good with him?”

			“What?”

			“Sex.”

			“What kind of thing is that to ask?”

			“It’s important. It’s what broke up my marriage.”

			“It wasn’t good with your wife?”

			“That’s beside the point. Did you and the impostor usually come together?”

			“You mean have orgasms together?”

			Mutsumi is embarrassed. She turns pink down to her earlobes, but there’s a little smile at the corners of her mouth. The memory of orgasm is irrepressible. You can’t conceal it.

			“How old are you?”

			“Twenty-two.”

			“At your age, penis size doesn’t matter, right? The important thing is love.”

			“Listen to you.”

			“If you love your partner, it leads to orgasm.”

			“Oh great, a lecture. Just what a girl wants to hear after she’s had an abortion.”

			“I’m sorry. But, look, you were in love with a man who was impersonating me. Do you know what that means? It means that, for you, I’m the phony.”

			Mutsumi asks me to leave. Tears spill from her eyes, run down her cheeks, and drip onto the blue veins on the back of her hand. In addition to being at a low both physically and emotionally because of the abortion, she has to deal with this. First she becomes a fan of the novels of Okutegawa Jun, then she falls for the “Okutegawa Jun” who drops unexpectedly into her world. The name was just a suit of clothes at first, but the clothes came off, and names don’t matter on the path to orgasm. 

			“Was my impostor a dirty-minded sort?” 

			“He made me do a lot of things,” she admits. She’s still crying. She’s been doubly abandoned: by the name Okutegawa Jun and by the anonymous man stripped naked. 

			And where does that leave me? From Mutsumi’s point of view, maybe I’m nothing but a pale imitation. 

			I’ve come to Cray Research to see an old friend of mine. He’s one of the top four or five computer technicians in Japan. He listens to my proposal, shakes his head, and says, “Forget it.”

			“Please? Just try it. It’s too much for the human brain. What’s wrong with asking artificial intelligence for a little help?”

			I had Mutsumi answer a fifty-item questionnaire. Then I asked her to answer the same fifty questions for the impostor, to the best of her ability. Finally, I answered the questions myself, which left me with three sets of corresponding data. Height and weight, parents’ occupations, favorite dish, favorite movie, favorite type of music, favorite baseball team, fashion preferences, cigarettes, body odor, general physical condition, number of cavities in teeth, favorite liquor—if whiskey, whether bourbon, Scotch, Canadian, or Irish—favorite cocktail, the first thing you order in a sushi bar, sports played, favorite position for intercourse, erotic zones, the first page you turn to in the newspaper, opinion of Marxism, and so on. I know it’s silly, not much more than a dolled-up version of computer dating, but I’m clutching at straws. I’m so obsessed with the Mutsumi problem I haven’t been able to get any work done.

			“You really are a dope, aren’t you? I thought you might be, when you came bleating to me about your wife leaving, but this is even worse. I always thought novelists were supposed to be intelligent. I guess you’re the exception that proves the rule.”

			He starts inputting the data even as he continues to grumble.

			“I feel sorry for poor Borges, though,” he says, diddling away at his keyboard.

			“Who’s Borges?”

			“The new supercomputer we got about a month ago. I’m tapping into him.”

			“Why do you feel sorry for it?”

			“Borges can do one billion, six hundred million floating-point operations per second, and we give him this dumb-ass problem. If it’s too stupid, he’ll refuse to have anything to do with it, you know.”

			He looks up at me and grins.

			“So now people are impersonating you,” he says. “That proves how famous you’re getting to be.”

			“I was grinning like that too, until I actually met the woman.”

			“Look. Borges has agreed to run a simulation.”

			“‘Borges.’ You make it sound like a person.”

			“Well, he’s a likable character.”

			“You always used to say that about certain machines—that they were likable.”

			“Some of them are, much more than people. People always have to prove themselves, maintain their pride and all that. It’s a drag. Borges was equipped with self-esteem the day he was born.”

			“Computers can have self-esteem?”

			“Of course.”

			“I thought they didn’t have emotions.”

			“Self-esteem isn’t an emotion. What sort of novelist are you, anyway? Self-esteem is just self-knowledge, a solid understanding of your limitations. It’s living according to your own standards. Am I right or am I right?”

			A host of characters and letters and symbols and numbers fill the computer screen, line by line, and then disappear again. My friend smirks at me. 

			“Pretty amazing, eh?” he says. 

			“What is?”

			“You don’t see what’s amazing about this? And you’re the one selling books with all those high-tech titles—what a charlatan. Borges is simulating all the possible combinations for each one of your fifty categories. We’re talking about three sets of data with fifty categories each—it would take you a thousand years to do it! How’s your ex-wife, by the way?”

			“She’s fine. I hear from my son once in a while. He says she’s taking swimming lessons and yoga lessons and cookie-baking lessons and going out with a college basketball coach. And yours?”

			“She got remarried, to an executive at a coffee-importing firm, still in his thirties apparently. His first marriage, too. It’s astonishing, if you ask me. I mean, I’m really impressed that my wife could pull off something like that. Me, the only person I put any faith in is Borges. Ah, here’s the result. What’s this? Carp? What does he mean, ‘Carp’?”

			“The Hiroshima Carp. My impersonator and Mutsumi and I are all Carp fans. But that’s not an answer. What’s he trying to say?”

			“You really are thick, aren’t you? You take the girl to a ball game. Sports are pure, they’re simple, but that’s what’s good about them—there’s nothing fishy going on, it’s just throwing and hitting and running. And the phony was a fan of the same team, so whatever pleasant memories she has about him and baseball will be transferred to you. It’s perfect.” 

			We’re at Yokohama Stadium for the eighth regular season game between the Whales and the Carp. Mutsumi squealed with delight when I invited her. I’ve been a fan of the Carp since about four years ago, when I participated in a panel discussion with their manager.

			The game’s turning into a pitchers’ duel between Endo for the Whales and Kitabeppu for the Carp. In the bottom of the third, Kato gets a hit off Kitabeppu, then Leon Lee brings him home with a line drive through the gap in right-center. 

			The wind is a bit chilly, but the beer tastes great. It tastes that way because I’m sitting thigh to thigh with Mutsumi, who’s wearing tight leather pants, silver sandals, and a satin T-shirt and stuffing her cheeks with popcorn.

			“Mu-chan, why are you a Carp fan? You weren’t born in Hiroshima, were you?”

			“No. But a lot of the young guys on the team are really good-looking, right? Yamane’s good-looking. Takahashi Yoshihiko, of course. Kobayakawa, Kawaguchi, Moriwaki... They’re all so handsome.”

			“Looks are important to you, aren’t they?”

			“They say you can’t judge a book by its cover, but it’s not true. The cover is all you get.”

			“But it is true that appearances can be deceptive, surely.”

			“Only if you let yourself be influenced by what other people think. If you trust your own feelings, you can judge anybody by the way they look and never go wrong.”

			Which means what, in the particular case of the impostor and me? I wonder what he looked like. Mutsumi probably never realized what he was really like inside. I wonder if he was a lot better-looking than me...

			Kinugasa’s solo homer in the top of the fifth derails this train of thought. We grab each other’s hands, jump up from our seats, and cheer like mad.

			In the top of the seventh, Takahashi Yoshihiko draws a walk. Takahashi’s been batting third since June, so next up is Yamamoto Koji. No outs, runner on first.

			Some fool behind us in the third-baseline stands yells, “Run, Takahashi!”

			“This is no time to try to steal,” I mutter to Mutsumi.

			“Why not?”

			She likes Takahashi best of all the players.

			“They should let Koji concentrate on batting,” I tell her. “How’s he supposed to do that if Takahashi’s playing cat and mouse with the pitcher and distracting him? Koji’s the cleanup batter—just let him do his job.”

			“But it’s Yoshihiko. I want him to run. I love watching him run.”

			Takahashi takes a big lead, and Endo stalls, throwing to first any number of times. Yamamoto waits, steps out of the box, waits some more. Over a minute passes before Endo throws the second pitch, and Yamamoto’s getting so impatient by this time that he lunges at a bad one and grounds to short for a double play.

			“See? Takahashi blew a perfectly good chance by fiddling around out there on first. Endo’s incredible today—we’re not going to get that many runners.”

			Both Endo and Kitabeppu are pitching brilliantly, and the game goes to extra innings.

			It’s the top of the tenth. Takahashi’s up first. He takes a big cut at the first pitch, a forkball, and misses, and then, on the second pitch, lays a beautiful bunt down the third-base line.

			Nobody out, man on first again. This time Takahashi doesn’t take such a big lead, but Yamamoto goes down swinging at Endo’s forkball. Nagashima gets just a piece of a fastball and fouls out to third.

			Next up is Kobayakawa. He’s my favorite player. But no sooner does he step into the batter’s box than Takahashi starts taking a huge lead again.

			“Look at that jerk! Now he’s making it hard for Kobayakawa to hit.”

			It happens just as I’m grumbling this. A voice several decibels louder than any of the others around us begins to shout.

			“Run, Takahashi!”

			It’s a man’s voice. When Mutsumi hears it, her face twitches. The guy who shouted is standing on his seat several rows behind us. Mutsumi turns toward him, looking alarmed. She stiffens and gives a little cry.

			If I’m a hamburger steak at Denny’s, the impostor is veal filet en croûte at Maxim’s. We’re both meat of the same species, but in terms of appearance and taste there’s just no comparison. As if walking in her sleep, Mutsumi stands up and drifts toward the filet. 

			She called me three days later. 

			“I’m sorry about what happened, but, see, it turns out he’s in love with me, and he always was, and that’s why when he heard I was a fan of yours he said he was you, just to try to get my attention, and he says the reason he called other girls to his table was that he liked me so much it was embarrassing, so he tried to pretend he didn’t care, and of course he never went to bed with them or anything, but anyway after the manager called you up, he was in a real fix, and since the receipts were in your name he couldn’t put them on his expense account, but now he’s paid it all back, and he says he’s really sorry he caused you so much trouble, and he told me to ask if you’d like to go out to dinner with us sometime so he can apologize. What do you think?”

		


		
			It All Started Just About 
A Year and A Half Ago

			It all started just about a year and a half ago. I was a trucker, hauling mostly shipments of clothing. Our office was in Komazawa, but I was drinking with the boss one night when he said he wanted to show me a place that was a little out of the ordinary and took me to a gay bar in Roppongi. The hosts were all named after vegetables: Tomato-chan, Cabbage-chan, Pumpy-chan (for Pumpkin), Celery-chan, like that. We went in with a group of cabaret hostesses, and Tomato-chan sat at our table and entertained us with his sparkling wit. He was in the seat next to mine.

			“Hi! I’m Tomato, at your service.”

			I patted him on the shoulder. Then I felt his arm.

			“You’ve got quite a set of muscles there,” I said.

			“Muscles? Ee-yew. Don’t say that.”

			He acted embarrassed, but he really did have a hell of a build on him. I know because I boxed in high school, and I’ve seen all sorts of physiques. Tomato-chan’s muscles were lean and supple, perfect for a boxer.

			“How old are you?”

			“My! You should never ask a gay person his age. Don’t you know that?”

			“Come on. How old?”

			“Eighteen.”

			“Ever thought about boxing? I know a guy who runs a gym in Itabashi. I could introduce you.”

			Tomato-chan got serious for a minute and quietly asked me the address and phone number of the gym. I wrote them down on the back of a coaster, and when I handed it to him he looked at me and said:

			“You know, you’d make a great gay.”

			I’d never even been around gay guys before, and at the time I didn’t really think much one way or the other about what he said.

			A year ago my wife moved out of our apartment. If she’d found someone else, believe me, I would’ve murdered them both, but that didn’t seem to be the case. All she said was: “You’ve got things all wrong. What a fool you are.” I didn’t understand what she meant, so one time I went to her new apartment and sort of forced my way in and tried to get an explanation.

			“Look at you,” she said. “You drive that big truck around for ten hours a day, then you come home moaning and groaning, you don’t even try to talk to me, just plop down in your lounge chair, drink a quart of beer, eat a bowl and a half of rice, chomp on the pickles, then fart and burp, and when we make love it’s just flup flup flup about five times and it’s over, and you call yourself a man? Don’t you see how ridiculous you are? You’ve got things all wrong.”

			I asked her what if I tried to do something about the farts and burps and the flup flup, but it was no go. And I still didn’t understand what it was I had all wrong.

			Our daughter was in the third year of middle school. She stayed with me after the separation. I don’t know which of us she takes after, me or my wife, but she’s a levelheaded little thing. 

			Cheeky too. She was in the kitchen dicing carrots or cleaning up or something when she said:

			“I can understand how Mom feels, though.”

			“What do you mean, you understand?”

			“Well, Daddy, you’re not exactly humble, are you?”

			“What do I have to be humble about?”

			“There you go. That’s just what I mean.”

			“What?”

			“Did it ever occur to you that there might be other ways to live your life? You act like driving trucks is the be-all and end-all.” 

			“What’s wrong with that?”

			“Well, it’s not very fashionable.”

			“Listen, let me tell you something, a man can’t go around worrying about whether or not his job is—”

			“Guys who are full of themselves aren’t even popular in middle school.”

			“Look, I work, don’t I? I hand over the money to your mother, I feed you, I drink my beer. What’s so wrong about that?”

			“It’s all right with me, I’m your daughter. But you and Mom started out as strangers, right? Well? You’ve got to be more considerate with people who aren’t blood relations.”

			I still didn’t really understand. Even my daughter was beyond my comprehension. One day I got up the courage to ask her why she’d stayed with me. This is what she said:

			“Just around that time—when Mom left with her Boston bag?—I saw Kramer vs. Kramer, and it made a big impression on me. I know I’m a lot older than the kid in the movie, but it made me think how much fun it would be to make French toast with my daddy and stuff.”

			Then she giggled. 

			Incomprehensible. Incomprehensible, but she does take good care of me. If it weren’t for my daughter... Damn. Just to think about it gives me the willies.

			Then, about six months ago, my company went bust. My boss was a simple, serious sort who thought it was important for us to keep up with the new developments in office automation, and that proved to be our downfall.

			I collected unemployment insurance and applied for jobs at several other trucking companies, but after a couple of weeks I realized my heart wasn’t really in it. What did trucking ever get me? My wife moved out, and my daughter... well, she didn’t respect me. Driving a semi was the only skill I had, though. 

			I didn’t tell my daughter what was going on, but she’s quick to figure things out.

			“Did you quit your job?” she asked one night, as she was sprinkling curry powder into a pot. I was watching a ballgame on TV.

			“No, I didn’t quit.”

			“Oh. The company went bankrupt?”

			“Bingo.”

			Rob a man of his job and you rob him of his vitality. It’s really true.

			“So why don’t you just take it easy for a while?”

			She didn’t sound concerned at all.

			“Can’t afford to. You have to go to high school next year, for one thing.”

			“Public schools are cheap. I want to go to public high anyway. And you’ve got a little money saved up, haven’t you?”

			I did have a bit, but I didn’t want to touch it. I was going to send her to junior college with that money. 

			“And you’ve got unemployment and everything, right?”

			It was strange. Here my daughter’s coming out with all this cheeky crap and I didn’t even lose my temper. Before, I would have jumped to my feet and turned the table over and told her to shut the hell up, but now I didn’t have it in me. I just let her dish out some curry and went, “Thanks, honey.” She gave me a big grin. I bet what she wanted to say was, “You should’ve told Mom that once in a while.”

			The game on TV was the Giants versus the Carp. Nishimoto was pitching for the Giants and had a three-run lead. I was born in Oji, so I’m a Giants fan down to the hair on my balls. My wife liked the Carp and was a big fan of the pitcher Yamane because he’s from Okayama, where she grew up. My daughter’s a Carp fan too, for the simple reason that a lot of the players are handsome. Anyway, as I was sitting there eating my curry and watching the game, with her beside me cheering for the Carp—going, “Good eye, Yoshihiko!” or “Kobayakawa, time for a home run!”—I realized I was starting to hope the Carp would come from behind and win. And it scared the shit out of me. 

			At first I thought I felt that way because of the Giants’ pretty boys, Egawa and Hara, building those big mansions of theirs. My friends and I used to talk about how we couldn’t stand to see these upstarts playing baseball just to pay off a housing loan. But it wasn’t really that. It wasn’t about Egawa or Hara, it was something inside myself. If it made my wife and daughter happy to see the Carp win, then it would make me happy too—that’s what seemed to be at the back of my mind now, and it scared me. It made me wonder what was going to become of me at this rate. I had three servings of curry, which made my daughter glad, and as I was smiling back at her I started to feel like I didn’t know who I was, and tears welled up in my eyes. But then I remembered some old saying about how you should never cry on a full stomach, and I held back the tears for all I was worth.

			It wasn’t that I was following her advice about taking it easy, but I stopped looking for work. That doesn’t mean I started gambling or carousing or anything, mind you. All I did was, every day I’d go to West Shinjuku, where all the skyscrapers are, and walk around. I’d look at the fountains or hang out in bookstores or stroll through the park or spend time in coffee shops. I didn’t want anybody to mistake me for a bum, so every morning I shaved, combed my hair, and put on a clean shirt my daughter had washed and ironed and some nice shoes, which I hadn’t necessarily done even when I was working. By nice shoes I just mean your regular leather shoes, but I had three pairs that were practically new, since I usually wore sandals at work. I went to the bookstore in the NS Building almost every day and stood around reading about things like physiognomy, where they try to advise you about your life according to your facial features. Most of the advice was along the lines of, “If you persevere in your efforts you will surely succeed,” which is bullshit, if you ask me. People who turn to stuff like this have probably already persevered and gotten nowhere. 

			I often saw a woman about my age in the bookstore, and one day I surprised myself by going up and talking to her. It made me wonder again what was happening to me. 

			“We bump into each other a lot here, don’t we? Can I interest you in a cup of coffee somewhere?”

			I casually come out with this line that I couldn’t have said in a million years a few months earlier. The woman wore kind of heavy makeup. She said she was rather busy that day, could we make it another time? And two days later we were sitting together in the coffee shop at the Washington Hotel.

			“You really like books, don’t you?” she said.

			I’m thinking, if someone had asked me that a few months ago I would have burst out laughing, but instead of laughing I just said, I do, yes. 

			“I do too, more than anything, almost... Would you mind my asking what business you’re in?”

			I told her I was unemployed, but that I used to drive trucks. 

			“No! You certainly don’t look the part.”

			I drove semis for sixteen years. If I don’t look the part, what part do I look?

			“I thought you might be a writer or something.”

			Well, I’ll tell you, that threw me for a loop.

			“I hope you don’t mind, but I imagined you might be a poet who just lives life as it comes. Or a journalist. Something like that.”

			It threw me for a loop, but I can’t say it hurt my feelings any. In fact, I couldn’t help smiling. And I couldn’t wait to tell my daughter.

			“A poet?” she said. “How cool can you get? Why don’t you really try writing something?”

			“Get out of here,” I told her, but in fact I’d already bought a copy of How to Write Poetry at the bookstore on the way home. It turned out I couldn’t write poems after all. But I did have another sort of talent I didn’t know about yet.

			Two or three times a month my daughter went to stay at her mother’s place. That’s where she was on the day I ran into the woman at the bookstore again, and over coffee we decided to have dinner together. She took me to this candles and wine and frog legs type of place in Roppongi. They seemed to know her there. I had all these dishes I’d never seen before, pretending it was the sort of stuff I ate every day, and I got drunk. Then the woman made me an offer.

			Later it turned out she wasn’t a woman. But somehow that didn’t bother me, which even now strikes me as kind of strange. I don’t think it was just because I was drunk. Maybe it’s got something to do with not having had that many women in my time. At any rate, the fact that this classy lady didn’t have any soft mounds on her chest, that instead there was a rig between her legs just like mine, seemed perfectly natural to me, and we rolled around and got all tangled up in bed.

			“Would you like to come to my club sometime?” the lady-man asked me as we were leaving the hotel. “I think they’d love you there.”

			I seemed to remember somebody else saying something like that before.

			This was about four months ago.

			I got more and more confused about myself. At first, when the company went under, I’d get a twinge if I saw a semi rolling down the street, but that didn’t happen any more. I kept on hanging out around West Shinjuku. I ran into the “lady” a few times, but we never went to bed again. I wondered if that was like a rule they had or something.

			One day I bought a book of poems by Verlaine and was sitting on a bench in Chuo Park reading it. Besides me, there were young couples, bums, old people taking a walk, mothers and babies, dogs and pigeons. There were some joggers too, on the path around the edge of the park. One young guy in sauna pants stared at me as he ran by. He stared at me again the second time around, and the third time too. Then finally he came over, still dripping with sweat, and said, “Remember me?” It was the host from the gay bar, Tomato-chan.

			“I’ll be damned. Don’t tell me you really took up boxing.”

			“I did.”

			“With the gym I told you about?”

			“I started with them, but now I train at a different place.”

			“So it wasn’t much good?”

			“Itabashi’s just a bit too far away for me. I live here in Shinjuku.”

			“Oh.”

			“You look different somehow. Of course, the lighting’s so dim in the club... It’s been over a year too, hasn’t it?”

			“I lost my job.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry.”

			“No, no reason to be. But listen, Tomato-chan—sorry—what should I call you?”

			“Tomato-chan’s fine. I’m still working at the club.”

			“What I was going to say is, do you really think so, what you just said? That I look different?”

			“Well, I mean, I don’t really know you that well.”

			“You see, a few weeks ago I, uh, I went to bed with this lady who had a lot of makeup on, and—”

			“She was a man?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			He laughed gaily. “And? It’s still bothering you?”

			“No, it’s not like that, it’s, how should I put it...”

			“Oh. So you were okay with it. Did you take it up the bum?”

			“I don’t think there was any of that, but—”

			“Rubbing? Sucking?”

			I nodded, and Tomato-chan said, “God, what a conversation to be having in the middle of the day.” He sat down on the bench beside me. “And?”

			“Well, that’s all, but then she, he, said... um...”

			“What?”

			“That I’d make a good gay.”

			“Doesn’t surprise me. I said the same thing, didn’t I?”

			“Yeah, but, look. I was always a macho type of guy. I mean, I told you, right, I was a boxer in high school and everything? How’s it going, by the way? You have any fights yet?”

			“Six so far. After dropping down to featherweight I won three in a row. Until then I was getting my ass kicked.” 

			“Battling the scales, are you? It must be tough having to keep your weight down nowadays, with all the good food around. I mean, Tokyo’s not exactly Ethiopia, right?”

			“It’s hard at the club. I just drink water and pretend I’m getting high.”

			“It’s okay to do that?”

			“I’ve known a lot of the customers for years. They don’t usually mind.”

			“Anyway... What was I saying?”

			“That you were always macho.”

			“Right. I mean, I wasn’t violent or anything, but I got into fights once in a while and even spent a little time in jail, and, well, I was a trucker, right?”

			“What’s that got to do with it?” 

			“What?”

			“Trucker, whatever. So what?” 

			“So what?”

			“Yeah,” he said. 

			And it sort of hit me like: yeah, what’s that got to do with anything? 

			“But, so, okay, what is it about me that would make a good gay guy?”

			“Your face.”

			I have to admit it made me smile when he said that. Without thinking, I sort of glanced around to see if there was a mirror anywhere. Tomato-chan started saying how my face is oval-shaped and my eyes are big and my eyelids aren’t puffy like a lot of people’s and I’ve got a nice nose, lots of things like that, and I wondered how come nobody ever told me this before.

			We went to his apartment, and that’s where I put on makeup for the first time. 

			“You’d look even better if we plucked your eyebrows.”

			“I can’t do that, I’ve got a daughter.”

			When we were finished I looked in the mirror and got quite a surprise. I was really pretty.

			I became a gay host at Tomato-chan’s club. I kept my accessories and dresses and things at his place and in my locker at the club, and told my daughter I was a night watchman at an office building. The club opens at seven o’clock but doesn’t get busy till after eleven, so I can have dinner with her before leaving for work. I come home at three or four, scrub myself hard in the bathtub to get rid of the smell of makeup and everything, then go to bed. She’s happy with this routine too—says she gets a lot more studying done now. And I have Saturdays and Sundays off, so I still get to spend plenty of time with her. 

			“You sure are a lot more cheerful since you started working again, Daddy.”

			“You think so?”

			I didn’t feel the least bit guilty. 

			“But being a night watchman—isn’t it scary?”

			“Scary?”

			“You know, burglars and things.”

			“Everything’s done by electronics these days. All we have to do is watch the computers and the video screens.”

			“How futuristic. So you don’t carry a gun?”

			“You know better than that.”

			“Don’t you get bored?”

			“One of the guys I work with is really interesting. He’s a pro boxer.”

			“Is he young?”

			“Eighteen.”

			“Introduce me to him,” she said. 

			So one Sunday I took her to Shinjuku to meet Tomato-chan. We went to a movie together, then had dinner at a Chinese restaurant. Tomato-chan did a good job of covering my story. I felt I was beginning to understand what happiness is about. It isn’t about guzzling ten or twenty energy drinks a day, barreling down the highway for hours at a time, turning over your paycheck to your wife without even opening the envelope, and trying to force your family to respect you. Happiness is based on secrets and lies.

			Once I’d discovered my gay side, I felt like I finally understood what my wife had been talking about.

			Most of the customers at the club are wealthy, and perfect gentlemen. Sometimes we even get celebrities. I don’t try to talk like a woman, the way the younger hosts do. I just wear makeup and a wig and usually a dress and size eleven high heels, and I chat with the customers in my normal voice. When I screw up I just apologize, and all is forgiven. It’s a gentle little world, filled with people who understand that arrogance is only for fools. 

			“You certainly don’t look forty.”

			“No?”

			“Even your hands are still nice.”

			“Flattery will get you everywhere.”

			“Tell us about trucking again.”

			I talk about the time I ran the entire length of the Tohoku Expressway with the accelerator held down with a rock, or the time I picked up two Filipina girls hitchhiking, or the time I ran out of gas on the Meishin Highway in a snowstorm. Having been a trucker for sixteen years, I’ve got loads of stories. Sometimes hostesses from Ginza and even models and actresses come in and say things to me like, “Dammit, you’re prettier than I am!” 

			Every day I pluck out three hairs from my eyebrows. They’re starting to get a nice arch.

			It was raining the night the man came to our club. He was the coach of a rugby team at some not-very-famous college, and he was like I used to be, Mr. Macho. He started shouting at Tomato-chan. 

			“Whaddaya mean you’d rather not? My whiskey’s not good enough for you?”

			The manager came out from behind the bar in this beautiful kimono he has, like something a Kabuki star might wear, and said, “You’ll have to excuse Tomato, he’s a boxer and he’s trying to lose weight,” but the coach wasn’t having it.

			“Since when do faggots box?”

			He had his shirt unbuttoned, showing off a gold chain and chest hair, and the expression on his face was nasty and stupid and vicious. He smashed Tomato-chan’s glass, and then he threw his own whiskey and water in his face. Maybe he’d had a difficult day or something, but that was no excuse for being so full of himself, and I wasn’t going to look the other way. If Tomato-chan had wanted to, he could have decked the guy in ten seconds. But Tomato-chan is humble and respectful toward everyone. This coach was just the opposite: barbaric, overbearing, and violent, the lowest of the low. I couldn’t forgive someone like this, someone who had things all wrong, for trying to turn our gentle world into a battlefield. 

			I swished across the room in my polka-dot dress and high heels and barked at him: “You get out of here, right now!” I immediately regretted stooping to his level, but it was too late. He jumped up with his gold chain bouncing against his chest, grabbed his bottle of Chivas Regal, and cracked it over my head. Naturally my head got cracked too.

			They took me to the hospital in an ambulance, and it was there that my daughter first saw me dressed up as a gay guy. She came there with my wife. My wife cried. My daughter laughed.

			I was in the hospital eight days. They gave me a brain scan and didn’t find anything especially wrong. I was afraid my daughter was going to write me off, but she came back to visit on the fifth day.

			“I was so surprised!” she said, putting a bouquet of sweet peas in a glass vase for me.

			“I’m sorry I kept it from you.”

			“At first I thought maybe you’d had a costume party at the security company or something.”

			“Are you staying with your mother now?”

			“No. I stayed there the first two days, but—well, I have to go to school and everything.”

			“You can do as you like, you know.” 

			As soon as I said that, my eyes filled with tears. 

			“Do as I like? Meaning what?”

			“Move in with your mother.”

			“Why?”

			I couldn’t hold it back and started bawling like a baby. She took out a Snoopy handkerchief and dabbed my cheeks.

			“I’m not moving in with Mom.”

			“Why not?”

			“She wants me to, but I’m not going to.”

			“How come?”

			“Are you a homo, Daddy?”

			I shook my head. “It’s just a job.”

			“But are you a homo?”

			“If I were a homo, how could I have produced you?”

			“After Mom left, you suddenly realized it. Something like that?”

			“Look, I’m telling you I’m not.”

			“It’s okay if you are. But I’d die if my friends found out. Let’s keep telling everybody you work for a security company, okay?”

			“Sure.”

			She had some sandwiches she’d made for me. We ate them together.

			“When I get out of here, you want to go see a baseball game?”

			“Pro baseball?”

			“Of course.”

			“Okay.”

			“We went once a long time ago, didn’t we?”

			“Let’s invite Mom too.”

			“You think she’ll go?”

			“I bet she will if it’s a Carp game. Especially if Yamane’s pitching.”

			“What did your mother say? About me.”

			“She said she didn’t understand you at all.”

			“Oh. And you?”

			“Me?”

			“Do you understand me?”

			“Are you kidding?”

			“But it’s all right with you?”

			“Yeah, it’s all right, I guess.”

			The sandwiches were delicious.

			The game is at Jingu Stadium, the Swallows versus the Carp. My wife didn’t come after all. Obana is pitching for the Swallows. Takahashi Yoshihiko draws a walk, and my daughter cheers and applauds.

			“Isn’t Yoshihiko dreamy?” she says. He takes a big lead, and she shouts, “Run, Takahashi!” Then she looks at me.

			“Daddy?”

			“What.”

			“Are there getting to be more homos these days?”

			“How should I know?”

			Takahashi steals second base. My daughter is thrilled. She jumps up, yelling and clapping. Then she sits back down and mutters, as if to herself:

			“I mean, if there get to be too many homos, I might have a hard time ever finding a husband.”

		


		
			Each Time I Read 
Your Confession

			“Each time I read your confession, there’s one thing I just don’t understand: Why didn’t you kill the woman?”

			The prosecutor asks me this. It’s always the same, always the same question. I don’t want to answer that question. The bald old court-appointed lawyer has asked it about a thousand times. He says if I can clear that up, my punishment might be lighter. But no one would understand. How could they? I don’t really understand it myself.

			“What was your motive for not killing her? That’s a strange way to put it, I know, but... If you could try to explain it again.”

			I don’t really dislike this prosecutor. I wonder why. Maybe he reminds me of my uncle. My uncle was the only one who was nice to me. He used to give me rides on the back of his scooter when he was a detergent salesman. That’s one of my happiest memories.

			“Well then, let’s start at the beginning one more time, reconfirming the facts, and if you think of any new information, be sure to let us know. Ready?”

			My name is XXX Noriyuki. My address is 3–12–5 Kowa-cho, Tokorozawa, Saitama Prefecture. It’s not an address I feel very attached to. I don’t really like it. I hate it, in fact. Maybe what I was really trying to kill was that address. The address we had when I was in elementary school was different, all words—village, township, district. No numbers. It was way way way way—about a hundred ways—out in the sticks. The Seibu Corporation didn’t start developing out there till I was in third grade.

			“You say you hated your mother and father. Why?”

			My father was adopted into my mother’s family when he married her. He was a high school graduate, an auto mechanic. Ma was the daughter of a big landowner. She graduated from the pharmacy department of a university in Saitama but was so ugly she was a virgin till she was thirty-four. My father had a police record and even spent eight months in jail for some stupid fight, but he was tall and not bad looking. The reason he married an ugly woman seven years older than him was so he could own a pharmacy. If I’d been born with my mother’s brains and my father’s looks I probably wouldn’t be sitting here right now, but it was the other way around.

			I’d like to say this to everyone in Japan: please think carefully before you have any children, especially if you’re ugly or stupid.

			“At some point your parents expanded the pharmacy. Is that when you began to hate them?”

			After the trains started running out there and apartment buildings and condos and houses and amusement parks and post offices and pachinko parlors were popping up all over, Ma had the store remodeled and enlarged. My father sat at the cash register most of the time. Ma would be in the back room mixing medicine. We were already selling more makeup and soap and stuff than medicine. My father was not only a slouch but a sex maniac, which he must have been to do it with Ma. He used to take cash out of the register and go play pachinko or get drunk in the middle of the day or visit some rub-’n’-tug massage parlor, and he hit me a lot. I look like Ma, maybe that’s why.

			You’re a very special person. That’s what Ma always used to say, but I couldn’t see what was so special about me. I wasn’t good at anything. In middle school I couldn’t do a single chin-up. I can’t swim. I’m nearsighted. I had more than a dozen private tutors and they all quit. I’ve got a sweet tooth, so even though I’m on the short side I weigh over a hundred kilos. I’m somebody who was born to be laughed at and picked on, and Ma tells me I’m special.

			I felt sorry for Ma. She put up with everything my father did and never said a word, just went on mixing medicine all day. I felt sorry for her, but she was too ugly to love. Maybe I hated her. Maybe I hated her even more than him. It’s people like her who make things miserable for everybody around them, just suffering on and on. If you ask me, people who suffer all the time shouldn’t even be allowed to live. 

			“You first spoke with Sakuma Kyoko on Coming-of-Age Day, January 15, 1985. Is that correct?”

			Sakuma Kyoko was a married lady thirty-two years old who taught dressmaking but liked to party at night and came to our pharmacy a lot. I was twenty but still in my third year of high school. I didn’t go to school very often. Who would, when everybody just picks on you? But I didn’t go anywhere else either. I didn’t go to skating rinks or ski resorts, or to movies or bookstores or food stalls or swimming pools or McDonald’s or Kentucky Fried Chicken or Lotteria or First Kitchen or the Seiyu Store or the local Parco. I was fat and ugly, I didn’t want to be seen. I stayed in the store all day. Sometimes I’d take my father’s place at the register, sometimes I’d sweep the floor, but the thing I liked best was talking to the young women sales reps from cosmetic companies like Shiseido and Kanebo. Especially this one called Mitsuyo-san from Kosé. She was twenty-six and so cute that when she stood next to Ma they didn’t even look like the same species. If Mitsuyo-san was a baby koala, Ma was the Incredible Hulk. Mitsuyo-san wasn’t married, but people said she was involved with somebody you’d never believe, a politician or something. She used to tell me about restaurants where they treat you like royalty and serve dishes I never even heard of, and one time a Mercedes with dark windows picked her up right in front of the pharmacy. 

			Mitsuyo-san wasn’t interested in me, of course. She ignored me, but I liked her anyway. Sometimes it made me sad, though, to think how happy I felt just talking to her. 

			Coming-of-Age Day was one of the sad days. Mitsuyo-san was talking about sex to an eighteen-year-old apprentice sales rep just out of high school. Mitsuyo-san was saying, “There must be something wrong with you if you liked it the second time—why, I’ve only recently started to have real orgasms.” I was listening and grinning, and when she looked my way, she went, “Hmph, a big slob like Noriyuki-kun, I bet he’s still a virgin.” But even then I kept on grinning.

			“Well? You are a virgin, aren’t you?” she said.

			The apprentice thought this was hilarious and started squealing, Eek, a virgin, gag me! 

			“Mitsuyo-san,” she said, “I saw this article in Smile—or was it Fresh?—about how a lot of fat and ugly guys, they turn into perverts who, like, like to get tied up, eek, or get whipped, eek, stuff like that!”

			When she said this, bouncing around going eek, eek, I finally stopped grinning. I could feel myself turning red down to my earlobes. It really scared me. How did she know? I was a pervert. I was what they call a masochist. I used to jerk off thinking about Mitsuyo-san stepping on my face in high heels.

			Just then Sakuma Kyoko walked in. It was the worst possible time. Mitsuyo-san and Eighteen went up to her and made their voices high-pitched and cute and started flattering her, trying to get her to buy their cosmetics.

			Sakuma Kyoko wasn’t nearly as pretty as Mitsuyo-san, but I was used to seeing Ma, so she looked good to me. She had what the girls called upturned eyes, and she wore bright red lipstick, like an African or something. She had on really high heels and came up to the register with so many cosmetics she could hardly hold them all. The way she looked at me, her eyes were saying, Boy, are you ever ugly, but as I looked back at her I got a stiffy. I had this theory about perverts, that there’s like an electric current that runs between them when they meet.

			That’s the day I started stealing from the register and stalking Sakuma Kyoko. She was halfway between Ma and Mitsuyo-san. I figured any married woman who was halfway between ugly and beautiful had to be kinky.

			She lived in a condominium near the station. She had a ten-year-old son and a seven-year-old daughter, and a husband who worked selling stocks and bonds. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, she would see them off in the morning, then go to a school on the tenth floor of the station building to teach dressmaking. The other days she stayed home and sewed. I made obscene phone calls to her almost every day, and I cut out photos from S&M magazines and sent them to her. I didn’t have any actual proof she was that way, but I decided she was hiding it because she was ashamed, just like me.

			“But what could have made you imagine that she was into S&M? You followed her for nearly two months and didn’t see anything to support that view, right? You’re a strange kid.”

			I do like this prosecutor. He’s honest. You’re a strange kid. It makes me happy to hear him say that. The real reason I killed three people was probably because Ma kept telling me all that stuff about being special. She should have told me I was strange. There are a lot more strange people in the world than killers. It screws you up when somebody says you’re special and you know you’re the opposite. You can’t relax. Parents should be honest with their children. You’re a strange kid, you’re ugly, you’re stupid. They should tell the truth. You’re weird and ugly and stupid, but I was too when I was your age, and there are still lots of things to enjoy in life, lots of good times to have and always remember. If they’d say things like that, maybe their children wouldn’t turn into murderers. If human beings can put a stop to smallpox, they can put a stop to their children killing people.

			“On March 20 you met Sakuma Kyoko at the karaoke bar Parpoo, near the station, did you not?”

			I’d been tailing her all that day. It takes money to tail somebody. I bet the CIA and the KGB spend a fortune on it. You can’t tail people if you’re poor.

			After she saw off her husband and kids she took a short nap, like she always does. She’s a night owl. If she doesn’t get a little extra sleep in the morning she doesn’t feel right. I heard her talking about that to the makeup girls at our store.

			I sat on a swing in the children’s park near her condominium and waited for her. I felt like a real degenerate. Fuji goes well with cherry blossoms and bullet trains, parks go well with degenerates. There weren’t any children in the park, just some old people and a woman cleaning the grounds. I was glad there weren’t any children. I hate children. They’re too cute. Even a really ugly kid is cute if he’s still small.

			At eleven o’clock Sakuma Kyoko appeared. It was a cold day. She was wearing tight black leather pants and a fox fur coat and stiletto heels. She went to the parking lot under the condominium to pick up her red Audi Quattro and drive to work. Why she always drove I don’t know. It would have been quicker to walk. Maybe she wanted to show off her Audi. It doesn’t cost anything to park at the station.

			I walked to the station building and got there before her. She had a late breakfast in the cafeteria on the third floor. She always ordered the same thing, South African apple juice and a hot sandwich with alfalfa salad. I stood in a bookstore where I could see the cafeteria and looked at magazines. I wanted to look at S&M Aficionado but there were too many customers, so I read Popeye. There was an article called “My First Date,” where a lot of famous guys made up all this stuff about the first time they ever went out with a girl. One was an illustrator who said his first date was in Inokashira Park. A car racer said his was in Luxembourg Gardens. The owner of a chain of restaurants said Central Park. There were photos of them all looking handsome and stuck up. I wondered why there weren’t any famous people who were really ugly. Maybe being famous made you better looking. Then you wouldn’t need to steal from the cash register and could go to school without being bullied. I was wondering if there was any way for me to become famous, when Sakuma Kyoko walked out of the cafeteria patting her lips with a handkerchief.

			The dressmaking school didn’t finish until evening. I spent the afternoon in a pachinko parlor and a movie theater. It was a long afternoon.

			She drove the Audi back to her condominium. Then she must have prepared dinner for her family. Then she went out again. She went to a grilled chicken place in the shopping street in front of the station. She met up with some people there, two men and three women. I figured they were planning an S&M orgy. The men were tall and about thirty and wearing gray three-piece suits. The women wore dresses and slacks and blouses and sweaters and fur coats and cashmere jackets, and they were all pretty.

			Even from across the street inside the toy store where I was checking out Gundam model kits, I could smell the grilled chicken. It smelled good. I was starving. I could see Sakuma Kyoko and her friends through the window. They looked really happy. I was so jealous I was afraid I was going to start crying, so I thought I should eat something. I bought a bar of CalorieMate from the vending machine outside. I thought about the commercial where Oh Sadaharu says the busier you are the more you need CalorieMate. I couldn’t imagine busy people eating this stuff. 

			The six of them left the grilled chicken place at about eight. They went down a side street and into a bar called Parpoo. You could hear the shutters going down on all the stores in the street, one after another. 

			After a while who did I see approaching in the arcade but Mitsuyo-san, with a couple of friends. I looked for somewhere to hide. Most of the stores were closed, and the arcade was all lit up. There was only one place to go: Parpoo.

			Inside the bar somebody was singing a karaoke tune. The mama-san said, “Well if it isn’t Noriyuki-kun, come on in, are you alone?” Everyone knew me in the neighborhood because Ma was the head of the local merchants’ association. I sat at the counter and ordered an orange juice. I can’t drink alcohol.

			Pretty soon Sakuma Kyoko noticed me. My lips started trembling. She walked up with her slanted eyes. The trembling spread to my whole body.

			“Aren’t you the young man from the pharmacy?”

			I nodded.

			“You’re here alone?”

			I nodded again, my voice was gone.

			“Do you come here a lot?”

			I shook my head. Her perfume was really strong. Her leather pants dug into her waist. Oh God, that leather. I can’t handle leather.

			“Being naughty tonight, are you?”

			I shook my head. I couldn’t look her in the eyes.

			“Why don’t you join us?”

			I shook my head again. The people she was with were saying, What happened, who is it?

			“Come on, let’s all drink together.”

			She took my arm. I almost fell off the stool. I was like somebody sleepwalking. My mind was completely blank. I wobbled over to her table.

			“This is the young man from the store where I buy my cosmetics.”

			I stood there with my mouth hanging open and bowed my head to everybody.

			“Let me introduce my friends. This is So-and-so-san, she runs a darling little boutique in Kichijoji.”

			Nice to meet you, the woman said.

			“And this young lady works for her. I guess you’d call her the house mannequin? She’s not just a salesgirl, you see, she models the clothing too sometimes. Isn’t she adorable?”

			The girl jerked her chin at me and scowled. She just wanted me not to be there.

			“And this is the owner of the cake shop next door to the boutique.”

			This lady gave me a big phony smile. People in her line of business always smile at fat people. It goes with the job.

			“And these are our boyfriends—ha-ha! They’re both instructors at the Seibu Sports Center, where we all go to learn skiing and tennis. And aerobics.”

			The two men were the worst. They were tall and tan and slim and had long legs and long sensitive fingers. They were a lot better looking than even those guys in Popeye. They stared at me like they didn’t know what I was, but at least I was fat and ugly enough to be good for some laughs. Oh the look in their eyes. Like stud farm stallions watching a pig that was about to be slaughtered.

			“Are you a college student?” one of them asked. I looked down and just shook my head. Sakuma Kyoko answered for me.

			“He’s still in high school, aren’t you?” 

			“High school? You’re awfully big for a high school student.” The stud wouldn’t let it go. “How old are you?”

			Eighteen, I lied.

			“No kidding? You look well over twenty.”

			He was drinking Chivas Regal and water. His free hand was on Sakuma Kyoko’s shoulder. I don’t drink but I know Chivas Regal. It’s a sad story. Even though Ma was the daughter of a big landowner, she was a real skinflint. All she knew how to do was work, but last year she went abroad for the first time in her life. She went to Hong Kong and Singapore. That’s sad enough by itself, but the worst part was she brought back three bottles of Chivas Regal to share with my father on their next anniversary. He finished off one bottle that same day. The next day he and his mahjong buddies emptied another one, and the last one he drank with a stripper at her apartment. That’s what I know about Chivas Regal. The two studs were sitting with their arms around the shoulders of these women whose perfume was so strong it made me dizzy and calmly drinking that sad, sad whiskey.

			“You look pretty miserable for a rich boy,” the house mannequin said. “Can’t you talk? Say something.” She was like a big lump of... of malice, that’s the word. I lowered my head and hunched my shoulders.

			“Hey!” she said. “Tell us a joke, don’t just be one.”

			Then she laughed, real loud. They all laughed. I felt like I was going to throw up. My heart was pounding, and tears were in my eyes.

			“Don’t you drink?”

			I shook my head.

			“Why are you here, then? There’s orange juice in the vending machine outside.” 

			Everyone laughed again. It made me angry. I’ll have a beer, I said, and they cheered. I drank a beer for the first time in my life. The next thing I remember I was holding a microphone and standing in front of the karaoke screen. My whole body was numb, even my brain. It was like being in the middle of a dream, but not a bad one. I sang “Wine-Red Heart.” I looked right at Sakuma Kyoko as I sang. I saw her expression slowly change. When I finished the second verse she walked up to me. The corners of her eyes were slanted up even more than usual, and her cheek was twitching. She took the mike and switched off the music. The whole bar went quiet.

			“It’s you, isn’t it,” she said.

			I just stood there with my mouth open.

			“You’re the one who’s been calling me.”

			I covered my mouth with my hands, but it was too late. She slapped my face, hard. It made a loud noise.

			“You should be ashamed of yourself! Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? I have little children at home! I— Do you know what I’m going to do? First thing tomorrow, I’m going to tell your mother! I’ve got tapes, I’ll have her listen to them. Do you understand me?”

			She left the bar with her friends. The whole world shifted before my eyes. Suddenly everything went far away. It was like looking through the wrong end of a telescope. I was all alone. Right there in front of the mama-san and all the other customers, I burst into tears.

			As I was crying I remembered things. I remembered how after my father beat me Ma would put medicine on my cuts and bruises, and how she used to buy me things. She bought me a bicycle and model cars and a baseball glove and picture books. And she took me to the new fruit parlor in front of the station and let me eat all the sweets I wanted. I started shouting, Help me Ma! Help me Ma! Help me Ma! and ran outside.

			Sakuma Kyoko’s words were spinning around inside my head.

			Tomorrow

			Tomorrow

			Tomorrow I’m going to tell

			going to tell 

			going to tell your mother

			your mother

			your mother

			I went home and just walked around and around in the yard for a long time. I didn’t know what to do. Finally I went in the garage and got a big monkey wrench we used on our truck. I started walking slowly back down the road. I ran into a policeman I knew on a bicycle, a young guy who always came to our store to buy Vulcan hair tonic.

			“Hi! Where are you going?”

			To a friend’s house.

			“What’s that you’ve got there?”

			A wrench.

			“Oh? What are you going to do with it?”

			My friend asked to borrow it.

			“Well, just don’t hit anybody with that thing!”

			You’re not wearing your Vulcan.

			“I don’t when I’m on duty.”

			I was smiling as we talked. It wasn’t right for a woman with pretty eyes like Sakuma Kyoko to make an ugly woman like Ma cry. If I was so special, it was up to me to correct what wasn’t right. I stood at the door of the condominium and rang the bell. The husband answered. I told him my name. I said, I’ve come to apologize. He had the chain on the door but stuck his face in the gap and yelled, Go to hell you bastard! I buried the wrench in his face. I didn’t know faces were so soft. I wondered if my superpowers had been activated, like Ultraman. The chain broke too when I hit him. He was lying face-down on the floor. I pounded the back of his head until it was like a smashed watermelon. The two little children were watching with toothbrushes in their mouths. Their heads were even softer. It sounded like stepping in mud.

			“Stop right there. This is the part I don’t get. Why didn’t you hit the woman too? Why did you destroy the television set instead?”

			Sakuma Kyoko was crawling around in the living room in pink pajamas with her mouth open, making a hiccuping sound in her throat.

			That’s when I heard the voice.

			Run, Takahashi!

			The program Pro Baseball News was on TV. They were showing highlights of a preseason game between the Carp and the Braves. Kobayakawa got a hit and Takahashi Yoshihiko was rounding third. That’s when the voice yelled out, and when I heard it I understood everything. I understood why people make fun of me and push me around. It’s because I’m fat and slow and stupid. Back in the Stone Age we were hunters, but people like me were too clumsy to catch any game, so everybody bullied us and shunned us. The Stone Age went on for thousands and thousands of years, so we’ve still got those memories inside. They say we’re all equal now, but it’s not true. Those memories are why people like Ma and me always get picked on. 

			Takahashi looked so beautiful running, it gave me goose bumps. Takahashi, Carl Lewis, John McEnroe, people like that, it makes you feel good just to watch them run. That’s because they’re the ones who used to supply us all with meat. It’s that memory that makes us happy. I ignored Sakuma Kyoko crawling over the floor trying to escape and smashed the television set. I felt like I was smashing the whole world.

			“But why the television? Do you still refuse to explain?”

			Maybe I’m the only one who can understand it. I wonder who it was, though, shouting “Run, Takahashi!” It sounded like a woman’s voice. Sakuma Kyoko was in no condition to shout anything. Maybe it was a spectator at the baseball game on TV. Or maybe it was me, for all I know. But why a woman’s voice? Maybe I’m more confused than I realize...

			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		


		
			Whenever I Sit at a Bar 
Drinking Like This

			Whenever I sit at a bar drinking like this, I’m reminded what a sacred profession bartending is. The bartender, with the mirrored shelves of many-colored bottles behind him, moves methodically about in his stained-glass vestibule, like a priest performing a rite. Pouring the libations into various glasses, he listens with a reverent, sympathetic smile as the congregants recite their woes.

			At the far end of the bar is a pair of unattractive “women of a certain age,” with coarse skin and too much makeup. They’re very drunk—or maybe only pretending to be. Their dialogue alternates between whispers and squeals. “Another?” the bartender inquires, beaming his smile in their direction. 

			Next to them is an obviously newlywed couple. I imagine they’ve just held the wedding reception at this hotel, and will spend a night here before leaving on their honeymoon. Neither of them is talking much. The groom takes tiny sips at a glass of house whiskey and water, and the bride is drinking in her surroundings as the ice in her Mai Tai melts, turning it a cloudy orange. “Shall I bring you something to nibble on?” the bartender suggests, sweeping his smile their way. 

			Alongside the newlyweds is a lone American in a dark suit with a bottle of Schlitz before him. Foreigners always order beer, having been warned by the guidebooks about the prices in hotel bars. Next to the American a young woman and a much older man are downing champagne cocktails and all but necking. Beside them is a pair of the sort of half-assed rich guys you find in any hotel bar. And next to them is me. An empty stool and me. 

			She’s late. I’m drinking by myself, not talking to anyone, and I can’t really tell how drunk I am. I wonder how many I’ve had. “Shall I fix you another?” the bartender asks, and I nod. Bourbon splashes into a straight glass. “Still busy as ever?” he says as he pours. Well, at least the location work is over, I tell him. Now it’s just a matter of editing the film.

			I work for a television production company. For the past couple of years I’ve been directing documentaries, mostly overseas, but before that I worked on musical variety shows.

			The bartender never rests. He arranges the glasses in neat rows, chills the champagne and white wine, chips rocks out of a block of ice, replaces ashtrays, serves up plates of sausages or oysters. It’s probably safe to say that everyone sitting here is looking for some kind of sin tonight. The circumstances are different for each, of course, but everyone has the same general destination in mind. No one gets drunk in order to raise their moral standards. The bartender is a different sort of priest.

			An unpleasant task lies ahead of me tonight. Maybe I should try to have a laugh or two while I still can. Maybe I’ll share a little joke with the nice bartender. For the past six months or so I’ve been documenting slums. Calcutta, Manila, Rio de Janeiro, Montevideo, Bogotá... When you’re there you begin to wonder if the whole world isn’t a slum, if slum life isn’t the normal state of affairs for human beings. I heard a lot of good jokes in those places. A dead baby was floating in the sewer in Calcutta, and an Indian fellow I knew said something hilarious. What was it again? Ah, well, never mind. It’s about a dead baby, after all—if I didn’t tell it just right...

			“Sorry!”

			Here she is. I haven’t seen this woman, this ex-mistress of mine, for a long time. She looks incredible. Why is it that the moment you’ve distanced yourself from a woman and stopped sleeping with her, she’s suddenly even more beautiful than before?

			“The streets were so jammed!”

			Jammed? I nearly tell her. Try the bazaar in Calcutta if you want to see jammed. Strange thought to have at a time like this. Maybe I am getting drunk after all.

			“It’s been so long. I wish I had more time but I’ve got to get home early tonight because my mother’s coming. You look great.”

			I don’t feel great. And now I feel even less so. I wasn’t getting my hopes up too much, but I was half wondering if she and I might not rekindle the old flame for one evening. I could use some warmth tonight. That’s life, though. You don’t have to live in a slum to know that things don’t always work out the way you’d like them to.

			“Would you explain it all to me again?” she says. “I didn’t quite get it on the phone.”

			She works at one of those boutiques on the backstreets of Aoyama. The type of woman who assumes that being tall and pretty gives her certain privileges. Her name’s Kiyomi. They call her Kimi, and that’s what I called her in bed. She declines a glass of my Wild Turkey and orders the Brandy Alexander she always used to drink.

			“Well?”

			I don’t feel much like talking about it. What I’d like to do is rattle off a series of slum jokes, laugh like mad, drink till our tongues go numb, shower together, and play games with a bottle of vegetable oil.

			“Well, the thing is, a certain woman is taking me to court.”

			“So you said. Your wife?”

			“No. My wife’ll probably be taking me to court too, but she’ll have to wait in line.”

			“You have so many women, after all.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying.”

			“It doesn’t matter. Not now.”

			“Anyway, this woman, she’s suing me for damages.”

			“Damages? What does that mean? Is she young?”

			“No. Average.”

			“Mid-twenties?”

			“Twenty-five.”

			“Oh. Average.”

			“Average, right? Anyway, her lawyer says we were in a common-law marriage type of relationship.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			“She claims I tied her down, restricted her freedom.”

			“I don’t get it. I mean, she chose to get involved with you, didn’t she? Knowing you had a wife and children?”

			“That sort of rational argument doesn’t work with her.”

			“Are yakuza involved?”

			“No, no, she’s perfectly straight and narrow. Average. So, anyway, my lawyer says—see, she and I always met here, in this hotel—so he says if she was the only one I ever had relations with here during all that time, then that could lend credence to her claim that it was an exclusive and binding relationship.”

			“I don’t really understand.”

			“So my lawyer says that if there was even one other woman I was intimate with in this hotel, even one I paid for or whatever, then I could claim all my rendezvous here were only, you know, recreational types of things.”

			“Forget it!”

			I can feel the blood drain from my face. Why is she so quick on the uptake all of a sudden?

			“Wait. Hear me out.”

			“You want me to testify for you, don’t you?”

			“Yes, but, look, there’s one thing I have to tell you in advance. We’re talking about a legal trial here. I can’t offer you any compensation.”

			“You bastard! Compensation? Think what you’re asking me to do! I’m not even married yet! I... What would I tell my mother? My mother’s still working, after years of cooking dinner for us every night! What do you take me for? You don’t care about anyone’s feelings but your own!”

			And damn me if she doesn’t start crying. Her mascara runs down her cheeks, and black tears drop onto the marble countertop. The American in the dark suit shoots me a reproachful glance, while the half-assed rich guys are talking about membership at the Yomiuri Country Club, pretending not to notice us. There’s a saying that two things you can’t get the best of are a crying child and... something else, but I bet neither one is as bad as a woman in tears. Picasso had a work called Weeping Woman, but no Bawling Baby... Wait. Picasso? What’s Picasso got to do with anything? If I don’t convince Kiyomi to help me out I’m going to have to devote the remaining forty-odd years of my life to making alimony payments. I remember an old man in Calcutta just sitting silently by the side of the road. Suddenly I envy him. I envy everyone who isn’t me right now.

			“Don’t cry. Listen, I know it’s a lot to ask, but, look, right now I’m—”

			“A lot to ask? It’s not a lot to ask, it’s outrageous, is what it is! Who ever heard of such a thing?”

			I wonder how many times I’ve seen this woman cry. She cried when I told her it was over. We were in a French restaurant in Roppongi. Between sobs she shouted at me—“You’re the most horrible man on earth! When you die you’ll go straight to hell!”—so loudly that the waiter nearly dropped his tray. She ate her dinner, though, even as the tears trickled down her face. When the special pigeon dish arrived, she cut off the stream of abuse just long enough to say, “This is delicious!” Tall, pretty young women are tough to the core, and they know how to keep you off balance. What am I going to do? Maybe I should try bursting into tears myself.

			“Kiyomi, you... You’re the only one who can help me.”

			She stops sobbing. I don’t know if this last line of mine has struck a chord or if she’s just weary of the waterworks, but maybe I’m onto something. I’ve got to feel her out carefully. 

			“I know how selfish I am,” I tell her. “I know I’ve got a lot of faults. But I’m having a really hard time right now. My father back home is crippled with rheumatism, and what with that and my little sister’s miscarriage, my poor mother’s going neurotic on us, and—”

			“What? Your sister had a miscarriage?”

			She always used to like it when I told her how much she looked like my little sister.

			“Yeah. After six years of marriage, she finally gets pregnant, and...”

			My sister has two children and one more on the way. The secret to lying is to convince yourself that what you’re saying is true. If you can’t fool yourself, you can’t fool anyone else. The same thing applies to making TV shows.

			“The poor thing. She must be devastated.”

			“Oh, she’s all right. I talked to her on the phone yesterday. She’s strong, that girl.”

			“She’s just putting on a front. It’s got to be devastating. My brother’s wife had a miscarriage, and I know how hard it was on her.”

			“Actually, we talked about Calcutta. Did I tell you about that trip?”

			“No.”

			“Well, it’s just hell on earth. Half the population of nearly ten million live in slums, and it’s as if they’ve been completely dehumanized. They rummage through garbage dumps like animals, there’s about one toilet for every hundred people, the streets are soggy with overflowing sewage, there are dead babies in the gutters...”

			“Oh!”

			“Japan’s pretty special, you know. Life isn’t as easy on people in other countries.”

			This is true enough. Whenever I go abroad I’m reminded that Japan is a special case, and that the Japanese are hopelessly spoiled. The prosperity here is due mainly to geopolitical factors, but everyone thinks it’s because we work so hard... All of which is beside the point right now. What I’m trying to accomplish here is a lot higher on my own list of priorities than cleaning up Calcutta.

			“I told my sister about a family I interviewed there. A family of six living in a space about ten meters square. They’ve got only one bed—well, bed, it’s a couple of wooden planks covered with ratty old blankets—and they take turns sleeping on it. The children all go out to beg every morning, and the father works at some construction site twice a week or so, makes about two dollars a day, just enough to eat. But the thing is, they’re happy. Cheerful.”

			“They’re cheerful?”

			“The children’s faces just glow. Infinitely happier than the Japanese kids you see trudging back and forth to ‘cramming schools’ every night.”

			Her cheeks are still stained with the tracks of mascara, but there’s no offer of a finger towel from the bartender. He may be reassuring and sympathetic, but he doesn’t intrude. He’s a symbolic presence, avoiding any direct involvement. A true man of the cloth.

			“You did a lot for me back then, didn’t you.”

			She’s reminiscing now. She orders another nostalgic cocktail.

			“You know,” she says, “when I think back on it, I realize the time I spent with you was the closest I’ll ever come to having a glamorous life.”

			“Don’t be silly.”

			“That’s what I honestly believe.”

			“It’s not true.”

			“I can’t really do anything, I don’t have any skills. What else can I do but get married?”

			“You might end up marrying someone really rich.”

			“No. I know now.”

			“Know what?”

			“Status, the class system—it’s not like they’ve disappeared. There are lots of men who are both wealthy and attractive. You’re one of them.”

			“Come on.”

			“But men like you don’t choose women like me. They get bright, pretty girls from wealthy families. I know that now.”

			“Not necessarily.”

			“I’m afraid so. Look at yourself. It never occurred to you to divorce your wife and marry me, did it? It’s okay, I’m not saying it matters any more, but the truth is, when I was with you, the food I ate and everything, I’m sure I’ll never get anything like that again in my whole life. Caviar, lobster thermidor, globefish—I mean, my parents never had dishes like that. And you took me to Singapore and Cebu Island and all those places, and I know I was kind of upset when we broke up, but... I doubt if I’ll ever have that much fun again.”

			“Listen, as long as you have your health, there are all sorts of things to look forward to.”

			“That may be true for you.”

			“For everyone.”

			“You don’t believe that for a minute. Who was it who used to say that ninety-nine percent of all human beings are slaves?”

			She’s got me there. Back when my marriage was still going smoothly, I took my five-year-old daughter and three-year-old son to an amusement park near our house. Studying the people there, it struck me how everyone inevitably ends up a slave like everyone else. Slave faces, slave fashions, slave cars, slave speech, slave attitudes—they just keep replicating themselves, endlessly. In Japan people aren’t even aware of it, but in a place like Calcutta the discrimination is so total and so blatant that you can’t kid yourself about where you really stand.

			“All right. You win,” she says, resting her cheek on her fist. “You’re hopeless, aren’t you. Can you guarantee my privacy on this, though? It won’t be in Focus or something?”

			“No way. I’m not that famous. But, look, I really appreciate this.”

			“I want something in return, though.”

			“What? I told you there can’t be any com—”

			“Not money. You know what a big fan I am of Takahashi Yoshihiko. The second baseman for the Carp? My dream right now is to meet him. I’ll testify on one condition: that you introduce me to Yoshihiko.”

			What right have I to refuse any conditions? 

			I go to see a colleague in the sports department.

			“Listen, do you know Takahashi Yoshihiko, the baseball player?”

			What on earth am I doing, though? Every night I get telephone calls, alternately pleading and threatening, from the woman who’s taking me to court; the only word I get from my wife is a curt order to send our children’s this, that, and the other to her family home; I’ve got fifty thousand feet of film waiting to be edited; and here I am trying to arrange a meeting with a baseball player. How I envy that beggar in Calcutta, who has only to sit on the street with his hand outstretched to make it through the day. All he needs to do is survive.

			“Not personally. The people at the Hiroshima affiliate cover the Carp. Why?”

			“It’s a long story. Can you introduce me to somebody there?”

			“Easy enough, but what are you up to, anyway? You’re going to get Takahashi’s autograph and use it to seduce some young fan of his, right? It’s going to cost you.”

			“I wish it were something simple and innocent like that.”

			“You had those rare Italian cigarettes once, remember? That’s what I want in return.”

			“Wait. You can’t buy those cigarettes. They don’t even have them in duty-free shops overseas!”

			“You know I’m a nonfilter freak. This anti-smoking campaign these days—it’s all a plot by big pharma and the ad agencies to—”

			“A pianist gave me those cigarettes when I was on location in Italy. He only gave me one pack!”

			“They were wonderful cigarettes.”

			“I could pay you instead. Say, twenty thousand yen?”

			“I need the smokes.”

			What right have I to refuse? 

			Instead of having lunch during a break in the dubbing, I scurry over to the Italian Government Tourist Bureau, to meet a PR person named Carla. She helped me out once when I was making a documentary about the history of popular song.

			“This is going to sound kind of silly, but I wanted to ask your advice about a certain brand of cigarettes.”

			Carla is the daughter of a family so outrageously wealthy they’ve got their own soccer team. Her father arranged for her position here, in order to evacuate her from the land of political kidnappings to the safest city in the world.

			“This is quite a coincidence. I was going to call you.”

			The smell of her perfume is overwhelming. No doubt her body odor is too. I’ve only known two Italian women. Both had soft skin. And their vaginas were remarkably similar to the Japanese variety. Which is completely beside the point right now.

			“The cigarettes that pianist, Massimo, smoked. How can I get some of those?”

			“What were they called?”

			“I don’t remember. I remember the package, though. It wasn’t paper, it was one of those flat little tins, like cigarillos come in, and the logo was an elephant with whiskers—or was it a water buffalo?”

			“I’ve never seen any cigarettes like that.”

			“I need to get some.”

			“You say Massimo smoked them?”

			“Yes.”

			“Then they may have been custom made. Massimo’s from Perugia, which is a fairly isolated district. And, come to think of it, they do turn out some excellent tobacco products there. I could send a telex first thing in the morning.”

			“Do you think you can find them?”

			“In Italy, nothing is impossible for me. Except perhaps infiltrating the Red Brigade.” Carla laughs, making her enormous breasts surge and jiggle. She’s about a head taller than me, and I once braved a slow dance with her and nearly suffocated.

			“By the way, I have a favor to ask of you too! Do you remember the time we went to eat a special salmon roe dish at that place in Tsukiji?”

			“Behind the Dentsu head office?”

			“That’s the one. They gave us some little dried fish as an hors d’oeuvre. I need some of those for my next party.”

			“Ah, but it’s not as if you can buy those fish just anywhere. I seem to recall that they were from some remote region on the Japan Sea coast, or—”

			“I was going to call you. I simply must have those fish. I’ll take care of the cigarettes for you.”

			What right have I to refuse, or haggle over, any conditions? 

			The editing continues. Everyone involved has bloodshot eyes, after working till the wee hours for several consecutive nights. On the monitor is a giant garbage dump in Calcutta. Dogs, cats, pigs, water buffaloes, birds, and human beings are poking around in it. Two women holding babies to their breasts are squabbling over a half-rotten melon rind. “How can anyone live like that?” the recording engineer mutters. “I wonder if they even know there’s anything better,” the technician says, as he fiddles with the control panel. I direct the dubbing, making minor adjustments to the script as we go, but the only thing in my head is a tiny dried fish. 

			“Kat-chan. It’s me.”

			Kat-chan used to work for Dentsu and was in charge of the Sumitomo pavilion at the Expo in Osaka. He quit six years ago and opened a restaurant in Tsukiji, right behind the Dentsu Building. No one’s sure why he gave up his job as an event planner. Some say he was forced out for alleged sexual harassment of male underlings. He claims it’s simply because he loves to cook, and I’ll say this much: he certainly comes up with some fantastic dishes. His ark shell and kiwi salad, for example, is out of this world.

			“Well! Hello, stranger!”

			“I have a favor to ask.”

			“Not on the telephone, you don’t. You’ll have to come here and show your face.”

			“Last year, in spring, you had some really delicious little dried fish, remember? Tiny little silvery things.”

			“Sure. From Wakasa.”

			“Right. Do you have any now?”

			“Nope.”

			“No?”

			“There’s only one old man who catches and prepares those fish—he’s a legend in Wakasa—and they’re almost impossible to lay your hands on. They were incredible, weren’t they? You can imagine the demand.”

			“Shit. Damn.”

			“You’ve got to have them?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I might be able to get you some.”

			“Really?”

			“But listen. I want something from you in return.”

			“Whoa, whoa, wait a minute. I don’t, I’m not—”

			“It isn’t your sweet ass I want, dummy. Do you still see Ken-bo, from the Arikawa agency?”

			“I’m not involved with music programs any more.”

			“So you don’t carry much weight with the agencies now?”

			“What, a piddling little agency like Arikawa? No problem. What do you need?”

			“Find Ken-bo and tell him to give me back my racket. I lent him my Dunlop Max 2000, and he refuses to return it. I’m leaving for the Izu Highlands the day after tomorrow, and I want to take that racket with me.”

			Too many material goods. Cigarettes from Perugia, minnows from Wakasa, Dunlop rackets—Japan is on the road to ruin. Look at Calcutta. A beggar woman, both arms covered with sores from some skin disease, stands in the blazing sun for ten hours to get her hands on one stale biscuit. 

			I duck out of the cutting room and dash upstairs to Studio 3, on the fourth floor. Ken-bo is a very gay young manager for the Arikawa Talent Agency. He comes to rehearsals here to brown-nose the producers even when his singers aren’t on a show.

			“I knew I’d find you here,” I growl. “Haven’t changed a bit, have you.”

			“My! Back in the real world again, are we?”

			“Listen, you little toad, I’ve got a message for you. Kat-chan in Tsukiji wants his racket back. Tonight.”

			“Oh for heaven’s sake, I don’t believe this.”

			“I don’t care what you believe, just give it back. I’m in a big mess if you don’t.”

			“Hold on, now. I’ve said this time and again: he gave me that racket. Sheesh.”

			“And I’m telling you to give it back. You want me to spell it out for you?”

			“What are you getting so excited about? What happened?”

			“Look, you know I’m a close friend of the producer on this show, right? You see what I’m getting at. Don’t make me say it.”

			“Good grief. Oh, all right, but I’d like you to do something for me in return.”

			“Don’t push your luck, toad.”

			“Fine. Do as you please, then. We haven’t any decent singers right now anyway. I don’t see how you could make things much worse.”

			“Hey.”

			“And you can explain to Kat-chan that when he offers someone a gift, he shouldn’t expect to get it back.”

			“Wait. Okay. All right. What do you want?”

			“There’s a little club in Ginza called Bizarre. You know it?”

			“I know it. How much do you owe?”

			“No, no, it’s not like that. Heavens. There’s a hostess there named Saki.”

			“Since when are you into women?”

			“Everyone has to put on a front in this business. You know as well as—”

			“All right, all right. So?”

			“So I want you to tell her I can’t make it tomorrow.”

			“Done.”

			“Not by telephone, though. That wouldn’t do.”

			“No?”

			“Go to her club. Take, let’s see, about a seven-thousand-yen bouquet of roses, and whisper in her ear: ‘Ken-bo sent me. He won’t be able to make it tomorrow, and he sends these roses by way of apology.’”

			Is it ever going to end? What’s this hostess, Saki, going to ask for? And what was it I was after in the first place? 

			I buy the roses from a street stall. It’s late at night, so it ends up costing me twenty thousand for a decent-size bouquet. I’ve suspended dubbing operations for an hour. It’s raining in Ginza. The neon lights are hazy and the smell of scorched rice cakes hangs in the air. I haven’t had anything to eat since the bowl of noodles I inhaled for lunch. I’m lightheaded and dizzy, and my eyes hurt from the editing work. I feel like the Calcutta beggar. I’m meatier than him, but I too am holding out my hand, dragging myself through the streets in desperation. When the beggar fails to get any money or food, he merely retracts his hand. He, at least, has a little dignity. 

			“Ken-bo’s afraid of me,” says the hostess Saki. “As you can see, I’m pretty stunning, and when beautiful women get angry, it scares people. Ugly women get mad and it’s just comical, right? Tell him to stop being such a chicken and call me.”

			I present the bouquet to her, eat the tiny plate of young taro tubers, and drink a glass of Chivas and water; and just as the fire is spreading through my belly I hear this: 

			“Yoshihiko! How can you say such a thing?” 

			Where have I heard that name before?

			“Did someone just say ‘Yoshihiko’?”

			Saki has her face buried in the roses.

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Takahashi Yoshihiko? The guy on the Carp?”

			“Yeah.”

			“He’s here?”

			“Right over there, behind you.”

			“What? Does he come here a lot?”

			“Once in a while, when he’s in Tokyo. The girls love him. He never drinks too much, never gets vulgar or anything.”

			“Introduce me to him. Please.”

			“Oh, you’re a fan?”

			“I can give you some Italian cigarettes, or some little fish from Wakasa, or a tennis racket, anything you want, just please introduce me to him.”

			“He’s always happy to meet his fans. They’re important to him.”

			I stand up holding my hand over my throbbing chest and follow her across the room. 

			Takahashi Yoshihiko is God.

			I introduce myself, handing him a business card, and tell him a friend of mine is a tremendous fan of his and that I know what an imposition it is and apologize for asking but would he mind speaking to her on the telephone? He smiles and cheerfully agrees. Unconditionally, yet.

			“Kiyomi, you know who that was, don’t you? That was Takahashi Yoshihiko. Spring training is starting soon, so as far as meeting him in person goes, I’m afraid it’s a bit difficult, but... Hello? You still there?”

			“Just a minute, my heart is still pounding. I thought I was going to faint!”

			“Kiyomi, you don’t know what I’ve been through... I’ve... I’ve been...”

			Tears well up in my eyes.

			“I can imagine. I thought you knew I was only joking. Thank you, though, really.”

			“Joking?”

			“Listen, I was so nervous I could hardly say anything at all. Will you tell him to win the stolen-base crown this year? Would you tell him that for me?”

			“Sure, but... You were only joking?”

			“About introducing me, yes. But don’t worry. I’ll testify for you.”

			Takahashi is sitting at a table with some other ballplayers and a bevy of hostesses, talking and laughing, just as he was before I interrupted him. 

			About a month later, after my nemesis has withdrawn her suit and just as my divorce case is about to begin, I receive a package of muscovado sugar from Okinawa. The sender is Mr. Takahashi Yoshihiko. Kiyomi and I have decided to go to a Carp game when the season begins. I can already hear us cheering in unison: “Run, Takahashi!”

		


		
			Lullaby

			I’m shocked when they announce his name on television. By the time he starts talking my forehead is damp with sweat, and to keep Toru from noticing anything I slip into the loo. Toru is spreading marmalade on another piece of bread, and I hear him say, “Guys like this, just looking at ’em makes me want to puke.” My face in the mirror over the toilet reminds me of when I was a little girl and my parents discovered some lie I’d been trying hard to cover up. I touch the cold drops of sweat that are rolling down from my temples to my cheeks, and they’re like the last traces of something precious that’s melted away inside me. On TV, the musician is talking about his family. 

			Well, the thing is, each of us is completely independent. It’s funny, but most people don’t believe me when I tell them I’m married. They assume I’m a bachelor. And my wife has the same sort of thing happen to her. She’s taking some time off right now because of the kids, but she’s always worked, and people have always taken her for a single career woman. She tells me she’s had old friends come up to her at class reunions and say, “Isn’t it about time you found a husband?” We put our first son in day care almost as soon as he was born, and the result is that he’s even tougher and more independent than his parents. He’s in, what, second grade now, I guess. Usually first sons have this reputation of being timid and namby-pamby, right? He’s not like that at all. He’s almost too much not like that. His grandparents say he’s as self-reliant as an orphan...

			I just wish he’d hurry up and get off the screen. The faucet is still running in the kitchenette, where I was doing dishes, and since I don’t need to pee or poop and feel stupid just standing there in the loo, I come back out but don’t look at Toru, who’s now saying, “What a creep. Creeps like this, they go around banging all kinds of women, then brag about how great their family life is.” Toru’s a year younger than me. He’s loved bread since he was a little kid, but his family was so poor they didn’t even have a toaster, so he got into the sad habit of eating marmalade on untoasted bread. 

			Personally, I don’t see any need for a family to be always on top of one another, but I do think it’s important to stay close in a physical way. That’s why I always make sure we get to take vacations together... The screen shows photos of him and his family frolicking on some South Sea island, then romping in the snow at some foreign ski resort, and so on. 

			I’m trying not to look at the TV, shifting my gaze around, looking at things that don’t have anything to do with anything, until my head starts spinning. I turn off the water and sit down facing away from the television. The voice behind me sends a chill up and down my spine, and I feel like screaming. Not with my mouth, but with every pore on my body—a high-pitched scream, like those Incan flutes I heard one time. Why did things have to turn out this way? He’s having fun with his family on some beautiful beach or mountaintop, and I’m here on the tatami next to Toru, who’s sitting with his chin on one knee. Watching him coat that soft white piece of bread with marmalade, then roll it up like a jelly doughnut and cram it in, I start to hate him so much I could kill him.

			The next thing I know I’m crying. Toru just goggles at me for a minute, then slides over next to me, still hugging his knee, and says, “What are you crying about?” He touches my shoulder with a hand covered in bread crumbs. “What’s wrong? Did I do something to hurt your feelings? How am I supposed to know why you’re crying if you don’t say anything? What I said about last night was the truth, honest. Look, I’m going to quit the job in Kabukicho anyway. A friend of mine from high school—I told you, right?—he’s got a little company, what do they call it, direct mail? Anyway, it’s a desk job. I’ll be sitting at a desk all day. It’s gonna be way better.”

			Toru is shaking my shoulder and practically shouting in my ear, which means I can’t hear the TV, and when I think about how I’ll never see that man again, never in my life, I start to really lose it. I remember how it felt when he stopped calling me, how my body began to feel like leftover cake, and how scary that was, and now I’m crying even harder, the way a newborn baby cries. When I turn to face Toru and hold out my arms, he thinks I want a hug, so he smiles a little and moves his face closer to mine, but I just dig my nails into the pale skin of his neck and try to strangle him. He wasn’t expecting that. He tries to say something but it comes out all gargly, and his face turns bright red, and finally he shouts, “LET GO!” and hits me on the side of the head, and when I topple over and scrape my brow on the yucky-smelling tatami, I notice that the TV show’s gone to a commercial. 

			“What are you, an idiot?”

			“But he’s a very important person in my life.”

			“He’s famous, right?”

			“Nowadays.”

			“What about when you were seeing him?”

			“He wasn’t as famous then, but he was a studio musician and played synthesizer on a lot of big records and had tons of money. Like, you know that little Italian restaurant across from the Roi Building in Roppongi? Where lots of photographers and celebrities go?”

			“No, but what about it? He took you there?”

			“Yeah. And he took me on weekend trips to Hayama and Hakone, places like that, too.”

			“How long did you date him?”

			“About half a year.”

			“But it wasn’t really what you’d call dating, right?”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“I mean, it’s not like you were his girlfriend.”

			“I couldn’t call him, but we met every couple of weeks.”

			“He was just using you.”

			“I’m thinking about going to see him.”

			“All right, now you’re pissing me off. You really are an idiot, aren’t you.”

			Yoshiko lifts her chopsticks from her plate of pan-fried noodles and points them at me as she says this last bit, and then somebody calls and Mother gives me the assignment, so I have to leave. Mother isn’t really our mother, of course, that’s just what we call her, but she’s been right there the whole time, reading Lady’s Seven, and though she must have heard everything I said she didn’t react at all. She never says anything one way or the other about the private lives of us girls. 

			The first time I met the musician was on a night just like this. I was sitting on the sofa smoking a cigarette, and Mother was reading a magazine—not Lady’s Seven but Woman’s Self—and a phone call came in, and when she told the guy the name of the usual love hotel, he asked her to have me come to the New Otani Tower Suites. When I got to the room, there were a lot of musical instruments in there, and the man was naked and said, “I just got out of the shower, and I’m hungry. Let’s go down to the bar.” I told him I only had two hours, but he said if it was a question of money he’d pay for the extra time, so we went to the bar and had champagne and raw oysters, both of which were firsts for me. Sitting next to me at the bar, he explained that he didn’t like to eat or drink alone, and he reached over and touched my hair and smiled. It was a beautiful smile. He talked about a lot of things. And even later, when we were naked and touching each other, he kept on talking. Mostly it was about foreign countries. I think it was in Indonesia, some little island near there, where he said there was this native who could cure any illness by chanting and going into a trance—like, he could remove a patient’s heart with his bare hands and replace it with the healthy heart of somebody who’d just died. He also told me about some primitive tribe that, if a member of the tribe went crazy, they’d take a red-hot iron spike and drive it into his head and stir it around, and it would cure him. Stories like that. Then he asked me if I was a student. I’d been working in a beauty salon till about six months before, but I lied and said yes. “Which college?” he asked. “You don’t have to tell me the name, just which part of town it’s in.” My lie wasn’t going to hold up, and I was so embarrassed I started crying, but he just smiled and stroked my hair. I felt like some poor little puppy that nobody had ever treated gently before... 

			This time, of course, it isn’t the New Otani but the same old love hotel. The customer is a drunken salaryman. He’s sitting on the edge of the round bed, dangling a plastic take-out sushi bag from one finger and reeling back and forth. “Kinda old, aren’t ya?” he says when I come in. Then he opens his zipper, pulls out his limp little thing, and points at it and says, “Start sucking.” I want to ask him if we could shower first, but I’m afraid he’ll call the office and ask for a different woman, so I go ahead and get down on my knees. And later, when I’m standing there bent over with my skirt hiked up and my ass sticking out, taking it from behind, I start thinking that at this rate my life is only going to get more and more pathetic, and I just want to die, and by the time my crotch is all slimy and sticky, I’ve made up my mind to go visit the musician at his house. As soon as I decide that, a big weight lifts off me, and I no longer even feel the pain in my cheekbone from Toru’s punch.

			The musician’s address is out in the suburbs, far enough for me to pack a lunch, so I fix a little box of weiner sausages, scrambled egg, and some pickles, but after changing trains at Meguro Station it’s only eighteen minutes before I arrive. It isn’t like where Toru and I live, with buildings all on top of each other, but has this big wide street in front of the station that runs straight off into the distance, like something you’d see in some American town in the movies. There’s no police box where I can ask for directions, so I just climb on a No. 1 bus.

			I get off at a stop with the name of the section of town he lives in, right in front of a liquor store. Hundreds of bottles of wine are in the front window, along with a lot of stuffed animals. There’s a gorilla, a rabbit, a frog. I go in and show the shopkeeper the musician’s address and ask how to get there, and he takes the trouble to point out the way on a map, so I buy a bottle of red wine for forty-eight hundred yen, thinking it’ll be the perfect gift to bring. The streets are wide here too, and hardly anybody is out walking around. Now and then a big foreign car with shiny bumpers blows by at high speed, and each time I wonder if he’s driving it and try to look inside but can’t see anything. 

			All the houses are big, with big yards, and some have rose gardens and pools and terraces. I’m getting hungry, so after I pass a house where a dog is barking I sit down on some stone steps and take out my lunch. The sausage grease and the sauce on the egg have soaked into the rice and give it a really nostalgic taste, and I’m thinking how glad I am I packed a lunch, when I hear a husky voice behind me say, “What do you think you’re doing?” I turn around, and an older woman in a kimono is standing there. “Sorry,” I say, “I was hungry, and...” The woman points up the street and tells me, “There’s a little park a bit farther on, you can have your lunch there.”

			The park is full of trees, with a big kiddy slide built with rocks and cement, and a few sculptures dotted around. And just as I’m thinking how nice it would be to have some music, somebody starts singing in an opera-style voice, and my chopsticks freeze in mid-air. The song gets louder, and then an old lady with wild hair steps out from behind a big cherry tree, holding her arms out and slowly waving her hands in a sort of dance. When she pauses for breath she smiles at me.

			I clap when she’s finished singing, and she comes right up to me and says, “Kashiwabara-san?” I shake my head. “Oh come now, I know it’s you,” she says, and sits down beside me on the bench. “Why did you come to see me? It’s all water under the bridge now.”

			I have no idea what she’s talking about. She’s old and thin but still pretty and wearing a dress like you’d see on a concert stage and so much perfume it makes me gag, so I can’t explain that she’s got the wrong person.

			“I decided long ago to forget all the bad things. You should forget them too. Ah, but do you remember Zurich? I had that Scotch terrier named Grant. Grant died of filaria, but I always wondered if in fact my husband hadn’t killed him. He hated dogs, as I’m sure you know, and it was just before he went off to Singapore to do some work for the army. But I was wrong, Grant really did die of filaria, as I came to understand just recently. And as for what happened with you and my husband, it’s all in the past, I never even think about it. After all, we’re both old ladies now!”

			She takes my hand and holds it to her breast, smiling all the while, and I’m getting a little scared and just keep nodding yes, yes.

			“I don’t know why, but I had a feeling you’d be here. That’s why I was singing that song. I know you love Schumann. You once said I sang the lieder even more beautifully than Schwarzkopf, didn’t you? Now that my heart has been washed clean, I try to remember only the good things.”

			“I see,” I say, and she tells me she’d like to sing one more piece. This time she stands up on the bench and joins her hands together at her breast. Just as she starts to sing the wind gusts, and all the leaves on the cherry trees begin to flutter, and a small gray bird I don’t know the name of flies up into the clear sky, and as I’m listening to the lady’s shimmering voice I feel like all the jagged edges in my heart are being smoothed out. I’m remembering the time, on a snowy night not long before Christmas, when the musician took me to dinner and played for me on the restaurant’s piano. 

			“Do you still resent me, Kashiwabara-san?” The lady is perched on the bench like a little bird, pushing her lips out in a pout.

			“No.”

			Her feet are bare, and each toenail is painted a different color. Starting with the big toe, the nails on her left foot are red, yellow, purple, orange, and black, and on her right foot white, pink, green, and blue, with no color at all on the little toe. 

			“Was there something you wanted from me?” she says.

			“I came to hear you sing.”

			“Did you really?” She points at my food. “And what’s that?”

			“My lunch.”

			“What’s that thing that looks like a wiener sausage?”

			“A wiener sausage.”

			“Fried?”

			“Yes.”

			“And what about the part that looks like scrambled egg?”

			“It’s scrambled egg.”

			“Oh. I thought it was something that looked like egg but wasn’t. Soufflé aux marrons, maybe, or shrimp coquille, or ingen mame, or venison paté.”

			“Sorry. Just scrambled egg.”

			Suddenly she lifts her muddy left foot in front of my face and says, “Lick it.” I flinch and lean away, and she shouts, “YOU WHORE!” and kicks my shoulder, knocking my lunch to the ground.

			Just then I see this young woman step out of the trees and run toward us. She looks angry. The lady starts singing again, but the woman grabs her by the arm, bowing her head to me to apologize, and drags her away.

			When I take my spoiled lunch to the trash can, I notice a man wearing glasses looking out at me from the window of a house right next to the park. He points at the side of his head and twirls his finger around. I ask him where the musician’s house is.

			It turns out it isn’t far from the park, on a corner where one wide street crosses another. It looks like a country inn, the sort of place they have in ski resorts. 

			I can’t decide if I should ring the bell or not, but finally I just push on the gate, and it opens, so I go into the yard. A small dog with long hair comes charging out of a cream-colored kennel, yanking its chain tight just short of me and barking and baring its teeth. Once when I was little and we were playing hide-and-seek I got bitten by the same kind of dog, a little one with long hair, but I’m not about to let this animal stop me after I’ve come this far. I take a deep breath and just flip the thing off and walk up to the front door. 

			It’s locked, and nobody answers when I knock, so I go around back, following a sign that says Service Entrance→, but that’s locked too. The dog is still barking when I come back, but when I look up above it I notice an open window on the second-floor balcony and realize I can use the kennel to climb up there. When I step toward it, the dog tucks its tail between its legs and slinks inside, then pokes its face out and bares its teeth, but I’m not afraid any more and just growl at it: “I’ll bake you in an oven and eat you whole, if you don’t shut up!” I get one foot on top of the kennel, but when I put my weight on it the plywood roof splits open with a crunching sound, and my leg goes down inside, and the dog bites me. It really hurts, and I try to pull free, but I’m straddling the wall with my other leg off the ground and can’t get any leverage, and all the fear I’ve been holding down comes rushing up, and I start bawling and calling out the musician’s name. 

			It’s not his face I see in my mind as I’m crying out but his penis. He used to shove it into my mouth so hard that sometimes it split my lip and made me bleed. I’m sure my leg is bleeding now, and I’m sobbing so hard I can hardly breathe, when I see the man from the liquor store walking this way and pointing at me. Right behind him are a pair of policemen, who come over and lift me up to free my leg. They both smell of sweat. “That’s her,” says the liquor store man. “She’s the one who asked me for directions.” One of the policemen grabs me by the collar, and I’m dragged, limping, out to the patrol car. When I struggle they give me a little rap on the head. They also grope my breasts. 

			“Stop!” says a voice. “She’s a friend of mine!”

			It’s the lady who was singing in the park, still wearing the same dress. She pulls me away, and the policemen look at each other. “What the hell?” one says, and the other goes, “Just another crazy from the hospital, I guess.” So they let me go with the lady, and she and I walk back to the park and sit down. 

			When I was little, my grandmother used to rub a certain type of weed on our cuts and scratches, and the same kind of weed is growing next to the bench, so I pluck a few leaves and rub them on my ankle where the dog bit me. The lady stands up on the bench and joins her hands together and starts singing a lullaby I know. I’m trying to remember if it’s Brahms or Schubert, when the musician’s penis pops into my mind again. The lullaby is really beautiful, and I can’t stop the tears. 

		


		
			Penlight

			I just got back from New York, the man says.

			“White broads have horrible skin, dry as hell. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on a Japanese woman again, but, shit, don’t they have anything better than you?”

			Then he calls my office.

			“Yeah, she looks young enough, but, I mean, come on. I’ll pay for her taxi back—just send over another woman, will ya?”

			Kiyomi, I say to the other person inside me. It happened again. He says I’m a pig.

			What do you expect? You are a pig. What a view from up here, though! It’s like the hotel I stayed at in Hong Kong.

			You’ve been to Hong Kong?

			I’ve been everywhere. In Hong Kong, a man from Sumitomo Bank named Kawamura took me to a private club. It was in an old building with no sign outside, and you go up a metal staircase to I think the third floor, and there’s a thick wooden door with a little window about as big as the palm of your hand, and when it opens you say the password, which is in a Slavic language, because Hong Kong has a lot of tourists from Eastern Europe, and then a man about two meters tall with a squashed nose who used to be a pro wrestler opens up, and you go down the hall till you come to a pink curtain, beyond which there’s music playing and girls from all over the world laughing, or dancing naked, or doing nastier things.

			What did you do there, at that club?

			Well, I just watched. I thought, you know, it never hurts to learn something about the world.

			Where did you meet this man Kawamura?

			At the hotel, the Mandarin Palace in Kowloon, in the tea lounge. He came up and introduced himself. A real gentleman. Tall too, and single.

			“What are you mumbling about?” the man says and holds out the telephone receiver. “The broad from your office wants to talk to you.”

			I gaze out the hotel window at all the lights that Kiyomi said look like Hong Kong at night while Auntie from the office starts yelling at me.

			“What are you wearing? I told you not to dress like a slob, didn’t I? You have makeup on? Don’t tell me you went there with dirty fingernails again.”

			I look at my fingernails, and they are kind of grubby, and it freaks me out because I wonder how she knew that. I’m wearing the blouse I bought for nineteen hundred and eighty yen at the supermarket next to my apartment and some jeans I bought four years ago, and I don’t have any makeup on since all I did today was sit at the little table with the electric heater underneath that I never put away this spring, dozing and eating instant ramen and reading Lady’s Seven magazine and watching TV, but how could she know that?

			The man gives me ten thousand yen, saying it’s for the taxi, so then I don’t mind leaving. The taxi to the hotel cost less than two thousand, and the trains are still running, so I end up making eight thousand without even taking my clothes off.

			I decide to just go home and have something good to eat and chat with Kiyomi. Kiyomi knows everything, she really does.

			But then I remember there isn’t any food in my place, so I stop at a pub down the street from the station. It’s Friday night and really crowded, and the only seats free are at the counter.

			The man sitting next to me starts chatting me up. 

			“Won’t you join me in a beer?” he says. “Spaghetti and beer go well together.”

			I do feel like a beer, and besides I’m a Pisces and have type O blood and was the youngest child and Grandma’s pet, and I’m ugly and fat, so I don’t usually turn down any kind of invitation from a man.

			“Pasta’s good for you,” he says. “Lots of complex carbohydrates.”

			I don’t know what “pasta” is, so I ask Kiyomi.

			Kiyomi, what’s “pasta”?

			Noodles, basically. Like the spaghetti you’re eating.

			The man says he’s a sports nutrition consultant. Most people are surprised when they see me talking to Kiyomi, but he just smiles and tells me I’m an interesting girl.

			“How long have you known Kiyomi-san? Have you always been close?”

			Kiyomi’s too important for me to want to talk about her to just anybody, so I clam up.

			“I hope you don’t mind my asking. As I said, I’m in nutrition now, but I didn’t get involved in that till I was twenty-eight and had a serious illness. That’s when I realized that the only way to really conquer illness is through proper eating habits, so I went back to university to study nutrition. But originally my field was psychology. I’m not trying to make fun of you or anything—I’m genuinely interested.”

			Kiyomi says it’s all right, so I decide to go ahead and tell him.

			“We became friends slowly. I mean, isn’t everybody like that? Nobody remembers exactly when they got close to somebody, right?”

			“But when did you first meet? Approximately is fine. Kindergarten, elementary school, more recently?”

			“In high school.”

			“Did she just suddenly appear?”

			The pub’s getting noisy, so I invite the man to my apartment to talk.

			The minute he steps into my room he makes a face. He kind of tiptoes across the floor, trying to keep from getting stuff on his socks, and goes to sit down on the sofa bed but has to clear a space first because it’s covered with underwear and old newspapers and magazines and cosmetics and leftover pieces of McDonald’s hamburgers and napkins and a tube of ketchup and torn stuffed animals and overflowing ashtrays and magic markers and ten-yen coins and cookie crumbs and matches and dead moths and things.

			“What a room.”

			“I don’t like cleaning.”

			“Have you ever cleaned it?”

			“I do sometimes, when Kiyomi says it’s gone too far, but I don’t like to pick things up and move them around and stuff.”

			“You said she first appeared when you were in high school. All of a sudden, was it?’

			“During the morning address.”

			“Morning address?”

			“Where all the students line up in rows on the athletic field to listen to the headmaster talk? I think it was every Monday, but one day I heard this voice coming from somewhere.”

			I always got into a funny state during events like that, like graduation or orientation or whatever, when all the students had to stand in formation. Everything would start to go far away, and sometimes when it was really bad I’d get dizzy and pass out. My teacher said I must be anemic, but when I went to the hospital for a checkup, they said it wasn’t that and I should see a psychiatrist.

			My parents ran a little grocery store, and there were six of us kids, and nobody had ever been to a psychiatrist before, and it probably would have been expensive, and people would have talked, so I ended up not going.

			“A funny state?”

			“Yeah, I’d start to feel like the scenery was moving—not like on a train or something, but like I was getting smaller, real fast, like whoosh, so, I don’t know, everything would go way far away.”

			And all the students who were lined up in rows in their uniforms would begin to look like trees, like a forest of big trees, or like stone statues in some ruined temple or something, and I’d be really scared that I was going to get stepped on and squashed.

			“And that fear was somehow related to Kiyomi-san?”

			The ventilation in my room isn’t so good, and the man must be hot because he takes off his jacket, and the smell of his cologne mixed with sweat reaches all the way to where I’m sitting on the floor.

			“I don’t know,” I say. Then suddenly I change the subject and tell him I’m a call girl, but he doesn’t seem surprised or anything.

			“So, first you heard her voice.”

			“Yeah.”

			“She was talking to you?”

			“She said ‘Hello,’ and I wondered who said that and looked around but couldn’t see anybody that might have spoken to me. I mean, not many people ever do talk to me.”

			“Has it always been like that?”

			“Like what?”

			“Not talking to people much.”

			“I say hello and stuff, but that’s about it.”

			“What did Kiyomi-san say to you that time?”

			“You don’t have to say ‘-san,’ you can just call her Kiyomi. She won’t mind. What did she say that time? She told me she’d like to be friends.”

			“And what did you think? Didn’t it seem strange to hear a voice like that?”

			“She explained it all to me.”

			“Who did?”

			“Kiyomi. She explained it all that first time. I’m from Saitama, but Kiyomi was born in Yokohama, and she was the daughter of a man who was a famous, what do you call it, a piano something...”

			“Pianist?”

			“No, the one that makes pianos sound better.”

			“Tuner.”

			“Yeah, that was her father. She says that piano tuners, most of them are people who wanted to be pianists but couldn’t make it, and her father was like that and tried to turn her into a pianist since he couldn’t be one himself, and he made her take these really difficult lessons, and she had a lot of talent and won competitions in middle school and everything, till her piano teacher said she was even more talented at singing and told her she should take voice lessons. And that was the beginning of the whole tragedy.”

			“Tragedy?”

			“Kiyomi was so good that some people said she’d end up being Japan’s greatest soprano, but then she suddenly started getting fat.”

			“Ah, I see. It’s true that to produce a great voice you need to provide a lot of nourishment to every part of the body.”

			“It wasn’t that. She got the soprano disease.”

			“The soprano disease? Is there really such a thing?”

			“Sopranos, when they sing, it makes a special type of vibration? It vibrates in their skull, which can cause problems, and in Kiyomi’s case it affected a part of the brain that made her hormones go crazy.”

			“I see. And that caused her to gain weight.”

			“Right, and I guess she just couldn’t stand it, because she was always really pretty, so she went on this crash diet.”

			“Ah. People don’t realize that if they take the time they can eat normally and lose weight without compromising their health.”

			“Maybe if she’d met someone like you, she wouldn’t have died.”

			“So that’s what happened—she died.”

			“Well, duh. How could she be living inside me if she wasn’t dead?”

			“Why do you suppose she chose you?”

			“She says she tried to talk to a lot of people, but only five answered, and the other four were a homeless guy who slept under an overpass in Shinjuku, an old woman who was deaf, an alcoholic living in a mental hospital, and a six-year-old boy who had a bad heart problem, so I was the only one with any potential.”

			“Potential?”

			“Well, if you’re going to live in someone else’s body, it’s best to have something in common, right? What would there be to talk about with a little boy or an alcoholic or whatever?”

			The man’s staring at me. I tell him I’m getting a little hot, and take off my blouse.

			You want to sleep with him, don’t you? Kiyomi says. 

			No. I’m just taking it off because I’m sweating.

			Why not ask him to tell you how to diet, instead of pulling a stunt like this? It wouldn’t hurt you to lose a little weight.

			“You’re speaking with Kiyomi again, aren’t you?”

			“Guess what she said? She thinks I want to have sex with you.”

			“That’s what I thought too.”

			“We can if you want,” I tell him, and start to undo my bra, but he looks away, so I put on a sweatshirt instead.

			“How do you know Kiyomi was pretty? You can’t see her, can you?”

			“She said she was, and I trust her. I believe everything she says. I mean, it would wear me out if I didn’t, right? Since we’re always together. We argue sometimes, but deep down inside we trust each other.”

			“All right. Thank you for sharing about Kiyomi. Now I’d like to hear about you.”

			“Me? What do you mean?”

			“Don’t you think it’s a little... unusual? To have a stranger living inside you?”

			“Do you wish it would happen to you?”

			The man laughs and says, “No, I’m happy as I am.” Then he asks if I’ve got anything to drink, which I haven’t. “Why don’t we get some wine?” he says, and hands me a ten-thousand-yen bill. “The liquor stores are probably closed by now, but if you go to that pub they might sell you a bottle.”

			I put the money in my wallet and go back to the pub down the street where we met up, and while I’m looking for the waitress, a kid of only about sixteen or seventeen comes up and puts his arms around me and bites my earlobe. “Come have a drink with us,” he says, and he’s really cute, like a guy in a Coca-Cola commercial or something, so we go back to his table, and as I’m getting felt up and drinking beer I start to want it real bad. It’s the Coca-Cola boy I want but he isn’t paying me any attention now, and I end up going to a hotel with an older guy who has teeth that point every which way. 

			It’s three a.m. when I leave the hotel, and I decide to get the nutritionist a present because I feel bad about what I did, so I stop in a twenty-four hour supermarket and buy him some socks and a penlight with a picture of Mickey Mouse on it.

			But my room is dark when I get there, and the man is gone. Men never come to my room, so suddenly I feel really lonesome and crouch down and sniff the sofa where he was sitting. I can just barely make out his smell, and then Kiyomi starts getting on my case again. 

			You’re such an idiot, she says. He was an interesting person. Leaving him sitting here and going off with someone else—not even a dog would do something like that.

			What makes you think he’s so interesting?

			He’s an intellectual, and a gentleman. You saw how he behaved when you tried to seduce him.

			I bet he’s married.

			What has that got to do with it?

			He probably has a lovely wife and wouldn’t want anything to do with a pig like me.

			A lot of married men buy you for sex.

			Yeah, but you don’t understand. A customer once told me what it’s like. He said that after he calls in for a woman, while he’s waiting for her to arrive, he starts imagining that maybe she’ll be really good looking, even though he knows it isn’t likely. And then somebody like me shows up, right? And he’s like, Well, what did I expect?

			I’m afraid you’ve lost me again.

			There’s something else you said before, though, that makes me mad. What did you mean by that crack about dogs? You said not even a dog would do that. What kind of thing is that to say?

			I had dogs all my life, so I know what I’m talking about. Bitches never have sex unless they’re in heat.

			What sort of dog did you have?

			Dogs understood me a lot better than you do. Which just underlines the fact that you’re dumber than they are.

			You probably had a pedigree dog, right? With papers and everything?

			Of course.

			Was it a dog with long hair?

			Some of them had long hair, yes.

			Like the dogs dukes and duchesses and people like that in foreign countries have?

			Everyone in my family liked dogs, and we each had certain preferences. Mother liked big dogs with long hair, so she always had a Great Pyrenees. I preferred small, intelligent dogs like German shorthaired pointers and wire fox terriers.

			I never heard of any of those before. I knew you’d have a dog with papers, though, and sure enough I was right. 

			You performed fellatio on that man, didn’t you. In the hotel.

			You were watching? Well, didn’t you ever do that?

			It’s not the sort of thing decent people talk about.

			You must have done it for the guy you really loved. What was he like? I bet he was tall. Did you know any baseball players?

			I knew a hockey player.

			Was he famous?

			He was in the Olympics twice. First as a player and then as coach.

			Guys like that must be really smart too, huh?

			He emigrated to Canada and now works as a lawyer for a Japanese company there.

			Did you ever blow him?

			Not being a slut like you, I’d rather not talk about such things. That’s not what’s important anyway. What’s important is making the most of the time you have with someone you love. Right?

			I don’t know. Nothing like that ever happened to me. You were friends with artists and people like that too, weren’t you? Poets or whatever?

			Yes, I was, but I don’t really want to talk about it.

			Like a poet who won prizes and stuff?

			He was quite famous, but we weren’t destined to be happy together.

			He had a wife and kids, but he loved you anyway, didn’t he?

			We once decided to end it all in each other’s arms. He loved his son too much for us to make a life together. We chose Spain as the place to die. Spain is a country that accepts death, that recognizes that life can be enhanced by the proximity of death, so that’s where he took me. But early one morning I decided I couldn’t let him go through with it, and I slipped out of the hotel in Barcelona alone to go to Majorca. I don’t imagine this would mean anything to someone like you, but in Barcelona there’s a pavement mosaic designed by Miró. As I walked across that mosaic a fine, mistlike rain was falling, and I felt so lonely I really did want to die, and yet so enriched by this experience that it helped me to go on living. Can you understand how I felt?

			Sounds romantic. I’d like to have an experience like that someday. I know I never will, though. Like tonight at the hotel, I really wanted to spend the night there because I was so sleepy, and besides, when it’s that late the price for all night is the same as a couple of hours. But after the man got his rocks off he said, “How low can a guy sink,” and put his underwear on right away and pointed at his dick and said, “It’s this fucker’s fault, that’s whose fault it is,” and left ahead of me without even saying goodbye, and it would have been weird to stay there all by myself, right?

			Kiyomi seems kind of disgusted and doesn’t say anything. I leave the lights off and shine the penlight I bought all over the room and keep talking to Kiyomi until I notice a note he left on the table.

			“Thanks for everything. I waited an hour, but now I have to go. The phone rang a couple of times, but naturally I didn’t answer. I’d like to see you again, if you’re interested. Please call me.”

			There’s a telephone number, and I dive for the phone and dial it, but it’s just a tape with a voice saying, Thank you for calling the Something Something International Something Center, our offices are closed for the day, yadda yadda yadda, and at the end of the tape it says to eat lots of protein and complex carbohydrates and to keep fat to a minimum, so sure enough it’s a nutrition place, and the voice on the tape is so nice that I listen to the whole thing twelve times.

			At four a.m. my office calls to say they need me to go see a customer at one of the highrise hotels in West Shinjuku. Maybe it’s because of hearing that tape, but I’m feeling really good and wash my face and put on some cologne and foundation and eye shadow and lipstick and even paint my nails, and get into the suit my mother bought me without telling my father when I graduated from high school.

			I always get suspicious looks at hotels, but this time since I’m dressed so nice the bellboy smiles at me in the lobby, and the customer, who’s a jewelry dealer from Kyushu in his thirties, doesn’t send me away. He’s very drunk and pays me up front and then tries to stick it in me from behind but can’t get it up, and as I’m sucking on it he falls asleep.

			Are you going to call that nutritionist? Kiyomi asks me.

			I tell her I haven’t made my mind up yet.

			You’re lying. You want to see him again.

			Well, you’re the one who said he’s such an interesting person, and I was really rude to him, so... Look, Kiyomi, that was a bad thing I did last night, but just now all I did was give the guy a little head, and I got forty thousand yen, so I’m thinking of buying the nutritionist a real present, not just socks or a penlight but like a necktie or something, to apologize.

			So you are planning to see him.

			Well, why not?

			People will find out about us.

			But he already knows, and besides, he didn’t make a big deal about it, did he? He’s not like any of the others.

			Kiyomi doesn’t have a comeback for that.

			I wait till Monday to call him, and it makes me realize how having something to look forward to can really spice up your life. As soon as I wake up I open the curtains and see what a fine day it is. I’m not the type of person who usually notices things like that, I just sort of go along without paying much attention, but since I’ve got a man to call, and not a man who has to pay me but one who’s interested in me as a person, I not only notice the weather but tidy the place up and do the laundry and cook some real spaghetti, not the microwave kind. I listen to guitar music on FM while I eat but with the telephone on my mind the whole time.

			I always have liked the telephone, but since I don’t really have anybody to talk to I end up calling telephone services a lot. Even listening to a voice on tape is better than no voice at all. I’ve listened to all kinds of things. Once I saw a magazine that listed all the telephone services, and there were about five hundred in Tokyo alone. The hardest ones to call are where you hear messages from famous actors or singers, because they’re always busy, but you can call Nagano and hear birds singing, and in Nikko there was one that taught you how to make mummy dumplings, and I heard the sound of waves in Okinawa, and I used to listen to the Weekend Freeway Report a lot, and there was one place where you could hear a man and a woman doing it, and the toymaker Bandai had a fun one with the voices of Transformers, and I used to phone a medical center even though I wasn’t sick, just to hear that gentle voice on the tape saying, “Get well soon.” But my number one very favorite was the simplest one of all, the weather forecast, which sometimes I’d listen to dozens of times a night, and since I liked to hear about the weather in towns that were far away, my phone bill was super expensive for a while.

			Finally I go ahead and punch out the number. He remembers me right away.

			“I’m sorry about the other night,” I tell him. “An emergency came up while I was in the pub.”

			Liar! says Kiyomi, but I hardly even notice, which is funny because normally I’m startled when she starts talking out of the blue. You were fellating a man with bad teeth.

			“Not at all, don’t mention it. I blame myself for intruding on you like that.”

			I can hardly say anything except Ah and Oh and Uh-huh and so on, but Kiyomi on the other hand is talking nonstop now, and naturally I’m trying just to listen to what the nutritionist is saying, because it’s confusing to listen to two people at the same time.

			I didn’t think you were this stupid. You know I’m psychic. I said the man was interesting, but that was only a first impression. I’m tuning in to him right now, and listen: he’s a horrible person. I know it’s impossible for you to understand this, but trust me. He’s a very bad man. Just think for a moment. Why would someone who owns his own business be interested in a woman like you? This is the most evil-minded person you’ve ever met, a man who’d think nothing of killing somebody.

			“Are you busy tonight? I’ll be finished with all my work by late afternoon. Perhaps I could interest you in a nice meal? There’s a quiet Italian restaurant in Akasaka, behind the TBS complex. Shall we say six-thirty? It’s a bit difficult to find, so let’s meet at the coffee shop across from the main entrance to TBS.”

			You told him how you make a living, and he wasn’t the least bit surprised, remember? He knows all about that sort of thing, don’t you see? He’s targeting you.

			At the restaurant, everything is made out of marble—the floor, the walls, the columns, the ceiling. The nutritionist asks about my family and things, but I still can’t say anything except Oh and Ah and Uh-huh, and all the waiters and busboys are like the handsomest guys I’ve ever seen, and the food has lots of weird-shaped shellfish and fish, and I’m really nervous because I grew up where there wasn’t any ocean and never saw food like this before, where something that looks like ketchup isn’t ketchup and what I think is a slice of tomato turns out to be cheese, and because I’m nervous my throat is dry as a bone, so I just keep drinking the wine and eating.

			“Tell me, do you have any special goals?”

			“Me? Nuh-uh.”

			“Like one day having a house by the sea, or traveling through Europe... I’m sure most young women have a dream of some kind. Don’t you?”

			It may be because I’m hardly saying anything myself, but both he and Kiyomi are chattering away, with Kiyomi still saying he’s dangerous and I should leave right this minute.

			“Don’t you think having a dream is important? The women who come to my clinic all have an ambition to lose weight and become more attractive, and even that is a dream of sorts. But no one can make her dreams come true by just sitting around dreaming. You realize that, of course?”

			At first Kiyomi just sounded bossy, and then when I kept not responding she acted like she was just giving me advice, and now she’s begging me to listen.

			Why aren’t you paying attention to what I’m telling you?

			“Almost anything is possible if you’re willing to make the effort. Dreams are meant to be realized.”

			I try to pay attention to what Kiyomi’s saying, but this man is talking the whole time, and I’m starting to feel the wine, and if I don’t talk back and forth with Kiyomi it’s hard for me to understand what she’s going on about.

			“Actually, that’s what I find so interesting about you. You’ve abandoned any dreams you had without giving them a chance because you’ve got no self-confidence. You think you’re ugly, but that’s not the case at all—you’re quite pretty but probably too nearsighted to see it. People nowadays think almost any woman who wears nice clothes and knows how to put on makeup is attractive. Real beauty is more than that, though. You’re beautiful in your own way, but you’re frightened of something, and you seem to think that Kiyomi actually exists. She doesn’t. Did you ever see a movie called The Shining?”

			The reason I even try to listen to Kiyomi is because of what happened a few times before when she nagged me like this. The first time was when I was supposed to use this electric facial machine at the beauty salon I was working at after graduating from high school, and Kiyomi begged me not to touch it, so I didn’t, even though I was just a trainee and the manager got mad at me. But it turned out the machine was a phony model they’d bought from some foreigner, and a few days later a customer got electrocuted and they had to call an ambulance. The second time was in a dream where I was somewhere in South America, and Kiyomi and I were walking along together holding hands, and she told me that Mikiko-chan, who was my best friend in middle school, was sick, and when I called Mikiko’s house the next morning they told me she had some kind of inflammation of the brain, so I hurried over to see her, and on the train home Kiyomi said Mikiko was going to die on May 5, Children’s Day, and I started crying, and sure enough Mikiko died on Children’s Day.

			“You haven’t seen it? Well, there’s a boy in the movie who claims there’s someone else living inside him. The thing is, this boy is psychic but terrified of being that way, so he imagines the psychic part of himself to be a different person. And he talks to that person, just as you do. 

			“I’m not saying it’s exactly the same for you, but there is a common thread: fear. You too are terrified of something. In my line of work I come in contact with a lot of athletes, and I can tell you that the top players in all sports have psychotherapists or psychologists as members of their staff. As a result, we’ve learned a lot, in a scientific sense—or perhaps I should say a philosophical sense—about pressure, fear, self-doubt, and so on. Take players who always underachieve in the really important games. You know how people often talk about being their own worst enemy? Well, that’s literally true. If a professional golfer blows a big lead and loses a tournament, it can make him feel like a loser in every aspect of his life. That’s what fear can do, you see. You become accustomed to failure. You start hearing this shadowy little voice, the voice of resignation, telling you there’s no need to win, that if you don’t give it your best effort, then it won’t hurt so much if you lose—because it won’t be the real you who has lost, you see.

			“I think your case is an extreme example of that. You have dreams, and the power to realize them, but the prospect of their never coming true is too painful to bear. So, to protect yourself, you created an imaginary dead person who’s managed to do the things you wanted to do. That’s your Kiyomi. I could see it the first time we met. Do you understand what I’m saying? Kiyomi is you, which means it’s possible for you to become Kiyomi.

			“You’ve had these dreams for a long time. But the thought of fighting to make them happen, only to fail, frightens you. That’s nothing to be ashamed of, mind you. Everyone’s afraid. But what really surprises me is how concrete your dream is—and by ‘your dream,’ I mean of course Kiyomi. You know, a lawyer in an old television series once said something that really impressed me. ‘If you don’t know what you want, you’ll never find it.’ That’s well put, isn’t it? I always try to keep that in mind. 

			“Now, you—your real hopes and dreams are very clear. You have a detailed idea of who Kiyomi is, which means you know exactly what you want. And that’s a good thing. But where you go wrong is in relinquishing all your own dreams to her. Listen, I can help you. I can help you get them back, and attain them yourself.”

			I don’t understand what he’s on about, and Kiyomi is talking to me the whole time, and I go on drinking the nice purplish wine till my forehead and fingertips begin to ache, and I really start wanting to do it and think about going to the office and asking them to fix me up with a customer, but then the nutritionist invites me to have another drink at his place. Kiyomi keeps telling me not to go, but I do anyway, and he takes me to this seven-story building behind a cemetery in I think it must be Aoyama

			The condominium is one big room, about ten times as big as my apartment, like something in one of those glossy lifestyle magazines, with a huge television and a bar and a sofa with satiny upholstery, and he plays an old movie on laser disc with a skinny actress in it named Audrey Hepburn.

			I’m begging you to leave here at once. If you won’t do that, at least call somebody and tell them where you are. It doesn’t matter who. Call the office or that pub near your apartment, anybody.

			“Um, can I use the telephone?”

			He’s getting out some ice and liquor bottles and things, but turns around with a kind of grouchy look on his face.

			“Sorry, but I’m expecting an important call. I hope you don’t mind waiting till later.”

			Kiyomi shouts, You’ve got to call immediately, but I ignore her and think about one of the waiters at the Italian restaurant.

			“Who did you want to phone?”

			“My office,” is all I say, but I guess he knows what kind of office it is without my explaining.

			“I wanted to talk to you about that,” he says. He’s pouring some brandy, which I’ve had just once before in my life, into this great big glass about the size of a fishbowl. “I’m... how shall I put it? I’m different from your average man on the street. Even you can see that, can’t you?”

			Kiyomi is trying to get me to answer her and starts crying and talking about when we first met, but I just glug away at that strong-smelling brandy the same way I did with the wine, and for some reason, I guess because people don’t usually bother talking to me, I begin to think this guy is really nice. But Kiyomi doesn’t get drunk even when I do.

			Where would I go if something happened to you? You’re the only one who’ll have me and isn’t an alcoholic or mentally handicapped or an infant or a tramp, and you speak Japanese. I can speak English, and I understand a little French and Spanish and can read German, but that doesn’t help. I once occupied a foreigner for a while—I told you about that, remember? That Swiss man who was a masochist? Well, he only indulged in his perversions two or three times a month, so it wasn’t really such a problem, and in a lot of ways he was ideal for me—the head of an interior design company who owned holiday homes in Monaco and Chamonix and collected lithographs by Klimt—and he liked me too and we had a good rapport, but he didn’t understand Japanese. You don’t know how hard that can be. It left me exhausted. So you’re really all I have.

			“I’m different because I’m a man with a passion.”

			I’m thinking about the tall waiter at the Italian restaurant, and when I close my eyes my head is spinning, and all I know is I’d like to be fucked by a hard male body.

			“I’ve specialized in both nutrition, which deals with physiology, and psychology, which deals with consciousness, and I’ve studied the relation each has to the other. So I’m in a rather unique position. Normally—or, should I say, in the old days—if I were worried about you, I’d tell you that for moral reasons you ought to break off all connection with that office of yours, which I presume is a call girl service. But, although I am interested in you, and worried about you, I happen to know that there are a lot of things in this world that morality can’t fix. The truth is that very few of the world’s problems can be solved by morality. Do-gooders will try to stop you doing ‘bad’ things by reminding you what your parents would think or what people would say, but that doesn’t help anyone. Take your case, for example. There’s a certain inevitability to your working as a call girl, because of the guilt you feel about having created your imaginary friend Kiyomi. You want to purge that guilt—‘purge’ meaning, you know, to root out or release—and unconsciously you’ve decided you need to punish yourself. I don’t necessarily think you should quit being a call girl—in fact, selling your body may be the only way for you to separate yourself from Kiyomi and get your real self back—but you mustn’t stay with the same people you’re with now.”

			The sofa isn’t very comfortable, and my head droops down till my chin hits my chest, and without any warning I throw up a bit of the Italian food, two gray, sticky little shellfish that plop out onto the suit my mother bought me without telling my father. “Oh for heaven’s sake,” the man says, and leads me to the bathroom, but I can’t throw up any more and just rest my head on the toilet seat and start falling asleep, and vaguely, somewhere far away, I can hear the phone ringing.

			You go ahead and sleep. I’ll let you know what’s going on, Kiyomi says, still crying, so that’s what I do. 

			The bathroom door is open, showing about half of the living room, and the nutritionist is there with three other men and a woman wearing a white mask like surgeons wear, with a big raincoat draped over her shoulders.

			One of the men is a little white-haired old coot who looks kind of familiar, but the other two just look like regular businessmen. When they take the mask off the woman her face is all funny, because there’s this thing like a clothespin across her mouth, like thin strips of wood clamped over her lips and tongue, and drool starts dribbling down onto the floor.

			“Where’d you find her?” the nutritionist asks, and one of the businessmen says, “At a little hot springs resort outside Nara,” and then tells the other one to go get the tools out of the car. I’m not actually seeing all this myself, but Kiyomi describes it to me so well that I feel like it’s me who’s watching. They talk about me at one point, the guy who was giving the orders saying, “What a pig,” and the nutritionist saying, “She’s not right in the head, but I thought we could have some fun with her.” Then the other one comes back pushing a handcart loaded with all kinds of equipment and says to the white-haired old man, “Anyway, it’s a good thing you were here in Tokyo, Sensei, or she’d have gone to waste, we’d have had to get rid of her. It’s going to get a little messy, so you’d better put this on.” And he hands the old coot a clear vinyl poncho type of thing.

			The businessmen move the sofa and TV and everything into the corners and spread a thick vinyl sheet on the floor, then roll an air tank in and use it to inflate a little kiddie pool. When they take off the woman’s raincoat, she’s wearing this funny thing over her T-shirt that’s like the sacks they put potatoes in, with leather straps and buckles all over it.

			“Shall we start, then?” says the businessman, and the white-haired old coot hands him an envelope, and he hands it to the nutritionist, and the nutritionist counts the ten-thousand-yen bills inside and nods and goes to the CD player in the corner and puts on some classical music, like an opera or something, and they put a vinyl bib on the woman, like in a beauty salon, and cut off all her hair with scissors, then shave her bald with electric clippers, doing it so roughly that she starts bleeding in places.

			The woman rolls her head around trying to resist, but with the wooden thing on her mouth and the clothing like a potato sack, she can’t move anything else or say anything. “Let’s hear her voice,” the old coot says, and the businessman tells him the soundproofing isn’t so good in this building but goes ahead and takes the clothespin off her mouth anyway. She can’t move her jaw at first and just opens her nostrils real wide, and tears come spilling out of her eyes, and the old coot starts filming her face with a video camera.

			“You want something to cry about? Go ahead and cry!” he says, slapping her hard on the cheek with one hand but still shooting the video with the other, while the nutritionist pulls out his thing and starts jerking off. 

			Then they put her in the pool on all fours and hit her and kick her, and she craps and pees as the old man tries to force his drooping weenie in her mouth. The businessman sets up a little vinyl tentlike thing and takes out an electric grinder and power saw, and the woman starts wailing and trying to climb out of that mucky pool but can’t because of the potato sack, and the coot puts on a pair of vinyl gloves and says, “You know better than to make all that noise,” and stuffs one of her turds in her mouth, and then they pull her out and clean her ankles, and the room starts to smell of alcohol and poop, and the old man changes gloves and gets his black leather shoes from the entrance while the nutritionist, after putting his dick back in his pants without coming, holds the video camera for him and keeps filming, and one businessman cranks up the volume on the CD player while the other puts the woman’s ankles on the edge of the pool, and in nothing flat they cut off her feet with the power saw. The woman screams with pain, and the nutritionist moves the camera from her face to the feet lying separate in the pool, and one of the businessmen sprays something on the stubs that turns all white and sticky and stops them from squirting blood, but with nothing below the ankles they don’t even look like legs now, and the other one takes the feet, which look like some kind of giant Italian shellfish, out of the pool. He puts them inside the little vinyl tent, then chops the meat up into tiny pieces with a long, skinny knife and cuts all the tendons and uses the grinder to grind the bones into powder, and then he puts it all in a big salad bowl and takes it into the bathroom where I am and pulls me away from the toilet and checks my pulse and says to the nutritionist, “She’s sleeping like a log, did you use that drug?” The nutritionist says, “Yes, I shot her up right after you called,” and the businessman flushes the bowlful of meat chunks and powdered bones down the toilet, flushing four times in all, and meanwhile the old man is holding the footless woman by the legs and trying to fuck her. Then they inject her with something that knocks her out, and after that it takes about an hour to clean everything up.

			I really am asleep, but Kiyomi tells me everything that’s going on, like an announcer at a baseball game or something, and when everyone has left and the nutritionist is asleep, she forces me to wake up, and we leave. But it wouldn’t be safe to go back to my apartment, she says, so I go to the office, and they send me to meet an all-night customer at a love hotel in Shibuya, and when I get there and take off my clothes I feel something in my pocket, and it’s the penlight I was going to give to the nutritionist. 

			“That was all just a dream, right?” I say to Kiyomi as I’m taking a shower, but she just cries and cries and doesn’t answer, and something is stuck in my hair, and when I pull it out it looks like it might be blood but could also be some of the shellfish I threw up.

			I ask the customer to turn off all the lights, and then I switch on the penlight, and as I’m pointing it here and there he laughs and tells me I’m a filthy-minded thing, and in the pitch darkness I shine the light on my ankles and say, “Look, Kiyomi, my feet are still attached.” And then I start laughing too.

			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		


		
			Topaz

			When he and I crossed paths it was as if one of my internal organs burst, and I thought I might collapse right there on the street.

			The reason it had such an effect on me is that on this particular Saturday afternoon, after being with the type of customer I can’t stand and getting super depressed, I didn’t feel like going back to the office but thought I’d buy something nice to cheer myself up, and the whole time I was walking around shopping in Aoyama I happened to be thinking about that very man. I’ve had a crush on him since I was in middle school.

			He’s a real artist. He’s mostly known as a singer-songwriter, but he also makes movies and paints pictures and things, and even writes novels sometimes. He must be over forty by now, but he just gets better looking all the time. 

			Right after bursting one of my internal organs he gets into a red sports car. I stand there breathing the aura he left behind and watching the car until it disappears in traffic. I’m feeling a lot better now, and a funny thought occurs to me—that if I were someone my mother’s age I’d probably still be bowing in his direction.

			Next to the Italian restaurant he came out of is a jewelry store. I go inside, and the manager, a thin, bearded man in a three-piece suit, smiles gently at me and looks at my hands. “Fingers like that deserve a topaz,” he says. 

			I’m still thinking about him, my mind full of his face and paintings and music, and when I hear the word “topaz” it’s almost as if he’s the one saying it.

			So I take out the ten-thousand-yen bills I got from the customer I couldn’t stand, who less than an hour ago in that highrise hotel room was having his way with my body, leaving it covered with sweat and other sticky fluids. But when I put the ring on my finger, in my imagination I’m my artist’s mistress, and I murmur, I bought it because you recommended it; and though it’s been just thirty minutes since I took a shower I can feel myself starting to get wet down there.

			I use three of the semen-soiled bills as a down payment on the ring. Then, in spite of having started the day feeling heavy and tired, and being kind of sick to my stomach the whole time I was tied up having a vibrator stuck in me and smelling that customer’s bad breath, I look at the sign and the menu and the front door of the Italian restaurant my artist came out of and decide to step inside. It feels a little like stepping into a church. A tall waiter shows me to a corner table.

			“Something to drink?” he says. I ask for a glass of beer, and when he hands me the menu with a pretty painting of a kitten on the front, I mention the artist’s name and say, “I heard he comes here often, is that true?” The waiter smiles warmly and says, “Actually, today is the first time we’ve seen him for about two months now.”

			While eating the little marinated fish the waiter suggested and sipping the beer, I begin to imagine again that I’m my artist’s mistress. We’ve just spent a pleasant time together here, joking about who was more of an animal in bed last night and so on, but since he’s famous and easily recognized he had to leave separately, just a few minutes ago... And as I’m beginning to really enjoy this little fantasy, my beeper goes off.

			The sharp, staccato sound cuts through my daydream like a buzzsaw through cardboard, and the smile melts from my face.

			A telephone is right next to the cash register. The waiter who’s been so nice is writing something on a long strip of paper but gives me a sympathetic look, as if to say, Busy, aren’t we? Listening to Mama-san’s voice ooze through the receiver, I feel as mortified as I would if my own mother were here having sex, and my heart starts pounding.

			“What the hell are you doing, Akiko? It’s Saturday, you know. The phone hasn’t stopped ringing all day!”

			Her thick, phlegmy voice is like the sticky goo on one of those plants that eats insects, sucking the shreds of my daydream down a dark red hole, and in a small voice I tell her I’m sorry.

			“Where are you now? Aoyama? Eating, eh? Well, the doctor from Kyoto—you know, Yoshie’s client? Dr. Yamagishi. Yoshie’s off today, she’s having her period, so I want you to go in her place. He said two hours, but if you do right by him he’s good for a lot longer. Yoshie always gets him to go an extra two or three hours and comes back with as much as a couple hundred thou. So I want you to go straight to the hotel now, okay? The New Otani. Oh, and he’s into enemas, so don’t eat too much or you’ll be sick.”

			When I hang up it seems to me the waiter’s smile is gone. My cheeks are hot, and as I walk out of the place I can hear the S&M toys in my big black bag rattling around. I feel the way I do when a customer makes me say shameful and humiliating things, and though I keep searching for some remnant of my little dream, there’s nothing left of it now.

			The client, Yamagishi, is in his early thirties and tall and wiry, not a type I dislike, and he has a nice face and long pianist’s fingers, and he’s wearing a cologne I’ve never smelled before, all of which makes me a bit shy about getting undressed in front of him.

			“Could we make it darker in here?” I ask. He laughs and turns out the lights but opens all the curtains and tells me to stand right there in the curved window of the New Otani Tower. The evening sun is pouring in, and all the cars and trucks on the Shuto Expressway down below look like caterpillars or centipedes, little creepy crawly things.

			Then he takes a silver bathing cap from his briefcase and tells me to tie up my hair and put it on. I do so, and he says, “You’ve got an awfully big face, haven’t you.” I’m standing there in just my high heels and panties and bra. He takes a beer out of the refrigerator, has a sip, and says, “Shake your ass and peel off your panties like an office girl who’s really shy and ashamed of herself but dying to be fucked.”

			I start swiveling my rear end, which is a little hot where the sun’s hitting it, but he says, “What the hell is that—it looks like you’re exercising,” which makes me giggle. He slams his beer down on the table, and with a scary look on his face he shouts, “Don’t laugh, dammit!” He walks up to me and yanks down my bra and pinches my nipples between his fingers. 

			“Here. This is you. Here and here,” he says, and grabs me down there. “Don’t you dare laugh, you fucking moron,” he says. “You’re nobody, understand? You have no identity. Even you, with your worm-eaten brains, must know what the word ‘identity’ means. You don’t have one. You’re nobody. How can a nobody have feelings, or laugh?”

			He’s still squeezing one nipple and jiggling my crotch, and it hurts so bad I think I’m going to pee, but I’m afraid he’ll yell at me again so I hold it in and keep my head down and just keep saying I’m sorry.

			“When you think, you think with this and this, you understand? Nod your fucking head or something, dammit.”

			He finally lets go and plops down on the sofa, and with my bottom still quivering from the pain, I get on my knees in front of him and take his toes in my mouth one by one and ask him to forgive me. He taps his other foot against the bathing cap on my head and laughs in a clear, cheerful voice like the man on the weather forecast.

			I look at the silver cap reflected in the mirror as I tell him I know I’m a moron, and before long I begin to feel like the tips of my breasts and the mound and slit between my legs are the only parts of me that are really alive, and those parts actually seem to be expanding. It’s like those icebergs in Antarctica or wherever, that have just the tip sticking up out of the water: my breasts and pussy seem like that, like they occupy my whole body but only show themselves there, and as soon as that thought occurs to me, other nasty thoughts come crowding in, and I remember how good the sex was with the used computer salesman I was seeing till a couple of months ago, how I felt like one big pussy from head to toe. And with my smooth silver dome reflecting the light of the sinking sun I keep grinding my hips real slow. He makes me do it again and again till I get it right, and finally he tells me to slip my panties off.

			Play with Yamagishi lasts about four hours, during which I come more times than I can keep track of and he comes twice in my mouth. While we’re resting between the first and second times we watch a Hungarian film, which he brought in his briefcase along with a little video player, about a boy who has this passion for pigeons.

			Before he comes the second time, he has me call a number in Kyoto that I guess is a bar or club he often goes to. This is after he gave me a 400cc enema in the bathtub instead of on the toilet, and I’m pushing a vibrator in and out of myself as I say to the woman on the phone, “I’m about to poop,” and, “The vibrator feels good,” and, “I’m sucking Dr. Yamagishi’s cock as we speak”—things like that. The woman starts getting excited and giggles in a weird voice, saying, “Oh, my!” and “How nasty!” and “Make sure you swallow!” And in the end, as he’s coming in my mouth, Yamagishi takes the receiver and calls the woman’s name in a voice like a little kid and says, “I love you!”

			He gives me even more money than expected, which makes Mama-san happy when I phone in, so I’m feeling really good as I leave the room and take the elevator down. Walking through that long, long corridor on the main floor of the New Otani I stop in front of a men’s clothing store to look at an Italian coat. I’m thinking about my artist and how good the coat would look on him, when suddenly I realize the topaz ring isn’t on my finger.

			I call Yamagishi’s room right away but the operator says, “The guest has requested that no calls be put through.” I can’t think what to do, but finally I go into one of the stalls in the restroom. I spread out everything in my bag on the toilet seat to see if my ring is in there somewhere, but it isn’t.

			As I’m putting the things back in my bag—ropes, enema kit, vibrators—I drop a big red candle shaped like a penis, and it rolls out through the gap at the bottom of the door. Three girls are standing by the mirrors, and when I come out one of them has the candle in her hand, looking at it kind of mystified. “Here,” she says and holds it out to me. They must be college girls having a graduation party or something, because two of them are wearing fancy kimonos and the one holding the candle is in a velvet evening gown. All three of them are taller than me and a lot prettier. I can feel myself blushing as I snatch the candle away, and when I turn to leave the one in velvet says, “Just a minute, you,” and grabs me by the arm.

			The other girls are telling her to let me go, that I’m not right in the head, which is even more humiliating, and I’m thinking that these are the kinds of women who really do dine with that artist at Italian restaurants and get him to buy them jewelry and things, and I notice that the velvet girl is wearing a ring with a green stone in a really lovely design. I’m feeling kind of panicky and try to pull my arm free but can’t, and she sneers at me and at the wax dildo in my other hand and says, “You’re one of those disgusting women, aren’t you, who make money doing filthy things.”

			She’s about ten centimeters taller than me, with big eyes and slender wrists, and my eyes fill with tears, and when she tells me I’m not leaving until I apologize, I don’t know why but I bite her on the wrist.

			As I’m running out of the restroom I hear them saying they should call a security guard, so even though what I really want to do is stay and look for my ring I just cut across the lobby to the exit and get in a taxi.

			“Are you all right, miss?” the driver says, looking at me in the rearview mirror, and when I put my hand to my face I find tears running down my cheeks. “As a rule I don’t stick my nose in my passenger’s business,” he says, “you’ll have to excuse me, but I’ve got a daughter just about your age, you know, so, look, cheer up, you might think it’s strange coming someone like me, but life’s not all bad, you know,” and blah blah blah. If I had a knife I’d probably stab him.

			“I often tell my daughter, you know, people say times have changed, well, I understand that, I do understand that, but there are some things that, well, how should I put it, that transcend the times. I know that sounds kind of hifalutin, but I really do think that, you know.” 

			He has yellow eyeballs and a face like a lizard, and listening to him blabber on like this is like having someone with really foul breath lick your face, and finally I just shout, “Shut up!” at the top of my voice, and he slams on the brakes. “Fuck you, you pig-faced bitch, get out!” he says, and opens his door and spits on the street.

			When I get back to the office Mama-san praises me for getting four hours of play out of the doctor and gives me a Chanel scarf. I’m hungry, so I have a bowl of udon and fried tofu, and then she says I can go home if I want, but I’m hoping there might be a call from a customer that will take me back to the New Otani. I end up waiting in the office till after midnight, but no such luck. When I finally leave I walk around and think for a while, then try calling Yamagishi again, but sure enough the operator won’t put me through. I decide to go back there anyway.

			Thinking I might have dropped it in the corridor, I’m walking along very slowly with my head down, until a bellboy comes up and says, “Are you looking for something, miss?” I just shake my head and hurry away, then duck into the cocktail lounge. I sit at the bar and order a gin and tonic.

			My heart feezes when I notice some young women all dressed up at a table in the corner. At first I think they might be those college girls, but they aren’t, and while I’m deciding that if I ever see those girls again I’ll kill them, a chubby man with a very pale face says, “May I?” and sits down next to me.

			After we sit there side by side for about five minutes he tries to strike up a conversation. He’s wearing Armais cologne, which I hate the smell of.

			“Excuse me, but may I buy you a drink? I got some good news today.”

			When I don’t say anything he tells the bartender to fix me a cocktail I’ve never heard of, but it’s sugary and easy to drink.

			“Those may be sweet, but they’re very strong, made with tequila, so be careful if some dirty old man ever tries to get you to drink a lot of them.”

			He smiles as he says this, then tells me he works for a music magazine and shows me a copy. Inside, where they interview people with new records, who do you think they’re featuring but my artist, and I want to rip the page out and gobble it up.

			“I’m a fan of his,” I tell him. 

			“That’s unusual for someone as young as you,” he says, and lights one of his long, skinny foreign cigarettes. “But, then again, I guess the old boy’s as big a star as ever, isn’t he?”

			“Do you know him?”

			“Ever since he got his start in the business, yeah. Still play golf with him once in a while. He’s... what can I say? He’s one of a kind.”

			Then he calls the artist and lets me listen to his actual voice on the answering machine. The way my heart is pounding I think it’s going to explode, and I can’t say anything, but I’m so happy I could cry. So I go with him to his room and suck his thing, which is even paler than his face, and let him stick it inside me and everything.

			I’m not sure if I should do it, but I’m feeling brave after the drinks and finally go to Yamagishi’s room and ring the bell. 

			After a minute he opens the door in a bathrobe. He reaches in his pocket and takes my hand, then puts the topaz ring on my finger. “It’s a bit loose,” he says. “Take it back where you bought it and have them tighten it.”

			I start crying, and he mutters, “Oh what the hell,” and lets me in and offers me a beer. 

			“I don’t need any money, but can I stay here tonight?” I ask, but he tells me he has to work early the next morning, and after kissing me on the forehead and cheek he sees me to the elevator.

			When I get back to my place the first thing I do is take the magazine the pale-faced man gave me and cut out the artist’s photo and tape it on the wall and say, “I love you,” very quietly, and kiss the photo, and it’s a very nice feeling, like having a doll you really like, and I call a friend from my high school days and tell her I heard his voice, and then, for almost an hour, I just gaze and gaze at my topaz.

		


		
			The Wild Angels

			I came to Tokyo in 1970 from a town with an American navy base on the western edge of Kyushu. 

			Some traces of the late-Sixties tumult still hung in the air over Tokyo, but to my eighteen-year-old eyes, accustomed to the excitement of our navy town, the big city just seemed dull.

			I was enrolled in a quirky private institute named The Art School, but it wasn’t long before I stopped attending classes. I had arrived in Tokyo with some high-school friends who hoped to make it as a blues band, but I’d soon parted ways with them and begun living alone. I didn’t do anything. I didn’t study, and I didn’t exercise or take a part-time job or get involved in community service or political activism. It wasn’t so much that I hadn’t found what I was meant to do, as that I was dedicated to the proposition of doing nothing at all. 

			Not long after arriving, I met a woman named Yoko. She was five years my senior, an office worker who did some oil painting as a hobby and had a voracious appetite for sex—so much so that you had to wonder if the word “nympho” didn’t apply. 

			Yoko lived in a small rented house alongside the tracks of the Inokashira Line, and we spent weekends there together. Which is to say we were alone in that little house from late afternoon on Saturday, when she got home from work, to Monday morning. I don’t remember ever going out to shop or eat. We didn’t go to any movies, either, or watch television or talk about our lives over drinks. We spent almost all of that time in bed. It didn’t feel as if we were actually in love, or even particularly horny. It was more like being involved in a sport or a club activity, and we went about it with all the zeal of high-school students staying late to rehearse a play or practice baseball. “You must think I’m an absolute sex maniac”—if I heard Yoko say that once, I heard it a hundred times. 

			In late 1970, however, I met someone else, a married woman named Kimiko, and moved with her to the town of Fussa, next to Yokota Air Base. 

			The breakup with Yoko was calmer than I’d anticipated. I told her the truth: that I’d met another woman and was going to live with her. Normally Yoko would become furious if I so much as mentioned my first crush in middle school, so I was expecting a fairly violent reaction. 

			“I understand,” was all she said. “Don’t tell me any more. But... This may not be easy for you, but could you stay with me as usual till Monday morning? Then we’ll call it quits.”

			“What happened to you? You look like death warmed over.”

			In the summer of 1971, about six months after moving to Fussa, I went to see Yoko again, and this was the first thing she said. I’d wondered if she might be with some other guy on that Saturday afternoon, but she was alone. 

			“It’s hot out there,” she said. “Come on in.”

			The heat was ferocious that day, and I hadn’t slept in more than fifty hours. I hadn’t eaten, either, which probably didn’t help my appearance. Yoko suggested I lie down for a while. Don’t worry, I’m not going to rape you while you’re sleeping, she said, with a smile on her lightly made-up face.

			“Thanks. I think I will. I’m completely wrecked.”

			She nodded and peeled off the bedcover. I stretched out on the bed, and she put a terrycloth blanket over me. As I lay there with my eyes closed, anxiety was making my heartbeat race, and though I’d been awake for two days straight I couldn’t get to sleep. When you alternate uppers and downers for two or three days and don’t eat anything, sometimes your nervous system stages a rebellion. You’re beyond exhaustion but can’t sleep. It’s like dying of malnutrition and not having the energy to eat. But with drugs, since it’s not an exhaustion you’ve come by honestly, there’s also a lot of self-loathing involved. You end up really skidding along the bottom. 

			“What’s wrong with you?” Yoko slid onto the bed next to me and peered at my face. “It’s hot as hell, and you’re shivering.”

			Her body was right next to mine, but I wasn’t sure what to do. Should I curl up in her arms? Would I even have the right to do that, after dumping her like I did? And why had I come here in the first place? I didn’t really know. 

			During the time we used to spend weekends together, Yoko had never worn any makeup; but that was the only thing about her that had changed. Her clothes, her painting materials, the pictures on the walls, the arrangement of the furniture, a certain fragrance in the air, everything was the same.

			“You look scared.”

			She was hovering over me as she said this. I wanted to open up to someone. 

			Yoko, listen. That woman’s a nightmare. I don’t understand why I ever started living with her... What a relief it would be to let it all out, tell her the whole story. 

			Kimiko seemed like an innocent child at first, like an angel almost. She was the daughter of a car salesman in Okayama or Hiroshima, somewhere around there, with no brothers or sisters, so she was doted on and spoiled. But she was the sort of person who... How to explain it? If a puppy squealed because someone accidentally stepped on its tail, she’d get tears in her eyes. That’s what she was like. At least, she was like that until about a month after we moved to Fussa. I won’t say she’d been hiding her real personality. Just that up till then she’d only shown one side of it. 

			We soon found that we couldn’t get by on my allowance alone, and Kimiko went to work in a club in Hachioji. This was her idea; I didn’t push her to do it. She wasn’t cut out for hostessing, especially in a town like Hachioji, but she made good money—a lot more than my meager allowance. 

			The problem for me was that I didn’t know what to do with myself between the early evening, when she left the apartment, and the wee hours of the morning when she returned. I drank or took drugs or watched TV, but nothing was any fun. There were times I’d get all wound up, thinking that right about now some drunken businessman was putting his arm around her shoulder, or his hand on her thigh. Plain old jealousy, I guess, but it felt like more than that. After a while, one of her customers started coming on strong to her. He was the son of a rich shopkeeper or something, a playboy type who had four Doberman pinschers. Kimiko disliked this guy so much that she broke down crying one night and said she wanted to quit. I didn’t know what to say and was unable to make any decisions. All I knew was that I had zero inclination to get a job. I had no idea what I was meant to do in life, or even what I wanted to do, but that didn’t stop me from ruling out work. Taking even a part-time job would have felt like a copout. I know how selfish and irresponsible that sounds, but it’s the way I felt. It might have been okay if I could’ve just relaxed and swigged beers or whatever, indifferent to the fact that she was working, but I couldn’t do that either. I was beginning to realize, as I’d never realized before, what an utterly useless person I was. 

			When I look back on it now, the decision I finally came to seems like the worst one possible. I decided I’d escort her to and from Hachioji every night. I figured it was the least I could do for this woman who’d vowed to stick with me forever. But the only thing that came of this brilliant move was that we wasted more money on train fares. Things just got worse. Late one night when I went to pick her up, I watched her fail in an attempt to fend off the playboy’s insistent invitation to carry on partying elsewhere. He bundled her into a taxi, and I was left standing there alone. I stared at the closed door of the club and wondered how many nineteen-year-olds in the world had ever sunk this low. Everything I touched had turned to shit. Each failure was more proof of my uselessness. Not even drugs were fun any more, so the stuff I bought in Fussa—mostly weed, cocaine, and smack—I’d sell in Tokyo or trade for acid, DMT, or mescaline in Yokosuka. None of this generated much cash, of course, and my sense of weakness and worthlessness only increased. Give up. I felt as if someone was continually whispering this in my ear. You don’t have anything to offer, just give up. Giving up would probably have made things a lot easier, but I wasn’t even sure what it involved. I guessed it must mean accepting things you didn’t want. Well, I didn’t want to work, I didn’t want to force her to work, and I didn’t want, for example, to do drugs with black servicemen and their girlfriends and listen and dance to soul music while she was off somewhere hostessing. But I guess the thing I didn’t want most was to get a job; that one was absolutely out of the question. Besides, Kimiko had always told me, from the very beginning, that there was no need for me to work. Don’t laugh. She was convinced I had some special, untapped sort of talent that would eventually reveal itself. “I’ll just work in the meantime,” she’d tell me. That’s partly why I painted like mad for a while. I’d drop her off at the club, return to the apartment, and work on my art until it was time to pick her up. But the paintings were beyond bad. Damn, I’d think, the stuff I did when I was four was better than this, and I’d start remembering my childhood. My father was an art teacher, and he tried to show me how to draw and paint from the time I was a little kid. Up until my rebel-against-the-patriarch stage, I used to really enjoy doing artwork with him, and I was thrilled when he praised what I’d done. But sometime in my mid-teens it began to occur to me that by painting I was only submitting to the old man’s value system, so I quit. My sole purpose in attending The Art School now was to stay unemployed. Rightly or wrongly, I looked down my nose at painting. But while Kimiko was hostessing in Hachioji, I was dabbling away with watercolors, using materials she’d bought me, and remembering how I used to sit beside my father on a bench by the river, sketching a church on the opposite side. Those sketches had been pretty good, it seemed to me. But the paintings I did while waiting for her to finish work looked like the worst pieces of crap that had ever soiled creation. When I finally admitted this to myself, I got so depressed that I started shooting a little heroin. We had more marijuana and LSD and cocaine and speed and sleeping tablets in the apartment than we knew what to do with, but my mood called for heroin. Heroin is the drug of drugs, truly the queen of drugs, which is why it’s so addictive, but you can avoid getting hooked if you’re careful. Your body doesn’t come to rely on it until you’ve injected it every day, gradually increasing the dose, for, like, two or three months. Something like that. I’d be on it for a week, then take a couple of days off. That’s how I worked it. I had to marvel at what a slippery bastard I was: I didn’t even have the will to become a proper junkie. I would do my modest, discreet little shots and then reminisce about my childhood. Rock bottom, is what it was. I’d remember my early teens and think: everything I had back then, it’s all gone. And then I’d think, well, I never had anything back then either. And all the while I’d be sitting there by myself with a stupid heroin grin on my face. 

			Kimiko, for her part, began to change after working awhile at the club. Or maybe “change” isn’t the word; I suppose it was just her true nature coming to the fore. She started using larger quantities of drugs, which she counterbalanced with prodigious amounts of booze. Hard drugs do more damage to the liver than even alcohol, and before you know it your insides aren’t working the way they should, which only makes you more susceptible to alcoholism. 

			Three months on, she started vomiting blood. She wouldn’t listen to anything I said, and I didn’t know what to do. Finally I called her family home, and her mother came to Tokyo and put her in a hospital. Her mother was a slender lady typical of her age, who always wore a kimono. She told me in no uncertain terms that she considered me incompetent, inadequate, and irresponsible. I felt the same way and had no reply for her. Kimiko soon checked herself out of the hospital. When her mother found her shooting up a mixture of coke and speed in our apartment, she left in tears, without a word to either of us, and headed back to Okayama or wherever it was. Slurring her words in that cokehead way, Kimiko turned to me and said, “You’ll never leave me, will you? You’ve got something special, you know.” She repeated this, or words to this effect, several times, with a big smile on her face. A big, goofy, childlike smile, as if she were having the time of her life. 

			I now realize she’s been testing me. She has an irrational but deep-rooted fear that sooner or later I’m going to abandon her. However outrageous her behavior, I always put up with it, which temporarily reassures her, but only temporarily. I can’t say she never gets violent with me, but violence isn’t a big issue. We have drugs in the apartment, so if she were the sort to grab a kitchen knife and start screaming and bouncing off the walls, I would have bolted long ago. She must sense that; her intuition about such things is uncanny. Words are her main weapon, and she uses them to cut straight to your heart. “At this rate I’m bound to go insane, don’t you think?... If I happened to spend the night with some other man, you’d understand that I did it for you, wouldn’t you?... From the time I was in grade school I always knew I’d end up as a hooker.” There’s no way to fight back against talk like that. At some point she started hinting that she might hurt herself. She bought not one but two exacto knives at the neighborhood stationer’s. She shaves the nape of her neck with a straight razor, right in front of me, or cleans her fingernails with an ice pick. I never hit her, of course; in fact, until recently I never even argued with her or yelled at her. Which wasn’t about kindness so much as just not wanting to get caught up in her craziness, I guess, but it meant I did whatever she asked. You’ll see me to the club, won’t you? And you’ll be waiting for me when I get off, right? Suddenly I’m dying for a pizza—would you mind making a run to Nicola’s? I did just as she said, always. One night she intentionally went missing, and I combed the neighborhood calling her name, searching for her till dawn. 

			About a month ago I got really angry with her for the first time. It was over something stupid, like most lovers’ quarrels are. We were in a shop in Fussa that sold Indian and Middle Eastern arts and crafts, and she found a dress from India with lots of tiny round mirrors sewn into the material. She said she just had to have that dress. We were both in that raw-nerved, coming-down-from-coke-and-crank state. I asked where she thought she was going to get the money, and in a loud voice, right there in the store, she said, “Go to Yokosuka and sell some heroin. Now. I’ve got to have this dress. If there’s no other way to get the cash, I’ll sell my body, but I must have this dress.” That’s the first time I ever yelled at her. “Do whatever the fuck you want!” I shouted. She didn’t bat an eyelash, just turned and marched out of the shop, and I didn’t go after her. I went straight back to the apartment and waited—and waited. Around noon the next day she breezed in, wearing the Indian dress and smiling. “I really did sell myself,” she said. I didn’t believe her at first, but she told me the whole story in vivid detail. I thought I was going to burst into tears, I really did. It was agony. She had a matchbook from the love hotel as evidence, and since she hadn’t had enough money to buy the dress, I was forced accept the fact that she really had done it. 

			And then, just yesterday, the same sort of thing happened again. This time it was over a toaster. We wanted some toast after smoking meth. Whenever she did crank, I did too, because if I wasn’t on the same level there was no way to keep up with her and no telling what she might do. But yesterday this strategy backfired. The meth was the gooey kind you vaporize in a pipe, which meant it sent you flying within seconds but thirty minutes later you were crashing and had to hit the pipe again. Naturally your tolerance for meth goes up the more you use, but as you repeat the process of getting wired then winding down, you get more and more enervated. She and I spent two whole days doing that and listening to her beloved jazz, and by the end of the second day we were hitting the pipe every three minutes. We also killed five or six bottles of some wine we’d bought from a black serviceman for two dollars a bottle. At some point she started complaining of pain in her arm and shoulder. When your nervous system is fried, the pain passes through your internal organs into your muscles, but what that really is, of course, is your brain and nerves screaming for you to stop. Meanwhile, we listened to a shitload of jazz. She had a collection of more than a hundred jazz records, and we went through most of them. Just imagine smoking meth for dozens of hours straight and listening to everything from Charlie Parker to Cecil Taylor: even a normal person would end up insane. Then—this was about ten hours ago now—we both felt suddenly ravenous, though even if we’d had anything to eat we couldn’t have forced it down. When your stomach and liver feel like they’re covered with rust and wrapped in old rags, you can’t touch food. But she said she wanted some toast, done nice and brown on both sides. She knew the toaster was broken. When I took what was now just a useless metal-and-plastic box from a shelf in the kitchen, she said, “You sap, that thing doesn’t work. Go buy a new one somewhere.” It was three o’clock in the morning. I didn’t get angry and throw it against the wall or anything, just let it drop to the floor with a crash and sat down. Coltrane’s A Love Supreme was playing, and she turned the volume all the way up. I told her to turn it down or the neighbors would complain. She started changing her clothes. I asked her where she was going, and she smiled. “You know what I’m going to do,” she said, and left the apartment. Fuck it, I told myself, let her go. I don’t have to put up with this shit. Let the bitch go. I thought about moving out of the apartment right then and there, but I couldn’t do it. Before dawn I took the first train to Shinjuku and walked around the love hotel district. Stupid, of course—there wasn’t a chance in hell of finding her. You either keep her from leaving, even if it means slugging her, or you give up on her altogether. As I was telling myself this, over and over, I started feeling dizzy. Every step on the pavement sent shock waves through my body, and I had nowhere to go... 

			I wanted to tell Yoko all this, but it felt like the wrong thing to do. When I didn’t say anything, she asked me why I’d come to her place. I couldn’t think of anywhere else to go, I told her. This was the only place I could think of.

			“Nowhere to go,” I mumbled again. 

			And Yoko started talking about films.

			“Since you stopped spending weekends here, I’ve been going to see a lot of movies,” she said. “I started reading a lot too. Before, I used to wonder what movies and books were good for, what purpose they served. You know what I mean?”

			Sure, I said. I wasn’t really listening, but just to have her lying beside me seemed to make it easier to breathe.

			“I never liked to just absorb something somebody else created. I’m too self-conscious, and too critical, I guess, and it always felt like I was wasting time. But after you went away... well, it started to feel like time was wasting me. Every tick of the second hand was like a needle in my skin. Tick, tick, tick...”

			The phrase “time was wasting me” penetrated my frazzled brain and body like a vibrator. I thought of all the hours I’d spent waiting for Kimiko to return from the club. Yoko had translated that feeling for me.

			“It was hard to just sit around doing nothing—I mean, well, I was lonely—so I started reading novels and going to movies. And that’s when I finally realized what’s so good about films. They’re good for when you feel the way I was feeling. Did you see The Wild Angels?”

			Of course, I said.

			“I liked it even better than Easy Rider. Remember the last scene?”

			Of course, I said again. I was beginning to see what she was getting at. At the end of Wild Angels, Peter Fonda, who plays a character named Blues, a leader of the Hells Angels, is holding a funeral for one of his fallen comrades, and the cops show up. His woman, Nancy Sinatra, says, “We gotta get outta here, Blues. Let’s go.” Blues sprinkles some dirt on the grave and mutters: “There’s nowhere to go.”

			“I love that scene,” Yoko said. “I must’ve been to a hundred movies, but I think that’s my favorite last scene of all. Look. Isn’t it true that nobody has anywhere to go? You’ve got to find something that allows you not to think about going anywhere. Having somewhere to go—for most people that just means having an errand to run. Somebody’s ordering them around. I think that’s true for everybody, from the lowliest grunt to the president. I’ve thought about this ever since you’ve been gone. I don’t know if you’ve got any particular talents or not, but I know you’re a person who needs to live life without running errands. Find something that, when you’re doing it, makes you feel like you don’t have anywhere to go. If you don’t find it, you’ll end up having to go somewhere you don’t want to.”

			Gotcha, I said, and got up off the bed.

			“I’m going back to Fussa.”

			She nodded.

			I got together with Yoko again twenty-four years later, in Los Angeles. We met at the bar in a hotel in Century City. She was still very thin and wore little makeup, and her loose-knit dress looked good on her. 

			We were there till they closed, talking about all sorts of things.

			“That was the most sex I ever had in my life,” she told me after her seventh cognac. Same here, I said, and a smile lit up her pretty and virtually unlined face. “Well, one thing hasn’t changed,” she said. “You’re still a liar.”

		


		
			La Dolce Vita

			I was twenty-three or so.

			Thinking back on it now, I’m not sure why I chose to enroll in a college of fine arts. It’s true that my father was an art teacher and I’d grown up watching him paint, but I’d never even considered following in his footsteps.

			I guess I just wanted to keep the money coming. If I hadn’t entered some college or other I’d have lost my allowance. For two years I had been what people here call a ronin, but the life I’d led was worlds away from that popular image of the student as a masterless samurai, cramming for his next crack at the college entrance exams. I’d been living with an older woman next door to the American air base at Yokota, hanging out with GIs, doing every drug known to man, and getting myself arrested on suspicion of various crimes. As lifestyles go, it was fairly decadent, but I can’t say I ever derived much pleasure from it. I simply seemed to always make, with unfailing precision, the worst possible choices. 

			The woman’s name was Kimiko, and she was married when I met her. I was eighteen; she was about six years older. We met at a rock café in Kichijoji, with the Doors’ Morrison Hotel booming over the sound system. I’m the one who made the first move, of course.

			“I’ve got a little grass and some Nibrol. Interested?”

			Kimiko was drinking a cocktail—a Sidecar or a Moscow Mule, something like that, I suppose. It wasn’t a drink I or any of my friends had ever even seen before, much less tasted. We tended to stick to coffee or cola, and we viewed cocktails as something only Establishment types would indulge in. Kimiko had her hair done up and was wearing a dress, stockings, and genuine leather high-heeled shoes. None of the women I hung out with dressed like that. They either cut their hair super short or let it grow wild, and they favored T-shirts and jeans or something sari-like, with sandals or patent leather boots. Sneakers were unheard of for everyday footwear. It was only after the word suniikaazu arrived from America that people began wearing them regularly. If we’d gone on calling them undo-gutsu (“exercise shoes”), I doubt they ever would have caught on. 

			“Grass” was American slang for marijuana, and Nibrol was, after Hyminal, the most sought-after sedative. Kimiko, who’d never heard of either, peered at my long hair, my T-shirt, and my black leather jacket and asked:

			“Those things you just said—they’re drugs?”

			Some friends of mine were watching from a table across the room. I had bet one of them, a guy from Yokosuka, that I could pick this woman up. I stood to win three caps of mescaline or to lose three grams of hash. Apparently the guy had sized her up as irredeemably straight.

			I explained what grass and Nibrol were. Kimiko smiled and said, “You’ll really let me have some?”

			Later, so loaded on pills and booze and pot she could barely form words, she fell down in the street a few times, puked a few times, and ended up spending the night at my apartment. I won my bet, but the next morning, when I learned she was married, I panicked a bit.

			“Not to worry,” she told me. 

			Her husband, it seemed, was a meek sort of guy in his thirties who worked in a jewelry store in Ginza. The two of them shared a condo in Mitaka, but from then on Kimiko spent most nights at my place. When her money ran out she’d go get some from her husband, then come straight back to me. Once, after about a month of this, she asked me to go with her to Ginza. “Lately he won’t give me any cash,” she said. “Let’s go to his store and shake it out of him.” When we walked in with our arms around each other, the husband looked at us as if we’d stepped out of a spaceship. 

			“You wouldn’t want us to keep coming here like this, would you?” she told him, and relieved him of all the ten-thousand-yen notes in his wallet. As soon as we left the jewelry store, she grabbed my arm and said, “Now let’s go score some acid!” 

			Kimiko’s parents came all the way from Okayama a couple of times to try and reason with her, but in the end she divorced the guy.

			“The stereo was mine, he won’t give it back, it’s really pissing me off,” she told me and a friend of mine one day, suggesting we break into the condo in Mitaka and make off with it and anything else that might bring in some money. We did. It was just after then that she and I moved to the place near Yokota Air Force Base. 

			The breakup came a year and a half later. In eighteen months Kimiko had aborted three pregnancies, slashed her wrists twice, had sex with countless black GIs, and got herself arrested twice and rushed to a hospital with heart failure once. It was a similar tale for me, though I probably experienced only about half what she did in terms of drugs and sex, not to mention heaven and hell. Kimiko returned to her parents in Okayama, in broken little pieces, and I somehow wormed my way into college.

			I didn’t make it to the entrance ceremony; I was being detained by the authorities because of an incident that occurred during the breakup with Kimiko. Once charges were brought I was released on bail, and a month after the ceremony I went to my first class. In terms simply of age, there wasn’t much difference between me and my classmates, but they all seemed like children to me. Classes were painful, mainly because the lessons were excruciatingly boring, and listening to the other students’ conversations made me wonder what the hell I was doing there. They talked about drinking and skiing and sports cars and trendy discos. I didn’t think I’d be able to make any friends; nor did it even occur to me that I might be starved for friendship. Living in Yokota, I felt I’d experienced just about everything there is to experience. It was only a couple of years since I’d graduated from high school, but it seemed more like a decade.

			I forget whether it was during the lunch break or after school, but a group of my classmates were playing soccer. Not an actual match; they just stood in a big circle kicking the ball around. I watched them for a while. They were all terrible at the game, except for one guy. The circle was about twenty or thirty meters across, and people seemed to be joining and leaving as they pleased, so I stepped in. The ball didn’t come to me at first. When it did, I’d decided, I was going to kick it to the one guy who knew how to play. I’d been a midfielder in middle school, and my specialty had always been chipping. The ball finally came floating softly down toward me, and I made a neat thigh trap but muffed the chip. I tried to send a low lob at the guy’s head with my instep, but I lost my balance, lurched, and airmailed the ball out of the circle entirely.

			After a while the baseball team took the field to start their practice, yelling at us to clear out if we didn’t want to stop hardballs with our heads, and everyone left except me and the one good player. We went on kicking the ball around, looking up to follow the flight of the baseball whenever we heard the clank of a metal bat. The guy’s name was Wada.

			“You really only played in middle school, eh? So what’d you do in high school?” Wada was a little guy but a big talker. We were shooting the shit at a Chinese noodle shop in front of the station. When I ordered a beer, he looked shocked and said, “In the middle of the day?” I switched to a Coke. 

			I explained that I’d wanted to play rugby in high school but found the practice too brutal and decided to form a band instead. He bobbed his head up and down, saying, “Wow, a band, that must’ve been fun, eh?” We slurped ramen and chop suey and talked about European soccer players like Vogts, Beckenbauer, Cruyff, and Neeskens. Wada liked to laugh as much as he liked to talk. At some point I realized that in the course of bullshitting and joking with him I’d completely forgotten about Kimiko. Up until then, no matter what I did or what was happening around me, I hadn’t been able to get her out of my mind for more than a few seconds at a time. 

			Wada mentioned that he’d been a backup player on a pretty famous high-school team in Saitama. I know that’s a great team, I told him, but for someone with your ball control to be just a reserve... He straightened up in his chair and said, “Yeah, but there was something else I was really into. I’m a film freak.”

			Wada had a motorbike and used to hang out at my apartment a lot. The place was small, but I’d brought Kimiko’s stereo and a fairly large collection of records with me when I moved in. Wada didn’t have a stereo; he was saving whatever he could from his allowance to buy a sixteen-millimeter movie camera. We listened to records and talked about cinema, and he taught me about a lot of directors and films I’d never heard of. He was also a huge Beatles fan, but after spending time at my apartment he got hooked on the Rolling Stones as well. When tickets went on sale for the Stones’ first concert in Japan, he and I were there, wrapped in blankets, having spent a day and a half queuing on the street. It so happened that Japan’s first McDonald’s was opening in Shinjuku just then and offering free hamburgers to the first five hundred customers. With twelve of the precious concert tickets warming our pockets, we wolfed down our free Big Macs and congratulated each other on our amazing luck. We planned to scalp the extra tickets and use the profit to help pay for the movie camera. But then, famously, the Stones concert was canceled because of their drug busts.

			At some stage, Wada and I started going to see films whenever we got together, by people like Fellini, Godard, Alain Resnais. Once, we rode all the way down to Shizuoka on his bike to catch an independent showing of Band of Outsiders. I was painting a lot but rarely going to class and eventually ended up having to repeat a year. This setback, however, was compensated by our finally getting hold of a sixteen-millimeter camera. 

			It was after a screening of Resnais’s Stavisky. We went to a coffee shop where they played only classical music, and bumped into Kimiko’s ex-husband there. He came up and asked how I was doing, and seemed genuinely happy for me when I told him I was a college student now. 

			“You know, I feel I owe you a debt of gratitude,” he said. “That woman is nothing but trouble. Anyone she gets close to she destroys, and I’m really, really glad I got away from her when I did.”

			He went on like this at some length. I wanted to defend Kimiko but didn’t have much to work with. All I told him was that she’d returned to her hometown and seemed to be okay. The truth was that she was in a mental hospital. 

			The ex-husband paid for our coffee. He was with a man who worked for an ad agency and happened to have an old Bolex he wanted to sell. Give ’em a break on it, the ex told him, and Wada ended up agreeing to buy the camera for 180,000 yen. Outside the coffee shop, as we were parting, Kimiko’s ex turned to me and said, “Let’s hang in there, both of us.” He seemed to think we had this bizarre sort of bond—two men who’d both suffered from our involvement with Kimiko. Personally I didn’t think of her as being at fault in any way and just mumbled some ambiguous reply. He didn’t seem to recognize what to me was an obvious truth: that you don’t suffer because of someone else. There’s never anyone but yourself to blame. 

			Wada didn’t ask me about my connection with this guy. Compared to the Bolex it was of no interest to him whatsoever.

			“Write a script for me, eh?” he said that night, after taking ownership of the Bolex. I had begun making notes, little by little, for a novel about my experiences living near the base in Yokota, and had let him read some of them. 

			“You’re lucky, being able to write like that,” he said. “Me, I can’t write at all. They tell me I didn’t start talking till I was like three or four, and even now I don’t know that many kanji and things. But you can’t make a film without a screenplay, not even a documentary. Even War Is Over and Night and Fog had screenplays.”

			The script I wrote for him was titled A Shadow among the Ruins and went something like this: 

			The protagonist is a certain MAN who never appears on the screen. All we see is what he sees—in other words, the camera captures his point of view—and occasional subtitles reveal his thoughts to us. The MAN lives in constant fear of a particular SHADOW that looms up in his field of vision from time to time. He’s beginning to believe it might be the shade of someone from his past who’s stalking him. He decides he needs to get away and spend some time by himself, and drives to an old, deserted coal-mining town beside the sea that’s inhabited only by wild dogs and crows. Among the ruins, however, he once again encounters the SHADOW... 

			The location I had in mind was an abandoned industrial park, up the coast a bit. It was summertime. Wada borrowed his family’s Corolla, and a friend lent us a tent. We spent several days near the ruined site, camping on a vacant lot beside the sea, a short walk from where the waves crashed against the rocks. I did some diving there, collecting turbos and ear shells. Wada asked where I’d learned to dive like that, and I explained that I’d done a lot of it when I was a kid. Sitting by the fire, I told him about my hometown in Kyushu, and as I did so I realized I hadn’t talked about my childhood with anyone at all since meeting Kimiko. 

			Wada did most of the camerawork while I drove the Corolla or cast the SHADOW. On the afternoon of the fourth day I found an odd-looking sea anemone while diving. Wada was fascinated by it. When he inserted his finger into its feeler-rimmed mouth, it contracted around it, which made him think of inserting something else. I warned him not to, that it might be poisonous or something, but he went ahead anyway, several times, and sure enough that evening he began to complain of a burning sensation. I found a weed I recognized as one my grandmother had applied to a rash I got on my forehead as a kid. I pounded the weed into mush and gave it to Wada, telling him to smear it on the place that hurt. Whether because of the weed-mush or not, the pain seemed to subside later that night. We were both pretty tired by then, however, and got into a brief argument about the film.

			“I know I’m just watching from the sidelines,” I said. “But I have to wonder if anyone you showed this footage to could tell you what it’s supposed to be, or what it’s supposed to mean.”

			Wada snapped that I didn’t have a proper understanding of how images work on film. I thought about that for a minute. Wada was from Saitama, and Saitama was, after all, right next to Tokyo. He was the one who’d grown up watching Godard films and Polish films and ATG films. You couldn’t do that in my little hometown on the western edge of Kyushu. 

			“Well, maybe you’re right,” I said, speaking quietly and slowly. Living with Kimiko for a year and a half I’d developed the habit of speaking in a calm, reassuring voice whenever there was trouble of any sort. If I lost my cool I never knew what she might do, though I could be sure it wouldn’t be pretty. But then again, Wada and Kimiko were completely different types.

			“I haven’t seen as many films as you have,” I granted, “and I don’t have your knowledge of directors and cinematographers and everything. But I know that movies aren’t only about tracking shots and panning techniques. There’s no point in just taking pretty pictures of flowers and waves and mountains. Pretty is good, sure, the prettier the better, but you can get fed up with that kind of shit in about ten seconds if nothing else is happening. You’ve got to know what you want to shoot before you start worrying about how to shoot it. In other words: What do you want to say, and how do you want to say it? I see what you’re filming, but I can’t figure out what it is you want to say.”

			Wada clammed up. He looked to be on the verge of tears.

			“I have an image in my head,” he said after a long silence, “and I want to get it on film. But that image, if you think of it as a plant, for example, well, it’s just a seed, or a bud. I know I have to develop it, make it grow into a story, but I can’t. I can’t do it, even though it’s all I’ve thought about since I was a kid. I guess I just don’t have the talent, eh?”

			He was very close to blubbering now. I remembered something Kimiko had once said: “I hate people who break down crying when you’re trying to talk about something important. Men and women both. You can’t trust weepy people. They think they’re the center of the world, and that their tears can absolve them of anything.” I had to agree with her. Thankfully, Wada didn’t cry.

			“You shouldn’t say things like that,” I told him. “You don’t know what sort of talent you have or haven’t got till you’ve tried. We’re only twenty-two, man.”

			Wada thought this over, then grinned.

			“Nobody ever told me anything like that before,” he said. “It sounds crazy, but it sounds right too. You know, all the people I’ve hung out with till now, everybody acts like it’s not really cool to do anything, it’s cooler just to give up. Remember that painter who lived way out in the sticks up north and said he was going to become another van Gogh? Imagine a kid in school saying something like that nowadays, eh? People would think he’s an idiot, or insane. It seems like whoever you turn to—your parents, teachers, TV, magazines—they’re all just telling you to give up.”

			Inside the tent it was hot and muggy; outside, angry mosquitoes buzzed and swarmed. I made a big bonfire to keep them away, and we drank warm beer and listened to the waves. 

			“You don’t need to announce what you’re up to,” I told him. “Even the guy who said he was going to be van Gogh, he didn’t go around telling all his friends that, did he? All you have to do is know it inside yourself.”

			“How about you?” he said. “Do you think you’ve got some special kind of talent?”

			“I’ve never thought about it that much. But if I did, I wouldn’t go around telling everybody.”

			“Will you write another script for me sometime?”

			I nodded and added more wood to the fire.

			After returning from this trip we went to see a movie nearly every day. We saw every imaginable kind of film, in all sorts of venues—from mainstream theaters to makeshift screening rooms, from stately halls to porno joints in dark underpasses. But there was one film that neither of us had seen yet, though we talked about it a lot. Fellini’s La Dolce Vita. 

			Eventually Wada became a fourth-year student. After summer vacation he’d have to start looking for a proper job. He was of two minds. 

			“I may join one of the big advertising agencies,” he said. “Got a connection through an uncle on my mother’s side, but what I’d really like to do is work for a studio, even a really small one.”

			Apparently even with the connection he wasn’t a shoo-in at the advertising firm and had to prepare for their employment exam, so I ended up going to see a lot of movies on my own. The sixteen-millimeter film we’d shot the summer before still hadn’t been developed. I almost never went to school any more. I saw films during the day, and at night I mostly painted—or, when I got tired of painting, wrote my novel little by little. Then, one day in late autumn, I discovered that La Dolce Vita was going to be shown, one time only, at the Public Hall in Nakano. I phoned Wada immediately, but he said he couldn’t make it. 

			“I have to go to dinner with my mom and that uncle of mine.” 

			“Your mom and your uncle?” I said. “Dinner?”

			“Sorry,” he said.

			So I saw La Dolce Vita alone. It was a long movie. After watching it, I felt an urgent need to communicate with Wada. It was raining when I left the hall. I went straight to a pay phone and dialed his number, but he wasn’t back from the dinner yet. I took a train to Kokubunji and slowly made my way to his apartment, dodging the rain as best I could. The light wasn’t on, and after twenty minutes or so he still hadn’t returned. What’s strange is the fact that it never occurred to me to question what I was doing, waiting in the cold rain for this friend of mine, when I didn’t even know what time he'd get home. It wasn’t that we shared some profound connection, but there was nobody else I could have talked to about the film. It had awakened something in me, and I needed to convey this to someone. I decided to write him a note. I stood under the eaves, writing with a thick felt-tipped pen on the back of an advertising leaflet I’d found on the ground beneath the mailboxes. My hands were numb from the cold, and the ink bled all over the paper. Fellini’s amazing. You should make films. Forget about the ad agency. Let’s make another movie together. That’s all I wrote before shoving the leaflet in his mailbox. 

			Returning to my room, I realized the note hadn’t expressed even one percent of what I’d wanted to tell him. I was chilled to the bone and drank what little whiskey was left in the bottom of a bottle I had. There was a painting I was working on, and the novel, and I felt like ripping them both to shreds. But I didn’t.

			Wada joined the big ad agency and is still there, in the marketing division. I finished the manuscript I hadn’t torn up and became a novelist, and I’ve made a few films as well. We worked again together just once. Not on a film, but a TV commercial for a word processor, in which I was to appear. He was the marketing person assigned to the project. It had been nearly twenty years since we’d first met in college. The commercial was shot in Paris during the spring, and that was the improbable setting for our reunion after so many years. We dined and drank too much a few times, and we went to see Fellini’s latest film, which had just come out there. Afterwards we stopped at a bar and ordered something strong. 

			“Wow,” Wada said, and I nodded. “Fellini’s still as amazing as ever, eh?” he muttered into his glass.

			His hair was thinning a bit. We were both feeling a little sentimental. I was remembering that note I wrote, and I imagined Wada was too, but neither of us mentioned it. Too embarrassed, I guess. 

			We said goodbye out on the street, and as I walked toward the taxi stand I was thinking not about the note but about the manuscript I hadn’t ripped up, back in my room that night. I’d been in a rare state of excitement after seeing La Dolce Vita, but also felt as if I’d taken a pounding. I was so overwhelmed by Fellini that I lost all hope for the thing I was writing. And yet, for the first time in my life, I’d been infused with real respect for the act of communicating something to others. Of course, by “others” I don’t mean Wada, and by “something” I don’t mean what I wrote in that note.

			Even now I occasionally get a long letter from Kimiko, who’s still in and out of mental hospitals.

			I’ve never written a reply.

			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		


		
			The Last Picture Show

			I was eighteen.

			I’d just come up to Tokyo from a port town in Kyushu that had a US naval base, and was living with some friends in a crummy little apartment in a wooden building in Kichijoji, just north of Inokashira Park. These friends had formed a blues band back home and dreamed of making it big in the big city. I played drums but wasn’t really passionate about carrying on with a band from the boondocks. My main priority had been to get away from my parents, who’d agreed to stake my move to Tokyo and send me an allowance if I enrolled in a college prep school there. The other guys worked as busboys or waiters while looking to launch their career as professional musicians, but I wasn’t working. At this point I was living with them only because staying was easier than trying to find a room on my own.

			The plan was to work nights, practice during the day, attend big concerts to meet the right people, and audition for record companies and production agencies. On the overnight train from our hometown, we’d set ourselves the goal of making it onto the stage at the Hibiya Park concert series within six months. There were, including me, five members, from a variety of backgrounds. Nakano, the bass player and leader, had a salaryman father who’d just retired; the guitarist Yamaguchi’s father ran a small import-export firm, and his mother was a piano teacher; Shimada on organ was the only child of a filling station owner; and Kato the vocalist had been raised by a single mother. Our financial circumstances differed too, of course—Nakano and Kato had virtually run away from home, and neither had so much as a futon or a rice bowl to his name, whereas Shimada’s folks sent him a package of food and clothing and a registered envelope full of cash every week, and Yamaguchi had a stereo system with an open-reel tape deck.

			All four of them got jobs as busboys and waiters: Kato and Shimada at discos in Roppongi, Yamaguchi at a live-music club in Shinjuku, and Nakano at a cabaret in Ginza. But the plan to work nights and practice in the daytime proved undoable from the outset. The places they worked at were all open from about six in the evening to eleven at night, but busboys and waiters had to get there two or three hours early and stay till well after closing time to clean up or wash dishes. Nakano would leave the apartment at two in the afternoon and stagger home at about two in the morning, having caught the last train. There were cabarets nearby—right there in Kichijoji, even—but Nakano believed that only in Ginza could you make connections in the blues music field. God knows where he got an idea like that, which in retrospect just sounds like a bad joke.

			Shimada had brought a mike and amp from Kyushu, and everyone except me had brought their instruments. Drums take up a lot of space, and mine had been secondhand in the first place and were slowly disintegrating, so I’d promised to get a part-time job and buy a new set with the money I made. But my heart wasn’t really in it any more. I had brought my sticks, and joined in the practice sessions by drumming on the tatami mats, but the whole thing was beginning to feel more and more hopeless. Waiters and busboys got about one day off every two weeks, and it was a different day at each place. My roommates would straggle home late at night so exhausted from the unaccustomed toil that after eating the instant ramen I made for them, and without exchanging more than a few words, they’d crawl into their futons and pass out. The only time we could all get together to practice was the short stretch from late morning to early afternoon, but even then we could rarely coax our single amp into accommodating the organ, guitars, and vocals all at once. The one time we did get a fairly big noise going, on the Spencer Davis Group’s “Gimme Some Lovin’,” the guy living upstairs burst into our apartment and gave us hell. He was a thin young yakuza with oddly angular, pointed features. Nakano and Shimada were hard-core hoodlums back home, known even to kids at other high schools, but they had no answer for a genuine Tokyo gangster bellowing in their faces.

			When a month had passed and there’d been no progress for the band, a cloud of powerless frustration began to form in the apartment, and soon it was raining down on me: Yazaki, when the hell are you gonna get a job and buy some drums? I told them I was trying to decide whether to continue with the band or go to college. The band was the reason everyone was pooling their money to rent the apartment, however, so I knew if I dropped out I’d have to leave. A relative of Shimada’s had found the place, which wasn’t cheap, in spite of being only two small rooms and a smaller kitchen, with a pit toilet and no bath, and a twenty-minute walk from Kichijoji Station. I was in no position to hit my parents up again for moving expenses, and having just emerged from eighteen years in the sticks I had no idea how to go about finding a place of my own anyway.

			I wasn’t attending prep school and wasn’t looking for a job. Most days I’d browse through the used book stores in Kanda, buy some old novel or poetry collection, then hang out for hours in a coffee shop where they played jazz or rock.

			By the time two months had slipped by, a real storm was brewing, and one night, when Nakano said he’d found an opening for a waiter and I refused to apply for it, we nearly got into a fistfight. “Nakano’s right, Yazaki didn’t keep his word, but there’s no sense in fighting, we didn’t come up to Tokyo just to squabble,” Yamaguchi said, and actual blows were averted, but there was no room for me in there just then: everyone’s eyes showed me the door. 

			It was about two in the morning. The rock café I usually went to was closed, and since my allowance hadn’t arrived yet I was all but broke. It was June, the air was warm and moist, and Inokashira Park was blurry with a gray mist. I felt like shit emotionally, and the damp, heavy air stuck to my skin like wallpaper. Having nowhere else to go, I headed down a deserted footpath through some trees, toward the pond. Beneath the trees, couples were making out on secluded benches here and there, and as I stumbled along I could hear the flapping of wings and the cries of water birds down below. Their strangled, nasal screeches reminded me of Van Morrison screaming the blues, and I wondered why I and the others had ever aspired to play music like that in the first place. 

			Performing in a bar full of American sailors, many of them black, in a port town on the western edge of Kyushu, it was easy to think of the blues as somehow being the mother lode of all music. John Lennon, Mick Jagger, and Bob Dylan had all sprung out of the blues, the blues was played all over the world, the roots of all soul music and rock ’n’ roll were in the blues. We’d believed this then, and believed it would become even clearer to us when we got to Tokyo, but in fact we hadn’t heard live blues even once since coming to the city. At rock cafés they’d rarely play a blues record, and on the street or the plaza in front of Shinjuku Station people performed nothing but mawkish antiwar folk tunes. Our music was nowhere to be found in Tokyo. Listening to records from Shimada’s and Yamaguchi’s amazing collections at low volume in our shit apartment just wasn’t the same as letting them blast in our old navy-base port town. That’s how I felt, and I suspected the other four felt it too. At discos, live-music clubs, and cabarets you could only hear Filipino cover bands or pop vocal groups or cheesy enka singers. Recently Kato had proposed we give up and go back home, but Nakano’s argument—that you can’t tell anything after only two months—won out. The consensus seemed to be that to go home before we got anywhere at all would be too pathetic. 

			I reached the pond, and as I followed the path around it, I was thinking that things were probably just going to get worse. I had to move out or buy drums, but either way it was going to take money, and I’d just decided to look for a job the next day when by the glow of a streetlamp I caught sight of the yakuza who lived in the upstairs apartment. He was standing off the path, next to some big round bushes, and as I tried to slink by with my head down he stopped me, saying, “Hey you, wait up.” He was wearing work gloves, a baggy black shirt, and loud checked trousers that clung to his skinny hips. A large blue plastic trash bag sat open-mouthed on the ground beside him,.

			“C’mere a minute.”

			I was preparing to receive a punch as I sidled slowly over to him, and decided that if it didn’t stop at one, I’d probably be better off putting up some resistance.

			“You know me, right? I live upstairs from you,” he said, and I nodded. “What’s your name?” 

			He looked to be in his late twenties. His sweaty face was the kind that would go well with a switchblade—narrow eyebrows, slanted eyes, hollow cheeks, thin nose, small mouth. I told him my name. 

			“Oh yeah? I’m Tatsumi. You wanna gimme a hand here? We can work something out.” He pointed at the shrubs. Hydrangeas. “I’ll give you three... No, five hundred yen.”

			For doing what, I asked, and he said, for picking leaves.

			“The new ones are best, pick ’em and put ’em in this plastic bag.”

			I did as he told me. But I wondered what he was going to use hydrangea leaves for.

			“I dry ’em and sell ’em,” he said proudly. “Dry ’em, crush ’em, and roll ’em—they smell and taste exactly like marijuana. You know what that is, right, a hoodlum like you?”

			It felt funny being called a hoodlum by an actual yakuza. I had tried marijuana a number of times back in our port town. American sailors would smoke joints like regular cigarettes at the bars that catered to them, so I had no real sense of the stuff being illegal. Nakano and the others were always complaining that there was no weed in Tokyo. Naturally you could get any drug you wanted if you knew where to look, but the availability was nowhere near what it had been back home. 

			“I thought this up myself. The great thing is that it’s not against the law, and nobody knows it’s hydrangea leaves, but even if they did, it’s not like they could go to the cops and complain, right?”

			Picking hydrangea leaves in Inokashira Park in the middle of the night somehow felt like more of an offense than smoking real pot in my hometown. It was harder work than I expected too. All I had to do was choose new, soft leaves, pluck them off, and stick them in the bag, but all the crouching and twisting was rough on the lower back, and since the night was warm and humid I was soon dripping with sweat. We’d nearly filled the first bag when we heard a bicycle approaching. Tatsumi jumped behind the bushes, so I did the same. It turned out not to be a policeman but a boy delivering milk, and as we got back to work, I said it wasn’t as if we were doing anything bad, after all. Looking like a man haunted by some bitter memory, Tatsumi furrowed his narrow brow and muttered:

			“Cops never give you the benefit of the doubt.”

			By the time we’d filled two big plastic bags with hydrangea leaves, the eastern sky had begun to brighten. On the way back to the apartment building, he and I exchanged life stories. I told him I was in my second month in Tokyo, fresh out of Kyushu, that my friends were trying to make it as a blues band, and that I was thinking of trying to find a job. Tatsumi, to my amazement, was only three years older than me. He told me that he’d been connected with his syndicate, which had its offices in Shinjuku, since middle school; that nowadays even a yakuza needs a good education; that he was living with a bar hostess who was about the same age as his mother; and that he called this woman Nee-chan, as if she were his older sister.

			“Can’t be easy to show your face down there when your pals have all slagged you off. Nee-chan’s not around today—you wanna crash here?”

			Tatsumi’s apartment had the same layout as ours, but the smaller of the two rooms was taken up by a huge double bed and reeked of cosmetics and perfume.

			It was some time after noon when I got up from my bed on the floor and started helping to make the hydrangea joints.

			Tatsumi didn’t sun-dry the leaves. “You think I can just lay ’em out on the roof?” he said, and smiled. He had a strange smile, of a sort I’d never seen before. It wasn’t an embarrassed or awkward smile, but it wasn’t a mean one either. It was as if the muscles in his face weren’t used to such a configuration and were trying to figure out what exactly to do. He roasted the leaves in a frying pan over a high gas flame. “You gotta get all the moisture out,” he told me, “but you don’t wanna scorch ’em. Takes experience.” Before taking the leaves off the fire, he added two or three drops of the breath freshener Pio. “That’s the secret ingredient, the Mint To Kiss With, gives it the taste of your best imported shit,” he said, and laughed. I was in charge of crumbling the dried leaves and rolling the joints. Tatsumi was impressed.

			“You really do know your shit,” he said.

			That night I went with him to Shinjuku to sell the product. He chose a back street between the concert hall and the park. Mostly he tried to make his pitch to drunks. They generally just waved him off, but one couple, seeing him approach in his baggy shirt, turned and ran for their lives. We had about a thousand joints stashed in a duffle bag. They were in cellophane-wrapped bundles of ten, but we were willing to sell them individually as well, at a thousand yen each.

			“Are they always so hard to sell?” I asked. 

			“To tell the truth,” he said, “I’ve never actually tried making a whole batch like this before. I made five or six joints a couple of times and sold ’em to assholes with long hair, like you. Where do assholes like you hang out?”

			A rock café I went to a lot was nearby, but I wasn’t sure I should tell him about it. People there would gladly pay a thousand yen per stick, but they were dope connoisseurs, and once they found out it was fake I’d never be able to go there again. And since no one would buy this stuff more than once, the only sensible thing to do was to go for a big sale. I was to get twenty percent of whatever we took in, but I wasn’t happy with that and asked him to make it forty. For forty percent I’d take him to a place full of hippies and introduce him around. We finally agreed on thirty-five. But now we’d need two or three real joints.

			“What for?” Tatsumi asked. 

			I told him I wanted to sell at least four hundred sticks. “If we sell small amounts to people and they don’t get high, they’ll tell everyone, and there goes the market. We want to sell to dealers, so we’ll need samples.” 

			Clever boy, Tatsumi said, patting my cheek. We went to a small, grubby disco where GIs from the base in Yokota and sailors from Greece and Turkey hung out, bought three genuine joints, then went back to my rock café to wait for the dealers to arrive. Inside, a Pink Floyd record was playing at ear-splitting volume. 

			“I can’t take this!” Tatsumi shouted in my ear. “Fuck this place!”

			Nine o’clock in the evening was too early for the dealers to appear anyway, so we decided to kill time at a movie. The Last Picture Show was playing at an all-night theater down the street. Tatsumi balked at first, saying he didn’t like movies with foreigners in ’em, but halfway through the film he was stifling sobs.

			“Never saw a movie like that before,” he said, at the diner where we stopped for a couple of beers before returning to the rock café. “You always watch things like that?”

			Not really, I said.

			“So, what did ya think of it?”

			I said it made me realize that there are lonely people even in America.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			The sailors in my hometown all acted so cocky, I told him—great big guys, always smiling, always looking like they’re having fun, so I used to think all Americans were rich and happy.

			“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Tatsumi said. He sat with his head bowed. “I guess there must be guys like that over there too, though—guys who fall for way older women.”

			He said nothing else for a while but sat brooding over his beer.

			Tatsumi was no drinker, and after three beers his legs were wobbly. We went back to the rock café, where the Doors were now rattling the walls, and I introduced him to a group of three dealers out of Yokosuka, telling them he was a yakuza who’d just arrived from Okinawa. Between them they bought nearly three hundred joints.

			“Nee-chan, meet Yazaki. Don’t mind the long hair, this kid’s got some brains on him.”

			We’d gone home by taxi. The lights were out in my apartment, but in Tatsumi’s the woman he called Nee-chan was sitting there in a slip, eating instant ramen. Easily old enough to be his mother, or mine, she wasn’t wearing a bra and hadn’t shaved her armpits recently. She said nothing, not even to acknowledge me, but as I watched this heavily made-up woman calmly slurping her noodles, a lighted cigarette in one hand, I felt as if I understood why Tatsumi had teared up at The Last Picture Show. Timothy Bottoms, living in a small town in the Midwest or wherever, chooses a lonely married woman about twice his age as his partner for sex. In the final scene he decides to leave town and starts to drive off in his pickup truck but then makes a U-turn and goes back to her place. That tired older woman was a symbol of America—an America that had lost something it once had.

			“Look how much we made, Nee-chan, me and him.”

			Tatsumi took a roll of ten-thousand-yen bills from the pocket of his gaudy trousers and put it down in front of her. She set her ramen bowl aside and began counting the bills, wearing the same non-expression she’d worn while inhaling her noodles.

			“Where have you been?” Nakano said when I walked into our apartment. “Everybody was worried about you.”

			He was the only one still up and was in the kitchen in undershorts and a shirt, drinking Suntory’s cheapest whiskey. 

			“We all talked things over today,” he said. “Kato’s mother got sick again, and he wants to go back. Let’s face it, we can’t be a band anyway, living like this. Shimada says he’s going to take a job as a roadie for some group he knows, and Yamaguchi said he wants to go to a jazz guitar school, and me, well, I haven’t decided what to do yet, but I’m tired of this. Maybe it is pathetic to give up after two months but c’est la vie, man, we could do this for a year and not get anywhere. So, anyway, three weeks from now, on Sunday, we’re going to give a little concert in the park. How about it? Shimada says he can borrow some drums. You’ll join in, right? It might be the last time we ever play together. There’s this little outdoor stage in a corner of Inokashira Park where they put on concerts, mostly by folk groups, every Saturday and Sunday afternoon. I happened to meet the guy who produces it and asked him if we could play and he said ‘Sure,’ just like that.”

			“No thanks,” I said. “I got hold of some money, so tomorrow I’m going to look for a place of my own. But I’ll definitely come watch you play.”

			I found an apartment easily enough, not too far away, and was able to move my few belongings in a taxi. It was a tiny room, just four and a half mats, and I had enough cash left over to buy a stereo. My lifestyle didn’t change much: I still bought old novels and poetry collections at used-book stores and read them in rock or jazz cafés. When I ran out of money, I’d look for a hydrangea bush, make some dummy joints, and sell them in Akasaka or Roppongi. I avoided Shinjuku, but once bumped into the dealers from Yokosuka at a disco somewhere. Apparently they hadn’t even realized the product wasn’t real, though. It wasn’t very good stuff, was all they said.

			That Sunday, the little outdoor stage in the park was infested with folksingers and trios who did one grindingly boring song after another. About thirty people sat around listening, and the applause ranged from restrained to nonexistent. When Nakano and the others began to play, an elderly couple who’d been feeding bread to the pigeons got up and left, plugging their ears. And after doing only two John Mayall pieces, the drumless blues quartet retired forever. All four seemed to enjoy themselves, though, and when their abbreviated set was over they sat on the side of the stage sipping soft drinks and laughing at the folkies that followed them. Nakano spotted me and beckoned me over, but I just waved and shook my head. I wanted to take a walk around the pond. A few minutes later I was sitting on a bench near the hydrangea bushes Tatsumi and I had trimmed. The rainy season was over, and the blossoms were withering away. Looking at those fading flowers, remembering the muggy night we’d crouched there picking the leaves, I felt a sudden loathing for that movie, The Last Picture Show. I’d never forgive it for making a guy like Tatsumi cry.

			I decided I wanted to see him and went to the old apartment building.

			“Nee-chan’s here, but come on in.”

			The woman was getting ready to go to work. She was wearing a red lamé dress and a lot of makeup, and was painting her toenails. The air was so thick with the smell of nail polish, it was hard to breathe. Tatsumi was toasting hydrangea leaves in a frying pan. The woman glanced at me but offered no greeting. I sat there silently watching her apply the red polish to every last nail.

		


		
			Historia de un Amor

			The first time I saw her she was eating an hors d’oeuvre and weeping. This was at a fairly well-known Italian restaurant in the city. I’d been a waiter there for about three months, having been recommended by a friend of my father’s, though there’s not much of a story behind that. It wasn’t as if I dreamed of becoming a capocuoco, or making a name for myself as a headwaiter, or anything like that. I was enrolled in a no-name little private college and just wanted some extra cash to spend as I chose. First I’d taken a part-time job at a nightclub, but then my father found out and informed me that no son of his was going to work in some den of vice, and that if I insisted on getting a job it had to be at a proper restaurant, where I could acquire some discipline and life training. Discipline and training were not things I aspired to, but I decided to play along. If I put up a fuss, he might’ve demanded that I quit school and get a full-time job, and goodbye allowance. Is life really something that requires training, though? And what about “discipline”? The only thing that comes to mind when I hear the word are those loony monks who stand under waterfalls in the middle of winter until their lips turn purple. I don’t think of myself as particularly brainy, but I know this much: anybody who’d feel good about getting pounded by a freezing waterfall is an idiot. There’s no benefit whatsoever in enduring shit like that. 

			Anyway. This restaurant was located in trendy Aoyama and got written up in a lot of hip magazines, but the food wasn’t any good. I never met the owner, but from what I hear he’s a dubious character who made a fortune importing software and knew nothing about Italian cuisine but decided that opening a ristorante would not only be sexy but good tax strategy. The head chef was a super-serious dude. He claimed to have been “three years in Milano and five in Firenze,” but I’m willing to bet he spent most of those years washing dishes and scrubbing floors. You’d peek into the kitchen and he’d be glaring at a pot of boiling pasta with fierce, bloodshot eyes. It made me wonder if overly serious people just weren’t cut out for Italian food. After closing time we usually got to help ourselves to some of the fare, and the spaghetti for example was always strangely elaborate, with lots of unusual items mixed in, but if you ask me it was no match for the straightforward taste of a plate of Napolitan at Denny’s. 

			Still, despite the food being bad and the prices pretty outrageous, we had a full house almost every night. Of course, all I was interested in was getting paid, so it was no skin off my nose if people wanted to fork out big yen for a lousy meal. My only goal was to save enough money to travel abroad. I had a particular destination in mind. 

			The woman was sitting at a corner table in the rear, and most of the other customers didn’t notice her quietly weeping as she ate her carpaccio. Crying customers are rare but not unheard of. Usually it’s because their partner is breaking up with them over dinner. Do people think if they do this at an expensive restaurant it’ll somehow make it less painful? Or is it just about choosing somewhere fancy for the grand finale? Sometimes it’s the man who’s crying and sometimes it’s the woman, but only women keep eating while they weep; a man won’t even touch his soup. 

			We were trained to pretend not to notice when customers were dealing with personal issues, but I soon realized that this woman wasn’t upset because she was being dumped but because the man she was with was busting her chops. I judged her age to be late twenties or early thirties. She was wearing a smart cream-colored suit and a Hermes scarf. She was no knockout, but I don’t mean that in a sarcastic way: she had reasonably attractive “office lady”–type looks. Nobody likes to watch people break down, so we waiters were pretty good at pretending not to notice, but unless you’re wearing earplugs you can’t help overhearing things. 

			Basically, the man was an asshole. He was about forty, a salaryman with no distinguishing characteristics whatever. His face, his necktie, his suit, his belt—everything about him might as well have been emblazoned with the words run of the mill. I took a dislike to the guy the minute he walked in. Believe it or not, whenever people came through the door we were supposed to greet them with “Buona sera!” How ludicrous is that—Japanese staffers greeting Japanese customers in Italian. If any actual Italians heard us they’d probably laugh their asses off, but that’s what we were told to do, so I always joined in. Customers with any self-respect replied in Japanese—“Konban wa.” But of course there were always the dopes who came back at you with a solemn “Buona sera.” Usually they were regular customers, or people who wanted to come across as regulars. Being a frequent patron of a restaurant with crummy food, or even wanting to be taken for one, is a sure sign of stupidity. This guy opted for “Buona sera,” which immediately put him in the stupid category. The woman was all right, though. She just nodded and said, “Konban wa.” 

			The two of them clinked glasses of white wine together, and everything seemed normal enough at first. But the man was like the prototype of the mouse that turns into a rat after a couple of drinks, and he gradually started coming out with a series of snide remarks. From what I overheard while pretending to ignore them, they both worked at a travel agency and were part of a team responsible for devising a new spring tour campaign. The campaign was to target office ladies and students, so the team was made up mostly of female employees. The woman was apparently the team leader, and the man was attached as a sort of adviser. 

			“I didn’t even want to be involved in the first place,” he was saying, “but the section chief wanted me on the team, so what choice did I have? You have to do what he tells you, right? And here’s what he says to me: he says, ‘Maybe working with all those ladies will rejuvenate you a little.’ I mean, I have to hear crap like that from a superior who’s two years my junior? To me there’s nothing worse than people getting above themselves. You know what I’m saying?” 

			The man was trying to talk in a subdued tone, but his voice reverberated throughout the room. A natural loudmouth. It was as if he was advertising the fact that he normally dined in noisy places—little pubs beneath railroad overpasses, or street stalls or whatever. His suit was easily the cheapest one in the room, and I made myself shudder at the thought that once a man reaches forty or so, the level of his lifestyle is permanently on display for all to see. 

			“In any case,” he went on, “let me congratulate you on the success of the Reconsidering Asia campaign. No, no, please, I didn’t have anything to do with it, really. All I did was suggest those bits about Australia and New Zealand, after all. But I did notice that my name was never even mentioned in your project report. No, look, it’s not a problem for me. In fact, it’s probably better if no one knows who came up with that ‘Let’s hug a koala!’ crap. It might have derailed my whole career, for all I know, or even ended it. Ha, ha. I guess you girls were just looking out for me. You probably didn’t want to make things any worse for a forty-year old guy who’s stuck with the meaningless title of ‘senior staff member.’ I’m sure that’s why nobody pointed out that I was the one who came up with that nerdy koala concept, or the ‘New Zealand’s mouth-watering water’ business, for that matter. You were just trying to protect me, right? No, no, really, I get it. But there I was at the big general meeting yesterday, sitting at the table with all you girls, as the team adviser, with the general manager congratulating everyone on a great success, and my name doesn’t even come up once. No, look, it’s fine, I can live with it. What I’m worried about is you. 

			“You may not realize it, but if you were to go around thinking you made a success of that project all by yourself, you’d be heading for trouble. Sometimes a person can get so full of themselves that they lose sight of what’s really going on around them. It doesn’t matter about me, nobody’s worried about me. I’m sure I’d have gotten the short end of the stick in any case—after all, here I am in my forties with a title like senior staff member on my business card. All I’m trying to say is that nobody does anything alone in this world. It’s all about cooperation, and not just on an organizational level but heart-to-heart, you see. Once you understand that, that’s when real success, a real career path, is established. So I was ignored—big deal—I’m used to that. But there we all are at the head office, at the all-important general meeting, and I don’t even get a mention in the project report. As if I had nothing to do with anything. Well, maybe that’s just as it should be. The project was all about you girls, after all. But there is such a thing as a man’s dignity, you know, and I have to say this was a first for me. I’ve been shafted often enough in my career, but I’ve never been disrespected quite like that before. I mean, it makes me look completely incompetent. With two hundred people looking on, I’m sitting there at the same table with all of you, as a member of the team, and during the whole forty minutes of your report, not to mention the section chief’s remarks, it’s like I don’t even exist. Don’t get me wrong, I understand how it happened, and I’m sure you didn’t mean to be inconsiderate, but, dammit, it’s not as if I’m immune to losing face. That’s all I’m trying to say.” 

			What a prick, is what I kept thinking as I listened to all this. The guy went on and on in the same vein until finally she burst into tears. A man with a rotten, twisted personality like that, you know damn well he’d decided from the start to keep jabbing away till he made her cry. The woman was probably pissed off and frustrated at the injustice of it all, but I’m pretty sure what really got to her was sheer embarrassment. I’ve had experience with geezers like that myself. Just having to be with them, inhaling the smell of their cheap hair tonic, you begin to wonder what you did to deserve such punishment. And then, if there are other people around, you start to feel so mortified you just want to curl up and die. Career path, koala concept, short end of the stick, senior staff member, losing face—it was almost impressive how he managed to produce such a string of moldy phrases. Add to that his booming voice, and I might have started sobbing too if I was her. In high school I had a bald-headed old teacher of the same type, and there’s just no way to deal with these people. If you get worked up, you only fall deeper into the trap. Yell at them, and it’s, “How dare you,” and the lecture goes on for twice as long. Punch ’em in the nose, and there are serious repercussions. 

			“Well, never mind all that. All I really wanted to do tonight is treat you to a nice dinner, to celebrate your success. Let’s put the serious talk aside and just enjoy a good meal, shall we?”

			That’s what he proposes after finally breaking the woman down. Customers at the nearby tables sat there looking shell-shocked as the senior staff member, guzzling our cheapest Sicilian white and chain-smoking Seven Stars, started trying to make small talk. The woman didn’t contribute much, apart from “Oh” and “Ah” and so on. 

			It happened when I brought their main dish, grilled lamb. 

			“So,” he asked her, “where are you planning to go on your paid vacation? Marui was talking about Amsterdam, and Kuroki said something about Sweden.” 

			The woman’s reply hit me like an electric shock. 

			“I’m going to Cuba,” she said. 

			My heart started flopping around like a landed salmon. 

			“What?” The man gave her a bewildered look. “Cuba? Why would you go there? Aren’t places like that pretty dangerous nowadays? I don’t get it.” 

			The woman didn’t respond but looked at him in a way that said a bore like him wouldn’t “get it” if you shoved it up his ass, and silently went to work on her lamb. It was difficult for me to continue pretending to be uninterested. When I cleared away their other plates, my hands were shaking and the forks rattled on the tray. Cuba was the country I was saving up to visit. 

			“Excuse me for just a minute, I’ll be right back,” I said to the manager, bowing my head in a preemptive apology, and followed the pair outside. Spring was on its way, but it was cold enough to see my breath when I stepped out on the street. The two of them were standing there continuing their one-sided conversation. 

			“Look, I’m not trying to pressure you. It’s just that I’ve got a bottle of single malt with my name on it at a pub nearby, and I thought it’d be nice to top the night off with a little drink. Half an hour or so.” 

			“I really couldn’t manage any more.” 

			“Thirty minutes. You don’t think I’m going to try something stupid, do you?” 

			“Of course not.” 

			“So what’s the problem? The cocktails are terrific at this place, it’s very popular. I already made a reservation.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m not much of a drinker.” 

			“Just half an hour, that’s all I’m saying. Don’t embarrass me. I’ve got a reservation!”

			The woman noticed me before he did. I was standing behind them with my hands clasped together. I wasn’t wearing a jacket, just my white shirt and bow tie, so it was hard to miss me. When our eyes met I bowed to her and said, “Thank you for joining us tonight.” 

			The man glowered at me. His eyes were cloudy from all that wine, and I could smell the alcohol vapors from where I stood. He was wearing a gray coat that looked like it had seen about twenty winters. 

			“What do you want?” 

			I thought about explaining that I just wanted to have a word with the lady, but it was cold out there, and I knew I’d catch hell if I abandoned my post for too long, and I was pretty sure this guy wouldn’t be coming back to our restaurant anytime soon, so I ignored him. He was the sort of person it felt natural to ignore. 

			“My name’s Kodama Toru,” I told her. “I’m working in the restaurant here and saving up to travel to Cuba, and I hope I’m not out of line, but I was wondering if you could find the time to give me some advice. Any time that’s convenient for you would be fine, of course.” 

			I said all this in a couple of breaths and reckoned that I came across as a tactful but forthright young man. She was caught off guard, however, and hesitated. Get her business card, I told myself. Her business card. 

			“What the hell is this?” the man said, and tried to step between us. “Who are you to come barging in?” 

			I ignored him again and flagged down a passing taxi. 

			“Your ride, miss,” I said, gesturing toward the taxi door as the driver opened it. She looked at me as if I’d thrown her a lifeline and gave a little bow to her colleague, who was standing there dumbfounded. 

			“May I ask for your card?” I said, as she settled into the seat. 

			“What is it about Cuba that interests you?” she asked. 

			I mentioned Javier Olmo. “I have a CD of his,” I told her, “and I love his music.” 

			“I’ve never heard of him,” she said. 

			“I can make a cassette for you. He’s better even than Chet Baker. The great jazz balladeer?”

			She took out a business card and handed it to me. The driver closed the door, and I directed a deep bow at the taxi as it pulled away. I wasn’t just looking for travel advice. What I wanted—and my brain, heart, and gut all agreed—was to accompany this woman to Cuba. 

			The senior staff member clamped a hand on my shoulder as I turned to go back into the restaurant. 

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he said. 

			I spun around and spoke right in his ear: 

			“The whole world says to go fuck yourself.” 

			Then I knocked his hand away and half skipped back inside. 

			Akagawa Mieko was her name. Late that night, back at my apartment, I gazed at her card as I listened to the Javier Olmo CD. My apartment is in Honancho, but my family home is way out on the northern edge of Chiba Prefecture. My father runs a medium-size pharmaceutical company; my mother’s your average housewife; my older brother’s a doctor; and my sister, who’s a year younger than me, is studying nuclear physics at a national university that’s about twenty times harder to get into than my shit college. I don’t consider myself stupid, but at my age—I just turned twenty-one—I can’t offer much proof in my favor. Not many of my friends believe me when I tell them that throughout elementary and middle school I showed symptoms of autism. It was difficult for me to communicate with people—almost impossible, really. But when I entered high school, and without any major life-changing event to account for it, those tendencies disappeared. Throughout middle school I’d got into all kinds of trouble, in what I now think was probably just an attempt to find my own boundaries. Fistfights, truancy, inappropriate behavior with the opposite sex, dressing in studded leather jackets and motorcycle boots, sniffing paint thinner—that sort of thing. But I read a lot too. They say that kids with emotional problems are starving for words, but the main reason I got into books was that in my first year of middle school I was in love with a beauty named Makiko-chan, who suggested I do so. “Why don’t you try reading a book or two?” were her exact words, but I ended up devouring everything I could get my hands on, from juvenile mysteries to tomes full of unreadable kanji and foreign names and English words. I never found any answers in them, though. 

			I can’t say I found any answers in high school either, but I did make a friend there who had a big influence on me. Jun’ichi was a cheerful character but suffered from a lot of the same sort of problems I had, and talking with him made me realize I wasn’t the only one. “I mean, it’s like everybody’s acting out a part,” he’d tell me. “They say stuff they don’t really think, or do stuff they don’t really feel like doing, and after a while you find yourself acting the same way.” And I’d be like, “Wow. That’s so true.” Our conversations made me feel as though a barrier inside me was dissolving, like morning mist in the sunlight. Jun’ichi’s the person who introduced me to old-school jazz. His father was an architect and a devotee of Western culture with a huge collection of vinyl records, and Jun’ichi knew more about jazz than you’d expect any sixteen-year-old to know. I couldn’t relate to instrumental jazz much, and nothing really grabbed me till I heard Billie Holiday, a black lady who had a voice like a cat. And then, just when I was thinking I’d never find a vocalist to match her, I stumbled upon Chet Baker. I could listen to Chet Baker and Billie Holiday until my ears bled, but nobody else in our high school even knew who they were.

			This society is steeped in the notion that we have everything we need. I know, because I was steeped in it too until I met Jun’ichi. The sad part is that people don’t like it when you begin to realize that something important is missing. You can end up being ostracized, or even persecuted, like witches in the Middle Ages. Mind you, I can’t say exactly what it is that’s missing. Smug-faced old farts will tell you that people nowadays lack “openheartedness” or “kindness” or “a sense of purpose” or “fulfillment” or “gratitude,” but that kind of talk just muddies the water. It’s clear that something’s wrong, but old people don’t have a clue what it really is. They talk as if it’s something that happened only recently, as if the problem didn’t exist in the old days but just sprouted up at some point, like the skyscrapers in West Shinjuku. That belief—that what’s missing now used to be available to us—is just an illusion, if you ask me. But the social pressure of “You’ve got everything you need, what’s your problem?” is more powerful than you might think, and it’s hard to defend yourself against it. In this country it’s taboo even to think about looking for something more in life. Jun’ichi is the one who turned me on to Billie Holiday, but if I had heard some expert or social commentator on the radio saying, “Young people need to listen to Lady Day,” I would’ve hanged myself before I ever considered buying one of her records. You can’t trust older people. You can’t trust anyone who doesn’t realize that something significant is missing, and that it’s something Japan never had. 

			I discovered Javier Olmo about six months ago. There was one CD of his left at HMV in Shibuya, just sitting there waiting for me to take it home. The photo on the cover made him look incredibly gentle and sensitive, maybe even a little autistic. I thought his name was really exotic too. I’d never listened to Cuban music before, but Javier’s voice seemed to penetrate my entire being. Believe it or not, when I heard the first song on the CD, “Historia de un Amor,” tears rolled down my cheeks. I had to wonder what sort of place Cuba was, to produce someone with such a beautiful, heartrending voice, and before long I decided to save up enough money to go there and see for myself.

			On Saturday of that same week, Akagawa Mieko came to meet me in the lounge on the top floor of the Park Hyatt. I had suggested this place when I phoned her. She wore her hair tied back, very little makeup, a black leather jacket, straight jeans, and round-toed half-boots with laces. Oh, and a Hermes scarf. Hermes scarves suggest the vague loneliness of the unmarried career woman, and the moment I saw her I felt a twinge in my nether regions. 

			“Do you always meet with people in places like this?” 

			That’s the first thing she asked me after ordering a Vienna coffee. Outside the wall-to-wall windows was a panorama of western Tokyo. A cup of Vienna was twelve hundred yen, regular blend a thousand. 

			“No,” I said. “I’ve never been here before.” 

			Over the previous four days I had prepared my answers to all the questions I thought she might ask. Such is the wisdom—or the sad compulsion—of someone who was semi-autistic as a child. 

			“I thought it was the sort of place a person like you might be accustomed to,” I said. 

			“A person like me? Meaning?” 

			I had foreseen this question too. 

			“A businessperson who’s got it all together and works in a world I know nothing about, and who travels to foreign countries a lot. That’s the image I have.” 

			“I thought maybe you meant a person who cries in restaurants.” 

			I was ready for this as well. 

			“Ah. That was quite a disaster, wasn’t it, that night?” 

			“I bet you’ve never seen a customer blubbering like that before.”

			“It happens now and then.”

			“It does?” 

			“Maybe not to that extent, but...”

			She chuckled, then sighed and grew serious again. 

			“You really helped me out, though,” she said. She shook her head and turned her gaze to the windows. Outside, the cityscape stretched to the horizon. The senior staff member had probably continued his snide offensive at the office. I needed to change the subject.

			“So, anyway, I hope this isn’t a nuisance, but I really would like to ask you about Cuba.” 

			I wasn’t expecting her face to cloud over. I had thought that as soon as I brought up the subject, the mood would brighten. But her expression was a long way from cheerful. If I had to describe it in a word, I’d probably go with “melancholy.”

			“Cuba...”

			She turned her melancholy face to the view of Tokyo again as she murmured the name. Instinct, or intuition, told me to hold my peace: Don’t say anything right now, don’t ask any questions. Wait for her to speak. I took a sip of my thousand-yen blend. Outrageously expensive, but I had to admit it was the most delicious coffee I’d ever tasted. 

			“It’s been about three years now,” she said, and told me her story. It was a fairly simple, straightforward one. 

			“A dance troupe from Cuba was touring Japan, giving performances around the country. The way they danced was so powerful, so... breathtaking. Watching them do the genuine, original rumba, I realized that even ballet and Broadway don’t have anything on this. I was so stunned by what I saw that I ended up following the troupe around to different cities, and I fell in love with one of the dancers. After they’d returned to Cuba, I invited him to come back to Japan. I paid for his trip and expenses, and I bought him a lot of clothes and things too. I was hoping to marry him. But a mutual friend told me he had nothing like that in mind.” 

			I see, said my brain and heart and gut, but my gut in particular wanted to know if that dancer was a black guy. I remembered the size of the black actor’s thing in an uncensored American porno I’d watched with Jun’ichi. What chance would I have with a woman who was used to equipment like that? I wasn’t a complete flop with the ladies, and had slept with four up to that point, but none of them ever told me I was amazing. 

			“I kept thinking I should go to Cuba, but I was afraid to. You can understand that, can’t you? I think I got a little carried away. I told myself I was helping out a talented artist from a poor country, that I was the only one who could do that, and the only one who really understood how wonderful Cuban dance was. It was a kind of arrogance on my part, I guess. But I did some reading and came to realize how tough and resilient the people of Cuba are. They have to be, just to survive. And they’re always ready to jump on board with anything that can help them out. But... I don’t know how to describe it exactly, but they have a passion for life that’s hard for us Japanese to imagine. We can’t even imagine it. Standing up to big bad America, suffering through the economic blockade but refusing to bow down or apologize... And I’m afraid to go there. Does that make any sense?”

			This was going in a direction I hadn’t foreseen, and I couldn’t think of anything to say. As I sat there in that lounge in the sky, with the sun sinking in the west, I was thinking that both Akagawa Mieko and I had been blindsided by something very much out of the ordinary. This luxurious lounge was a place you wouldn’t be ashamed to show anybody, from any country. The vast, open space; the high ceiling; the cutting-edge design; the waitresses’ spiffy uniforms; the excellent service; the expensive and delicious coffee; the tasteful clothing and bags and shoes of the customers... I myself was dressed sharply enough to keep from looking out of place, and before leaving the apartment I had showered and shaved and applied some lightly scented mousse to my hair. But although both I and the career woman across from me blended right into the scene, neither of us was what you could call a picture of happiness. There I was, sipping coffee with a mature, refined woman in a place that had “everything you need,” and inwardly trembling with the sense that something important was missing. And I knew it was missing for her too. I just couldn’t have said what it was. 

			“I’m a coward,” she went on. “That’s what my problem is.” 

			She was forgetting to drink her coffee, looking out the window again as she spoke. The spring twilight probably intensified her sentimental mood. The horizon was bright orange, and higher up the sky was pink. It was pretty, if a little vacant somehow.

			“If I just went to Cuba and saw things for myself, it would make it all a lot clearer. Apparently he’s got a number of women, this dancer. His troupe performs all over the world, and I imagine he has girlfriends at every stop. I heard that he’s now living with a Swiss woman who followed him back to Havana. If I went there to see him I’d probably only end up feeling miserable, but at least I’d know where I stand. That’s the problem. I’m afraid of finding out where I stand.”

			I was glad I’d chosen this time of day to meet. Broad daylight doesn’t lend itself to intimate personal confessions. I kept thinking I should speak but couldn’t think of anything to say. She was opening up to me, revealing her secrets, and I had no words to offer in return. 

			“Cuban dance was something so new and fresh for me. I used to go to New York every year and see all the latest shows on Broadway, so I thought of myself as a bit of an expert. But when I encountered this other, completely different style of dance, I realized I didn’t know anything. It wasn’t a bad feeling, though. One thing I’ve learned is that it isn’t often in life you can find something new and beautiful and exciting, something that makes you really happy. After I discovered Cuban dance, other things I had always been crazy about, like those Broadway musicals, suddenly began to lose their luster. Broadway is amazing, don’t get me wrong, but on TV and in magazines or whatever it’s like that’s the only thing going. The same is true of ballet. The importance of ballet is undeniable, but no matter how great it is, all you can do is watch it and try to appreciate it, so... I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m trying to say. The point is that I’m scared. I finally found something fresh and special, and I’m afraid of losing it. Losing him and losing Cuban dance are two separate things, I know, but for me, in my head, somehow they’re one and the same.”

			I thought I knew what she meant: that there aren’t that many things you can get totally wrapped up in. For me, when I thought about it, it came down to just three: Billie, Chet, and Javier. 

			It seemed like my turn to speak. 

			“Would you...”

			“What?” she said, turning her melancholy face my way. 

			“Would you like to listen to Javier Olmo?” 

			I took a Walkman out of my knapsack and attached two sets of earphones. The song was “Historia de un Amor,” of course. I handed her one set of phones, adjusted the volume, and pressed play. First came that bass line played by a genius named Feliciano Arango. Arango picks and strums his six-string bass like a regular guitar and produces an incredibly rich and supple sound. I pantomimed “Can you hear okay?” by pointing at my own ear and raising my eyebrows, and she nodded rapidly a few times. 

			Then Javier began singing. It was like a thin cloud stretching out across the pink sky, an incomparably delicate, sorrowful, sensual vocal. I didn’t understand the Spanish lyrics, but according to the liner notes it was a sad love song, the story of a great romance gone bad. Akagawa Mieko knew a little Spanish, and I wondered what she was feeling as she listened. Every time I hear Javier sing this song, tears well up. (Call me sentimental if you like, but I never cry over enka or those sickening Japanese pop songs.) It’s as if his voice pierces the tenderest parts of me, the parts I’ve always tried to protect and hold on to. Memories of things I’ll never experience again, or things I treasured and lost—he pinpoints those places in my brain and heart. Javier’s voice alone is like that for me: a narrow but powerful beam of light that penetrates deep inside. 

			When the song ended, neither of us said anything for a while but just gazed out at the dying light. 

			P.S. 

			After we listened to “Historia de un Amor” in the Park Hyatt, things quickly progressed in an unexpected direction. 

			Akagawa Mieko and I went for drinks at a place she knew. We got so drunk on Cuban rum that my lips and fingertips went numb. Then she invited me to her condo “to listen to some more Cuban music.” I went, and we ended up in bed together, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 

			The next morning, she asked me to go to Cuba with her. 

			We got together several more times before the departure date, and I stayed at her place each time. I was walking on air, though I see now that I probably didn’t have a good grasp of the situation. 

			We agreed to meet at Narita Airport, in front of the check-in counter for a JAL flight to Mexico City via Vancouver. This was during Golden Week, at the end of April, about a month after that first night together. 

			Narita was packed with people, but she wasn’t among them. She never showed up. I phoned her, of course, but all she said, over and over again, was, “I’m sorry.” 

			Everything went black before my eyes. I thought about canceling but finally mustered every speck of energy I had left and made it onto the plane. 

			The fact is, this was my first trip overseas, and I was a nervous wreck. But I managed somehow to muddle through, as I guess people generally do. I spent a night in a hotel next to the airport in Mexico City, making sure to eat some genuine tacos, and the next day I landed in Havana, all on my own. 

			The first thing I wanted to do after checking in at my hotel was just wander through the streets of the town, but the sunlight soon proved too hot for me. “Violent” was the only word that seemed to describe it. 

			From my room I had a breathtaking view of blue sea and blue, blue sky. 

			Once I’d got my bearings a bit, I asked the staff about Javier Olmo, and to my amazement none of them had ever heard of him. He wasn’t famous in Cuba. I was able to locate the recording studio EGREM, however, and the people there gave me Javier’s address. They even arranged a taxi for me, and I set out to find him. 

			The angel-voiced singer who’d captured my heart lived in a narrow but tidy room in an ancient tenement building on a dirt road outside the city. 

			I found Javier’s father there and presented him with the two bottles of rum I’d brought as a gift. It seems the father had been a singer in a famous band called Orquesta Aragón, but of course we didn’t share a language, and I understood very little of what he said. He was delighted, though, when I showed him my copy of Javier’s CD. He explained, mostly with gestures, that it wasn’t on sale in Cuba, and that, sadly, he didn’t own a CD player. 

			After some time Javier himself arrived, in the company of a young woman. His face was just like the photo on his CD, but he was dressed only in a T-shirt, shorts, and rubber sandals. The young woman, as it turned out, wasn’t his girlfriend but his father’s. 

			The rum was nearly gone (the father having put away about three-quarters of it) when Javier broke into an a cappella version of a traditional Cuban song. It was the same voice as on the CD, of course, but listening to him in real life I found myself remembering all kinds of things—Mieko among them—and actually leaking tears. 

			I stayed in Cuba nearly three weeks, and attended performances by different singers and bands almost every night. 

			I talked to Mieko just once on the phone. I had tried to call about a dozen times before finally getting through. 

			“I’m in Havana right now.” 

			“Oh.” 

			“I can see the sea from my room.”

			“I bet it’s beautiful. I’ve seen pictures.” 

			Her voice sounded far away on the phone, and she too seemed distant. 

			“I love it here,” I said. 

			She didn’t respond to that, and I was out of things to talk about. I wanted to say, “Let’s come here together next time,” but Japan was so far away, and the sea and sky before me were so blue, that it would have sounded pointless. The Havana sky seemed to say, “Come if you want to. If you don’t really want to, don’t.” 

			“I’ll call you when I get back,” I told her. 

			“Okay,” she said, in a voice I could barely hear, and we hung up. 

			I stepped out on the veranda to soak up some of the violent sunlight. It was like being mugged. But I felt as if I had grasped a small part of the secret of Javier Olmo’s voice. 

			Cuba doesn’t tolerate any childish dependence on others. 

		


		
			Se Fué

			I first met her at the highrise hotel in Akasaka where I keep a suite. 

			She was still in her mid-twenties then, an editor for a travel magazine. On the telephone she told me she was a fan of my films and requested an interview. 

			I’m Sakurai Yoichi. I got my start at an ad agency, directing TV commercials, then went independent. After directing more than a dozen PR films and documentaries, I shot my first full-length feature, in Paris, and it met with unexpected success. The story was simple enough: As the result of a travel agent’s silly mistake, a typically average Japanese woman becomes separated from her tour group on a trip to Paris and stumbles into the city’s dark side, where she gets embroiled in a series of dangerous situations but eventually escapes unharmed. A major airline sponsored the film, and thanks to all the young women with romantic dreams of the City of Lights flocking to see it, it became a sizable hit. The airline company and the distributor were eager to turn it into a series, changing the city and the lead actress with each installment, and I gladly complied. I filmed six installments in six years—Paris, New York, London, Berlin, Rome, Hong Kong—all with the same basic plotline. In the process I achieved some status as a director, and came to be labeled an “internationalist,” whatever that might mean. The video versions sold like rice cakes, and undreamed-of amounts of money began rolling in. My lifestyle changed accordingly, and shortly after the weekly magazines began having a field day reporting on my involvement with the lead actress of the London film, my wife, whom I’d met at the ad agency, left me. The actress was a tough, intense woman, and when she found out she wasn’t slated for the lead in the Berlin installment, she too left, airily apologizing for having insisted I go through with my divorce. 

			From that point on I gradually turned into a fairly disreputable character, but I can’t blame it entirely on the divorce and the doomed affair. The main reason was that, from the London installment on, the making of these films about Japanese women having risky adventures overseas had become a routine. I had invested all my energy and focus in the first film, in Paris; and the second one, in New York, was equally stimulating for me. But by the third, in London, partly owing to my involvement with the actress, the camerawork and direction were already becoming a lot less innovative and interesting. From Berlin on, the newness was completely gone, and with Rome and Hong Kong the quality of the product fell off a cliff. I had abandoned my pride as an artist and was only in it for the money by this stage, just going through the motions, and yet strangely enough the films continued to do well. The series was novelized, and I was hired to direct a lot of major TV commercials, even appearing in some myself, and the resulting increase in income made the alimony payments seem like pigeon feed. Taking advantage of my name recognition and deep pockets, I proceeded to plunge into a series of meaningless affairs. I bought a spacious condominium in Minami-Aoyama to serve as both an office and living quarters, and used the hotel suite in Akasaka as a space for my writing and my aventures. I drove a Porsche Carrera, went through bottles of fine wine, champagne, and brandy on a nightly basis, and changed girlfriends every other month or so. 

			I lived like that for three or four years. At first the girlfriends were mostly actresses or aspiring ones, but after a number of disasters I switched categories. It just wasn’t worth the grief. Talented actresses tend to be starving for love, in an irrational and uncontrollable way, and to seek it from the whole world through the movie screen. They may try to achieve stability in their private lives, but their idea of stability is skewed. Which is not to say that they’re failures as human beings; it’s just that their priorities are different from most people’s. Untalented actresses, on the other hand, are possibly the loneliest and most pathetic of all pretty women. Unconsciously they’d like to find fulfillment in their daily lives, but their appetite for love or a stable relationship is half-hearted. Their priorities are confused, which results in them causing pointless suffering for their partners. 

			After I decided I’d had enough of actresses, I began dating women in other walks of life, from a top fashion model to a nurse who barely made enough to live on. Meanwhile, I couldn’t even see what a rotten sort of person I was becoming. Thanks to all the drinking and smoking, the irregular lifestyle, a complete lack of physical exercise, and an overindulgence in rich food, I was turning pale and flabby, and my stomach, liver, and heart were all paying a price. By the time I was forty I suppose I looked at least a decade older. Bedding one woman after another was the only thing that really stimulated me at that point, however, and I scarcely recognized the physical and psychological malaise that went with it. 

			She rescued me from all that. Her name was Akagawa Mieko. She was twenty-six when I met her. 

			“Thank you for taking the time out of your busy schedule. Shall we begin? I hope you won’t mind if our photographer takes a few pictures during the interview.” 

			Compared to aspiring models or actresses she was quite ordinary-looking, but I liked her from the start. It was springtime, and she was wearing a pale yellow dress just right for the season. She looked directly at me and spoke in an appealingly straightforward, businesslike way. And she had beautiful hands. The length and shape of her fingers and nails, and the delicate bone structure and silky skin, reminded me of my wife. Since the divorce, I’d thought about my wife’s hands thousands of times. They were a symbol of all I’d lost and could never recover. 

			“As I mentioned on the telephone, we’re hoping to use the interview in a special issue with the theme ‘Southward!’ As someone who has traveled widely, Sensei, what particular associations does the word ‘south’ call up for you, in terms of countries, cities, experiences?”

			Before replying I told her rather curtly not to call me “Sensei.” It was fairly early in the morning, and after a night of the usual dissipation I wasn’t feeling very well. My stomach was heavy and my head hurt. And though I felt favorably disposed toward this woman, the fact that her hands made me recall my long-lost wife only increased my irritability. 

			She calmly started over. 

			“Sakurai-san, then, if I may. Could you tell us which countries or cities in the south you’re especially drawn to?” 

			I couldn’t take my eyes off those hands. I kept thinking how pretty they were. It was frustrating to think that I had no claim on them, and I found myself responding quite rudely. Combatively. 

			“‘South’ covers a lot of ground. There’s a fundamental difference, first of all, between resorts and public places.” 

			“That’s true, isn’t it. Let’s say, aside from resorts, then.” 

			“I still can’t answer the question if you aren’t a little more specific.” 

			“Of course. Well, then, which countries in the south appeal to you?” 

			“Still too vague. Look. There’s a lot of talk these days about the North–South divide, right? If you’re talking about that, about developed versus developing nations, then where do you put a place like Chile? Most people wouldn’t put it in the South category, would they? And what about a country like Portugal? Would you include Portugal, or Greece?”

			“Any of those countries would do—whatever fits your own image of the south. But I do apologize for being so vague. Let me try again. Which do you prefer, hot climates or cold ones?”

			“I prefer heat to cold.” 

			“And why is that?” 

			“I have coronary issues. A cold climate is hard on the heart. Shrinks the arteries. But who doesn’t prefer warm weather?” 

			“You’ve made films in a number of appealing locations abroad. Do you foresee the possibility of filming in a southern—that is to say, in a tropical city at any point?”

			“Where, for example?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Which tropical city, for example?” 

			“Well, Singapore, perhaps. Kingston, Jamaica. Miami. Tunis. Or, say, a city in Morocco...” 

			“There was a novelist—was it Dan Kazuo?—who used to churn out sentimental stuff about Portugal. I suppose you want something like that from me, some easy-to-understand, cookie-cutter crap.”

			“Not at all! I—”

			“Sure you do. Look, my view of cities overseas is mainly influenced by my work. And from that standpoint a place like Singapore, which makes cleanliness and law and order its chief sales points, is just a boring, totalitarian wasteland. Kingston is synonymous with severe discrimination and bone-crushing poverty. Miami—people have this image of it as a playground for the wealthy, because people are idiots, but in fact it’s a hotbed of crime and corruption, and its beaches aren’t the least bit interesting. I don’t know about Tunis, but as for Morocco, whether it’s Fes or Casablanca or Marrakech, they’re all just sterile tourist traps.” 

			My voice, as much as my words, betrayed the irritation I was feeling. Akagawa Mieko had turned pale as I came out with this sour rant, and the sixtyish photographer had stopped snapping pictures and was looking on anxiously. 

			For some time she sat there in silence, head bowed and hands on knees, apparently searching for words. Inwardly I was disgusted with myself and thinking, What sort of man are you? But seeing those slightly trembling hands of hers only annoyed me all the more, and the next thing I knew I was saying something even ruder. 

			“I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave.” 

			She raised her head, a startled expression on her face, and opened her mouth to speak but was silenced by a gesture from the photographer. She stood up then, seemingly on the verge of tears, bowed deeply, and left. 

			A couple of hours later I got a frantic call from her boss at the magazine.

			“It appears that one of our young editors has been exceedingly discourteous to you, Sensei. Please accept our sincere apologies. I assure you that the young lady in question has been severely reprimanded, and that if there’s anything at all we can do to make up for her disgraceful behavior...” 

			I’m thinking, What the hell? She did nothing wrong. I was the one who behaved disgracefully. But as a man whose nerves were on edge and whose self-esteem had been shaken, I was incapable of being honest with myself, and lacked the courage to speak plainly. I could envision this editor-in-chief yelling at Akagawa Mieko, with her beautiful hands, in front of all the other employees, and it enraged me. He’s sickeningly obsequious to me, but treats his own staff like dirt. 

			“I don’t want your fucking apology. Teach your people not to plan such shit-brained articles, asshole!” 

			I shouted the last part and slammed down the receiver. At the time I was in no state even to consider what consequences my outburst might have, but that night I was besieged with feelings of remorse. I swilled brandy and misdirected the self-hatred at my mild and modest new girlfriend. 

			About a week after the aborted interview, I received a short letter from Akagawa Mieko. 

			“... Please forgive me for the debacle the other day. I can’t apologize enough. I subsequently resigned my position at the magazine, but the fact is that I had already been planning to change jobs for some time. It may be presumptuous of me even to say this, but I do hope you won’t give the episode another thought...” 

			I managed to bully the travel magazine into giving me her home phone number, and dialed it. 

			“This is Sakurai Yoichi. Forgive me for calling you out of the blue like this.” 

			“Oh. Good evening.”

			She sounded taken aback, and wary. 

			“I got your number from your ex-employer, but I promise to throw it away and never call you again if you’ll just hear me out. I have a rather selfish request.”

			She was silent for some moments and then, in an anxious voice, asked what it might be. 

			“Meet with me again, and allow me to apologize face to face. Even five or ten minutes would do.” 

			“I... I’m afraid I don’t really understand. As I wrote in my letter, I always wanted to work in the actual travel business, rather than for a magazine, and—”

			“Yes, I know, but that’s not what I mean. I feel bad about my attitude that day. I was extremely rude to you.” 

			“Not at all. There’s no need to apologize.” 

			Maybe not, but I wanted to see her anyway. I felt I had to see her. It was because of her that I’d finally realized what a shithead I’d become. So I decided, after some hesitation, to be completely frank. If she refused nonetheless, at least I would know I’d told the truth, which might make it easier to swallow. 

			“I need to explain something,” I said. “Can you spare another two or three minutes right now?” 

			“Of course.” 

			“I don’t want to be anything less than honest with you, or with myself. This is really more about rescuing myself than offering an apology. The truth is, when I saw you, I was reminded of my ex-wife.” 

			“I’m sorry?” 

			I could see her puzzled expression. 

			“I’m sure you know my reputation. I’ve led a somewhat, ah, disorderly life. But please don’t think I have some dodgy ulterior motive in telling you this. Your hands... your hands are exactly like my ex-wife’s.” 

			“My hands?” 

			“Yes. You see, my wife... well, I mistreated her. I didn’t realize it at the time, or even when she left me, but I’ve been suffering for it ever since. And I didn’t even know I was suffering.” 

			“I’m not sure I follow.” 

			“I know. And forgive me if this is all just a nuisance for you, but I need to say it. When I looked at your hands, it made me remember that I had hurt someone really important to me, that I’d done things that can’t be undone. Which doesn’t explain why I want to meet you, I know. I know it’s not logical. But for my own satisfaction, my own selfish reasons, I’d like to apologize properly, in person. If you feel you can’t trust me, you can bring a friend, your boyfriend, anyone you like. Please. Would you be willing to meet, even for just five or ten minutes?”

			I knew how ridiculous it all sounded. A voice in my head was asking what good it would do to see her, and though I had no answer for that I still felt I should. If the memory of my wife’s hands was a symbol of all that had been missing from my life these past few years, this woman’s hands were the living image of it. 

			We agreed to meet five days later, in the lounge of my hotel. During those five days, I didn’t touch a drop of alcohol. 

			I arrived there fifteen minutes early. She showed up seven minutes late. She was wearing another springlike outfit, a dress the color of vanilla ice cream. 

			“I’m late,” she said, “I’m so sorry. Did you wait long?”

			I tried not to look at her hands, afraid that if I did so I’d lose my focus. Fortunately she held them in her lap, under the table. 

			“Just got here,” I said. She glanced at my empty coffee cup and the cigarette butts in the ashtray and pursed her lips in a little smile. 

			“Anyway, thanks for coming,” I said. “I know it was an odd request, especially after our first encounter.” 

			“I’m honored. As I said before, I’m a big fan.” 

			“Well, I don’t really know how to respond to that. I hardly deserve it. Did what I was trying to say on the phone make any sense to you at all?”

			“I think so. You said I reminded you of your wife?” 

			“When I saw your hands, it did something to me.”

			She put them on the table and looked at them quizzically. 

			“They’re nothing special,” she said, and smiled in an embarrassed way. Seeing those hands in combination with that smile gave me an odd sensation. My heartbeat quickened, but on a deeper level I felt a soothing sense of comfort and ease. 

			“They’re beautiful. Not in a soap commercial sort of way, maybe, but the proportions are... I don’t know how to put it. They’re so graceful and... alive.” 

			“Your wife is... ?” 

			“We divorced. Four years ago.”

			“I’m sorry. You said that already, didn’t you.”

			“She was an ordinary person. But by ‘ordinary’ I just mean that she didn’t have any need to dramatize herself. It’s not a criticism. I don’t think of the urge to perform as something that adds to a person’s character. If anything, it’s a defect, especially when it’s coupled with a need to compete. Caring for a woman who’s involved in the performing arts requires a lot of effort and understanding. It’s hard work, and some men are good at it and some aren’t, but... I’m sorry. Is this boring for you, this kind of talk?”

			“Boring? Certainly not.”

			“So, anyway, I was seeing an actress at one point, the lead in one of my films. Like a lot of actresses, she was incredibly good-looking. I was crazy about her, and it was a boost for my male ego too. ‘Look who I’m with’—that sort of thing. Well, I lost my wife as a result of the affair. And then, when the actress found out I wasn’t casting her as the lead in my next film, she dropped me too, just like that. It seemed to me that I’d lost everything, and to distract myself from the loneliness I felt, I began living a pretty eccentric life. Some would call it decadent. But I still felt horribly alone at times, and whenever I did, I would remember my wife’s hands. I met her when I was just starting out, at the ad agency where we both worked. As I said, she was an ordinary woman. But when I remember her hands, it’s like remembering everything I forfeited. Seeing yours made me think of her, and to be honest it rattled me. Rattled me so much I didn’t know what to do, and ended up being unforgivably rude. And I want to apologize for that.”

			I stopped talking, and she just sat there peering at me, as if trying to think of something to say. Finally she put her hands back on her lap and said, I see. 

			We got together regularly from that day on. At first it was only once every couple of weeks or so, for coffee or dinner. We always parted before midnight, and I didn’t escort her home, but it wasn’t as if we’d discussed it and planned it that way. I think we were both maintaining a certain protective distance. 

			She liked red wine, but we were careful never to drink too much. We probably averaged a couple of glasses each when we met. I felt from fairly early on that we both wanted to take the relationship to the next level, but we weren’t able to let down our guard. I was afraid of alienating her by coming on too strong, and I suppose she was wary of becoming just another of my women. 

			We’d meet for tea somewhere, take in a movie, have dinner, and say goodnight. Things went on like this for almost half a year, by which time we were both conscious of a certain urgency. I was worried that at this rate our mutual affection might begin to cool, that the special feelings we had for each other would end up as nothing more than close friendship. Male–female relationships are always in transition. If there’s no forward progress, things tend to slip backwards. 

			I gradually stopped seeing other women, wiping the slate clean. I wrote screenplays for TV dramas, directed some commercials, made preparations for my next movie, and began to think about marrying Mieko. I felt reenergized, and excited about the next film. 

			We had sex for the first time on a cold and windy night in late October. It began with a pair of satin gloves I gave her. They were pale blue and embroidered with an intricate design. Because the light in the restaurant was too dim to appreciate the embroidery, I invited her to my suite before handing over my little gift. It was the first time she’d set foot in that room since the disastrous interview. She loved the gloves. She put them on and held them up to the light, marveling at the color and texture. 

			After a while she said it was a little warm in the room for gloves, though. I sat down next to her on the sofa and helped her peel them off. As those hands reappeared, my heart started pounding. It was more exciting than seeing any woman strip naked. I softly kissed both hands, and the next thing we knew we were in bed. 

			We agreed to marry. And for the next several weeks everything seemed perfectly easy and right. But it’s during such times that the buds of disaster quietly form. 

			About two months after the night of the gloves, Mieko came to the studio where I was filming a commercial. It wasn’t her idea; I had caught a cold and asked her to bring me some medicine. The commercial was for a rent-a-car company, and the sound stage had been converted into a tropical beach with a painted sea and sky, a truckload of white sand, and some palm trees. A girl wearing only a T-shirt was to walk away from the camera in slow motion, toward the sea. The young model had been chosen for the shape of her bum. The camera was focused on the background, so that on screen her bare behind would be somewhat blurred, and I had to instruct her repeatedly on how best to move in order to show off her assets. I was intent on getting the sexiest walk possible out of this bottomless twenty-year-old, but I had to be careful not to hurt her feelings or put unnecessary pressure on her, which would have only achieved the opposite effect. As is my style, I tried to maintain a cheery atmosphere, cracking jokes and so on, to keep tension on the set to a minimum. My method is to guide rather than dominate. At one point the girl burst out laughing in a cute but piercingly high-pitched voice, and as she did so I remembered that Mieko was still there, standing against the wall behind me. I sensed something ominous in the air and turned to look at her. She was staring at me, and she wasn’t smiling, much less laughing along. 

			That night I saw an unforeseen side of her. We were in my suite at the hotel, where she now spent about half of each week. 

			“So that’s the kind of ass you like.” 

			The onslaught began with this. 

			“I’m not angry, and I’m not jealous. I shouldn’t have gone to the studio. I hate myself right now for saying this, but the reality is that before we met, you were always around girls with asses like that, weren’t you, and you’re going to keep on meeting and working with them. You told me you think my hands are beautiful, and I believed that, and it made me happy. But part of me always knew that you belong to a different world. It’s a world I was glad not to be exposed to. I didn’t want to have to see it. But I saw it today, and it really hit me. I realized I don’t belong there at all. The people around you are completely different from me, the way they dress and act, and I felt lost and out of place, and far away from you. I’m not blaming you for that, and I’m not criticizing you. I have a career too, so I know how important work is, and I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with what you’re doing.” 

			Throughout her offensive, Mieko addressed me as anata, the most neutral term for the second person. For the past couple of months she’d been calling me Yoichi, and before that it had always been Sakurai-san. I didn’t like her calling me anata; it worried me. I knew from past experience that suddenly changing the term of address for one’s partner is a prelude to a storm. Mieko didn’t have the courage to demand that “Yoichi” redress her grievance; by calling me anata she was attempting to put me in a separate box. 

			My wife was a quiet person by nature, and when we divorced she left without so much as a word of complaint. Her silence was in itself a rejection of rational dialogue, but it was a lot easier to deal with than hysterical rage, which was where Mieko was heading. When people lose control of their emotions, they tend to seek absolute satisfaction from the object of their fury. And since absolute satisfaction does not exist in this world, I knew she was going to rave on until she reached a state of exhaustion, and a certain queer sense of fulfillment.

			“I should never have gone to that place. From now on, whenever you’re away working somewhere, I’m going to have to imagine you laughing and chatting up some girl like that. I’m not pretty like her. I’m what you yourself call an ‘ordinary woman.’ The fact that you’re fond of me in spite of that makes me happy, but the truth is, staying here in this suite with you, I always feel I’m out of my league. And today I realized I really am.” 

			Against my better judgment, I decided to test her. Common sense told me that it would be best to apologize profusely and comfort and reassure her. But if I did that it might just establish a pattern that would tend to repeat itself. Hers was a mildish form of hysteria, but I needed to know whether it was just a passing thing brought on by stress, or an inherent part of her personality, something I’d have to put up with again and again. If I had thought of her merely as a sexual partner, I would have gone to any lengths to console her, apologizing dozens of times if necessary, and repaired the damage in bed. But I wasn’t some horny twenty-year-old. 

			“I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave.” It wasn’t until I said it that I realized it was the same line I’d used the day she came to interview me. She looked at me now with a similarly stunned expression on her face. I sensed that she didn’t know whether to burst into tears and beg my forgiveness or ramp up the vitriol. 

			“Mieko, you know I’ve done nothing wrong. I was just doing my job, and it’s not as though I touched that girl’s ass. You know what my work is like. My directing style is the same whether I’m shooting a young woman or a herd of elephants: I like to keep the atmosphere free and easy. Listen. If you wanted to discuss this calmly, I wouldn’t mind talking about it all night. But being with you right now, in the state you’re in, is just a waste of time. Go home.” 

			It was, as I said, a sort of test. She looked shocked, even horrified for a moment. I wasn’t asking her to apologize; she would have passed the test if she’d merely nodded agreement, calmed down a bit, and reflected objectively on her behavior. By telling her to leave I was providing her with the opportunity to regain her composure. But Mieko wasn’t having it. 

			“Who the hell do you think you are?” she shouted, completely undermining my expectations. “You didn’t touch her ass? That’s because you were at work! Once work’s done, you take her out for some fancy French or Italian, ply her with liquor, and then touch that ass all night long! I know. I know what kind of life you were leading before we met. Everybody knows. Do you have any idea what people in the business call you? Does ‘jizz dispenser’ ring any bells? You did nothing wrong? Oh, no, you’re never wrong, are you? You’re better than everyone else, is that what you think? You think you’re better than everyone else? Do you really think you’re better than everyone else?” 

			She burst into tears as she continued the refrain. I knew that anything I might say would only get her even more worked up. She hadn’t reached the point of exhaustion, and any further reactions from me might have made her spin out of control and resort to more extreme behavior. I reached out to put my arms around her. Still sobbing, she pushed me away, pushed and resisted, but finally gave in to my embrace. “I’m sorry,” she said, suddenly and unaccountably. “Forgive me. Forgive me. Forgive me.” 

			It wasn’t just a passing thing, as it turned out. From that night on, the storms recurred at frequent intervals. But I didn’t break up with her. The episodes became almost like a game, but a game that always ended in extremely intense sex. The somewhat sadistic pleasure I took in the post-hysteria love-making was what kept me from calling it quits—that and my obsession with her hands. I had previously dated three or four women who were prone to hysteria, but Akagawa Mieko was the only one whose outbursts inevitably led to sensational sex. I even wondered at times if it all wasn’t just an act, a kind of ritual foreplay. After abusing me at length in the foulest language, yelling through her tears, she would suddenly turn submissive, pleading for forgiveness and begging me not to leave her. She scared me once when she wound a stocking around her neck and told me to pull it tight at the moment she reached orgasm. It scared me, but it was also the most incredible sex I’d ever had.

			We were to be together for three years, repeatedly playing the same wicked game, but from quite early on I stopped thinking seriously about marrying her. It seemed to me that marriage with a woman like this would make my work impossible. And of course my foot-dragging was a frequent trigger for her. She’d ask why we still weren’t married, I’d tell her the time wasn’t right, she’d spiral into a cyclone of emotion, and when it was over I’d fuck her brains out. I have to admit that I’d learned to enjoy the pattern, but marriage no longer seemed an option. Meanwhile, of course, I failed to see how deeply she was being hurt by it all. The bud of disaster that emerged the night of our first fight had quietly continued to swell. 

			She dropped the bomb on a Saturday afternoon. The bud had suddenly burst into flower. 

			“Sakurai-san, I’m not going to see you any more.” 

			There was no high emotion, and I had no idea what had brought this on, but I began to panic a bit. She hadn’t addressed me as “Sakurai-san” for at least three years, since the very beginning. 

			“Did something happen at work?” I asked her. 

			She rarely talked about her job, but shortly after quitting the magazine she’d begun working in the marketing department of a big travel agency. She shook her head.

			“No. Nothing like that,” she said, and laughed, as if it was a silly question.

			I had an ominous feeling about this, but it turned out to be worse than I could have imagined.

			“Several times over the past year, I told you I had to go out of town on business and wouldn’t be able to see you for a couple of weeks or so. The truth is, it had nothing to do with business. It had to do with dance.” 

			“Dance?”

			“Cuban dance. I kept it to myself because I enjoyed having a secret part of my life that you knew nothing about, but I started following this Cuban dance troupe around, going to all their performances. I thought eventually I’d drag you along to see them too, but then I began taking lessons with them, and I got involved with one of the dancers.”

			“A Cuban guy?”

			“It’s Cuban dance, so, yeah. He’s half white and half black, and two years younger than I am.”

			“Did you sleep with him?”

			“I told you, I got involved with him. I had saved some money—which wasn’t hard to do, with you always buying me things and paying for my meals and so on—and I used it to bring him back to Japan a couple of times. I’m planning to marry him. That’s why I won’t be seeing you any more.” 

			“Whoa. Wait a minute.” 

			“I’ve made up my mind.” 

			My voice was trembling as I tried to reason with her, asking her to rethink this. I even told her I was willing to marry her right away. She smiled at me sadly and shook her head.

			“It’s over,” she said, and that was it. She left. 

			I suffered for more than a year. I called her almost every day for the first month or so and always got her answering machine. She never picked up or called me back. I was in bad shape but had no desire to return to the reckless lifestyle I’d indulged in before meeting her. To distract myself, I took on more work, and ironically my reputation as a director only grew. But whenever I so much as saw the name Cuba in the news it was like a knife in my heart, and a cloud of gloom would settle over me. The only Cubans I’d ever seen were volleyball players, and remembering those sleek, chocolate-colored bodies gave me a sense of utter defeat. Every night before falling asleep I found myself envisioning Mieko’s body entwined with one like that. I’d imagine a long black penis sliding into her mouth or vagina or, even worse, those hands of hers. Still, I knew better than to try to seek comfort in alcohol or easy women. My career was going well, and pre-production work on a new film was proceeding smoothly, and just when I was finally freeing myself from the depths of despair, no longer seeing her hands when I closed my eyes or noticing the inferiority of every other woman’s fingers, I heard about a Cuban dance troupe touring Japan. After a fair amount of anguished inner debate, I went on my own to see one of their performances. At first I was afraid I might bump into Mieko there, but once the show began I forgot all about her. The dancing truly was extraordinary, and the rhythm, the complex syncopation of the percussion instruments, was overpowering.

			From that night on, I started listening to and learning more about Cuban music, aided by an old friend who was something of an expert. My ability to surrender to those sounds became a kind of gauge against which I could measure my recovery. It was strange, but rather than being a painful reminder, the music actually helped loosen the grip of those intrusive, obsessive thoughts about Akagawa Mieko. 

			I hadn’t seen or spoken to her for about a year and a half when she telephoned me suddenly one day. 

			“I’m sorry for calling like this.” 

			I thought about hanging up but wasn’t able to. 

			“Do you have a minute to talk?” 

			She sounded a little drunk, and depressed. 

			“A lot of things have happened since I last saw you,” she said. 

			I didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. 

			“Hello?” 

			“I still haven’t got you out of my system, Mieko.” 

			“Oh. Is it all right if I’m pleased to hear that?” 

			“What do you want?” 

			“It didn’t work out with the Cuban guy. Is there any chance you and I could start seeing each other again?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Is that a no?”

			“A definite no.” 

			“I don’t blame you. Who would want to, after what I did? Cubans, you know, they’re so strong, in every way. A coward like me didn’t stand a chance. I’m still in love with him, I’m afraid. But there’s the language problem, and Cuba is so far away, so out of reach.” 

			She sounded tearful. 

			“After he left, I took up with a young guy I met, a really nice kid. I was going to go to Cuba with him but chickened out. I’m such a fool, I never even realized how weak I am. I bought a ticket and everything, and was supposed to meet him at Narita, but I stood him up. I must be the flakiest woman in the world.”

			She was silent for a while, and so was I. Then:

			“Sakurai-san, you... Sakurai-san...” 

			“What?” 

			“You taught me something. I can’t describe it very well, but you taught me... how to believe in myself, I guess. So I tried to use that. I did my best to follow my heart, but I only ended up losing everything.”

			I had nothing to say to that either.

			“You know... since I met you, every single day, every morning when I wake up, and during the lunch break, and before I go to bed at night, I spend time just...”

			“Just what?” 

			“Just taking care of my hands. Applying lotion and things.” 

			Images of those hands, in various poses and settings, flickered through my mind. 

			“It’s laughable, isn’t it? What an idiot.”

			She fell silent again, and I felt I ought to say something.

			“I’ve been listening to Cuban music lately.” 

			“You have?” She sounded almost happy, half-laughing the words. 

			“It really is good stuff, isn’t it?” I said. 

			“Have you heard Javier Olmo?”

			“No. A singer?”

			“Yes. I had never heard of him either, until the young guy I was seeing gave me a tape.”

			“I’ll check him out.”

			“He has a song called ‘Se Fué.’ It means ‘She’s Gone,’ but whenever I hear it I think about those gloves.”

			“Gloves?” 

			“The satin gloves you once bought me.”

			“Oh. I wouldn’t have thought you’d remember that.” 

			“How could I forget?” 

			She paused again before saying, “I still plan to go to Cuba eventually. As soon as I can muster the courage to go alone. This time I won’t ask some poor college kid for support. May I call you again when the time comes?”

			“Sure. And I’ll listen to that song by Javier What’s-his-name. ‘She’s Gone’?”

			“Thank you,” she said, and we hung up. 

			Some months have passed since then, and she hasn’t called to say she’s on her way. 

			I’ve listened to Javier Olmo’s “Se Fué” dozens of times now. It’s a gorgeous, plaintive song that always grabs me by the throat but leaves me with a strange sense of liberation. There’s something about his voice that really does remind me of those satin gloves. Peel them back, and the world’s most beautiful hands are revealed. Those pale blue satin gloves, with their intricate embroidery... 

		


		
			All of Me 

			“Look, I’m Sakurai’s friend, not yours. Think about that for a minute.” 

			Akagawa, the rather plain woman sitting across from me, bows her head when I say this. Her given name is Mieko, if I remember right. Sakurai Yoichi and I have been friends since we were classmates in high school. We went to the same university too, and then, without really planning it that way, we both ended up working at ad agencies. 

			Because he was such a clever, talented guy, Sakurai quickly landed a position in the creative department of Japan’s second-largest agency. I managed to join the marketing division of the largest, but in my case it was entirely due to my father’s connections. The old man died about four years ago, but he’d been something of a big shot at a certain TV network. My mother was the “Japanese princess” type, down to the marrow of her bones. I was thoroughly spoiled by her, and developed into a bit of a wag and a playboy. 

			Unlike me, Sakurai Yoichi was a serious guy. He left the agency to set out on his own as a film director, and soon achieved the sort of success you can’t help but envy. One thing he never had much luck with, however, was women. You have to question his taste in that area. When I look at this Akagawa woman, for example, I can’t help wondering what he saw in her. I met a number of his girlfriends over the years, though, and none of them struck me as anything to write home about. They were all somewhat dim and not nearly as attractive or interesting as he seemed to think they were. He always looked pleased with himself when he introduced them: “She’s a fashion model.” “She plays the violin.” “She’s working in a bar right now, but she’s studying flamenco.” There was a nurse in there too, come to think of it, but all of them were the types of women you can pick up easily enough anywhere in the city—women as lightweight and slippery as rayon. When a once-serious man starts rolling down the wrong path, the brakes tend to fail. Eventually Sakurai got taken for a ride by a third-rate actress, and it cost him his marriage. His wife was no beauty queen herself, but she was a decent person. 

			“I know, I’m sorry,” Akagawa says. “But you’re the only Japanese person I know who’s actually spent time in Cuba.”

			I met this woman occasionally when she was with Sakurai, but the last time must be a couple of years ago now. They’re not together any more. She dumped him for a Cuban dancer. Sakurai took it hard, and he was a mess for a while. He phoned me almost every day, in such agony that at times I actually feared he might do himself in.

			It’s true that I’m fairly familiar with Cuba. My involvement with the place began several years ago, when our agency put together a summer festival and I was charged with looking after a band we brought over from Havana. I’ve been to the island a number of times since then, and though my Spanish is still pretty hopeless, I’ve made a lot of friends there. Most of these friends are singers or musicians, and I’ve helped arrange for several of their bands to get CDs released on Japanese labels. So, yes, I have spent time in Cuba. But what sort of woman dumps a man, breaks his heart in two, and then casually comes asking his close friend for travel advice? Answer: the worst sort. I suppose I mentioned Cuba once or twice over drinks with Sakurai and her, but I don’t remember saying much about it. I’ve found that when you try to explain what’s so special about Cuba over drinks, nobody gets it. I love the music in particular. Cuban music is as refined and universally appealing as classical or jazz, but it’s not easy to describe in words. 

			“I know it’s presumptuous of me, but I really do need your advice, and it’s not something I’d feel comfortable discussing on the telephone.” 

			She’s dressed in the sort of career-woman fashion you’ll find on parade in any big office building. From the expression on her face it’s clear that she’s troubled about something; but as someone who made a good friend of mine miserable she has earned my heartfelt enmity, and I’m not inclined to sympathize. 

			“Let’s be clear about this,” I tell her. “What you’re doing is inappropriate. I don’t know how serious you are about whatever it is, and I don’t care. But you want some sort of information from me, right?”

			“Yes,” she says, in a small voice. 

			She has the look of a woman who’s bitten off a lot more than she can chew. Cuban dancers are world-class in terms of skill, with distinctive and breathtakingly sexy moves, so it’s not the least bit surprising that a Japanese woman might go weak at the knees over one of them. And Cubans, including even famous dancers, are all poor. This allows the infatuated woman to feel good about herself by treating the object of her affection to meals, and buying him clothes and things. But Cubans are proud, tough, and clear-headed, and associating with them, whether in business or in private, requires a good deal of energy. Much more energy than this career woman can possibly have. Energy isn’t wishful thinking or good intentions. Wishful thinking is close to amae—a childlike interdependence that doesn’t really work outside Japan. Energy means tangible resources, and it’s expressed in terms of money, personal connections, influence, even style. Akagawa is only playing at romance, living in a world of enka lyrics: Ahh, my love for you is so sincere, how can you turn away from me? And it goes without saying that she doesn’t even realize it. 

			“What gives you the right to ask me for anything, after you put a friend of mine through hell?” 

			“Through... hell?”

			“It’s not important which side is to blame. The blame is always more or less equal in these things, if you look at it objectively. But the point is, I’m on Sakurai’s side.”

			“Surely he’d have no trouble finding a replacement for someone like me.”

			“You may like to tell yourself that, but it’s only an excuse for not giving a damn about his feelings. Anyway, enough of that. You say you need some advice. You need. It doesn’t matter how I might feel about it; all you can think about is yourself. Isn’t that so?” 

			She surprises me by nodding repeatedly, her eyes now blurred with tears. Having been coddled as a child by a Japanese princess mother, I can’t stand seeing emotionally restrained women break down. Which is just another way of saying I’m a sucker for tears. It doesn’t help that we’re sitting in the lobby of my company’s offices, at one of the more prominent of the randomly placed sets of sofas and tables. If any of my colleagues or staff see us, they’ll be too intrigued to want to keep it to themselves. Section Chief Murata brought a sad-looking woman to tears in the lobby today. 

			“Would you mind not crying?” 

			“I’m sorry. I’ll leave now. But, Murata-san, just let me say this. I respect both you and Sakurai-san tremendously. Please don’t think I’m being insincere, I really feel that way. And I’m just as you said I am. Too preoccupied with my own problems to be sensitive to other people’s needs. I know that about myself.” 

			She said she was going to leave, but she’s still sitting there sniveling. Though all I did was tell her the straight truth, any casual observer would probably assume I’ve been bullying her. I work mostly on TV commercials and am the de facto head of the casting section, and because my image as a bit of a rogue helps qualify me for dealing with the bigger, more intimidating production companies, I associate with a lot of high-profile talent, from pop idols to performance-art rockers. Normally no one would mistake this plain-looking woman for showbiz material, but with her face buried in her hands, who knows? I can hear it now: Murata was getting his rocks off making some underperforming young talent miserable.

			At this point I should just say, “Well, if you’ll excuse me, then,” and get the hell out of here, but I can’t. I’m a born pushover. My mother, watching some old samurai drama on TV, would always shed a few tears at the inevitable scene where the bad guys murder one of the poor peasant’s relatives. That’s the sort of woman she was, and her blood runs in my veins. 

			“All right. What was it you wanted to ask?” 

			Akagawa wipes her eyes and looks up at me. Her mascara is so comically eroded I have to look away, but at the same time I’m thinking maybe this woman is a lot tougher than I realized. Sakurai was a fool for getting entangled with somebody like her. 

			“It’s about marriage in Cuba.” 

			“Marriage.”

			“Yes. Let’s say I go there and get married to a Cuban man. Can I keep my Japanese citizenship?” 

			“How should I know? That’s a question for the authorities. I’m not an immigration lawyer.” 

			“If someone had a baby in Cuba and then got divorced, would they be able to bring the baby back to Japan?” 

			“I don’t know that either. My area of expertise about Cuba is the music. Only.” 

			The tears have stopped flowing. She doesn’t ask, What good are you, then?, but her eyes do. She stands up, bows, and excuses herself. As she’s leaving, she says, “I really am planning to go there, you see.” 

			“Well, do as you please,” I tell her. 

			I decide I’ll have to call Sakurai and let him know I just talked to Akagawa. He was despondent for a full year after she dropped him, and my heart is heavy as I punch in the number. He might just slip back into depression when I tell him about her plan to get married. But it wouldn’t be right to hold out on him. If it reopens the old wound—well, sometimes that’s how old wounds are healed. 

			“Hello?” 

			It’s like a voice from the Underworld, and I sense right away that something’s wrong. Shit. His career has been going well, and lately he’s been in remarkably good spirits, but now he sounds like the Sakurai of a year ago. 

			“Oh, it’s you, Murata? I was just about to call you.” 

			The vibe is definitely not right for sharing my news. He sounds like someone facing bankruptcy, or the death of a family member.

			“Did something happen?” 

			“Yeah. I’m at the end of my rope.” 

			“Does it have to do with Akagawa?” 

			“It does concern Mieko, but not directly. Murata, you’re pretty familiar with the adult video world, right?” 

			“I know something about it, but...”

			“You know a guy who produces pornos, don’t you? And didn’t you once tell me you had a library of over a hundred tapes?”

			“That was long ago.”

			“Were any of them hidden-camera type things?”

			“There’s a whole series of hidden-camera vids, but most of them are bogus. There’s also a genre of leaked celebrity tapes, usually filmed on the camera equipment in love hotels, but you don’t hear about those much any more. Don’t tell me...”

			“There’s a video of me and Mieko.”

			“What the hell’s wrong with you? A famous guy like you, getting filmed in a love hotel?”

			“It wasn’t in a love hotel.”

			“Where, then?”

			“My bedroom at the Regent Park.”

			“Yeah? Who filmed it?”

			“I did.”

			“What?”

			“I filmed it. Somebody brought me a couple of miniature video cameras from Germany, and I made several tapes of Mieko and me together. Remember I told you how she would have these hysterical spells, and how intense the sex would be afterwards? How we’d do things I couldn’t even tell you about? It was like all the energy of hysteria channeled directly into sex. I wanted to have a record of it.”

			“You think she sold it to somebody?” 

			“Not Mieko. I never told her about the cameras. She didn’t even know the videos existed.”

			“I’m confused. Start at the beginning.”

			“Right now I’m holding auditions for my new film, and yesterday a young talent manager took me aside and said, ‘Sensei, I met a man who claims he’s seen a sex tape with you in it.” He said he didn’t believe the guy but thought I should know that somebody was going around saying that. I couldn’t imagine what he was talking about at first, but I had a bad feeling about it, and when I got back to my hotel suite and looked, sure enough there was a tape missing. I had five tapes that I kept in a locked cabinet with glass doors, and now there are only four. The lock wasn’t broken, but somebody stole that tape.”

			“She must have known about it and taken it when you weren’t looking.”

			“That’s not possible. Mieko wouldn’t have the nerve to do something like that. Besides, I had taken all the tapes to my office in Minami Aoyama right after recording them. I edited and transferred them to VHS there, then destroyed the original Hi8s. I didn’t bring the VHS tapes to the hotel until well after Mieko and I split up. And she was never even in the Minami Aoyama office.” 

			“Wait. You edited your own sex tapes?” 

			“I did feel a little weird about it, but that’s beside the point right now.” 

			“Did you ask this talent manager about the man who claimed he saw it?” 

			“He said he happened to meet the guy at a ramen stand near the entrance to Aoyama Cemetery. He went there with one of his actresses late last Thursday night, and they were talking about me, and the guy overheard them and joined in the conversation.”

			“Did you get a description?”

			“About thirty, skinny, dressed like a taxi driver.”

			“That’s not much to go on.” 

			“He was wearing a black beret too. Like the kind the Basques in Spain wear? Look, I really need your help. There’s no one else I can ask.” 

			“I’m pretty busy right now,” I tell him.

			Which is true enough, and, besides, even if the video leaks out and goes on sale, all he’ll have to do is say there may be a resemblance but it isn’t him, and stick to that denial like glue. A minor scandal might erupt, but people would forget all about it soon enough. If the woman were a famous actress it might be a different story, but that’s not the case. I’m about to explain all this to him and let him down easy, when, in a shaky voice, he says:

			“Please. I’m begging you. It’s Mieko. Do you understand? It’s me and Mieko having sex. You know what I went through because of her! I won’t be able to handle it if people see that tape. Also, listen...”

			“What?” 

			“There’s something else I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

			“Yeah?”

			“You know all those master tapes you have of Cuban music?” 

			“What about ’em?”

			“I’d like to use some of that music in the new film.” 

			Pushover that I am, I soon agree. Cuban musicians are supported by the state and highly trained, and in spite of their poverty and the inferior quality of the recording facilities there, they continue to create extraordinary new music while faithfully preserving the traditional. I’ve always wanted to do whatever I can to help them. Sakurai’s films are shown at theaters all over Japan, and the videos do well too, so it would mean excellent exposure for Cuban music. Not to mention the royalties that would go directly into the musicians’ pockets. 

			I realized recently that what I really enjoy in life is making people I’m fond of happy. If it will make Sakurai and some Cuban musician friends happy, I guess staking out a ramen stall in the middle of the night isn’t so much to ask. 

			I’m at the entrance to Aoyama Cemetery, parked across from the ramen place. I’ve brought a member of my staff with me. He’s a twenty-six-year-old marketing guy named Sakaki who owes his job to connections, like me, and was captain of his kickboxing team in both high school and university. Naturally I haven’t explained the full story; all he knows is that we’re looking for a man with a videotape that doesn’t belong to him. 

			Playing at low volume on the car stereo is a cassette by the Cuban singer Xiomara Laugart. The car is a ’95 Corolla. Neither Sakaki nor I would normally be caught dead in a Corolla, but as he explained when he showed up in the car, which he’d borrowed from a friend, “We can’t use a vehicle that stands out or we’ll arouse suspicion.” Sakaki is a fan of Ed McBain. He’s also a special-ops freak, and though there are plenty of streetlights in the vicinity, he’s wearing a bulky pair of Israeli army-surplus night-vision goggles. A ’95 Corolla is unobtrusive enough, but a guy sitting in the driver’s seat with binoculars strapped to his head doesn’t exactly blend in. 

			“So, Chief, all we know about the perp is that he wears a black beret?” 

			Sakaki is dressed like a SWAT team member, all in black. He showed me his weapons earlier. Mace, stun gun, combat knife, a little leather sap packed with sand, brass knuckles, and even nunchuks.

			“Berets are pretty rare these days,” I tell him. “Not even street artists wear them any more. And the guy is not a ‘perp.’”

			“He’s not?” 

			“No. But no further questions.”

			“Understood. Spetsnaz operatives, for example, are never privy to the full details of their mission. Many died in the swamps on the border of Hungary without ever knowing why they were there.”

			Sakaki reveres Spetsnaz but, incongruously enough, he’s also a major germophobe. He has a particular horror of cockroaches. Once, after claiming to have spotted one in the coffee-break room, he asked me to authorize the purchase of five hundred roach motels, which he placed strategically throughout our offices. 

			We’ve been staking out the ramen stall since shortly after nightfall, when it opened. Now it’s past midnight, and still no beret sightings. 

			“Are we absolutely certain the perp is a taxi driver?”

			“Not absolutely, but taxi drivers make up about ninety percent of the clientele here. And he’s not a perp.” 

			“He was here on a Thursday night, correct? This is still Wednesday night. Or Thursday morning, technically.” 

			“I looked into how the major taxi companies schedule drivers’ shifts. The hours are pretty regular. For an independent cab, that might not hold true, of course, but the man is supposed to be about thirty years old, and there aren’t any independent cabbies that young.” 

			“Right, but say he picked up an employee of NHK who was escorting a bar girl all the way home to someplace like Ohmiya or Yokosuka, using those prepaid vouchers NHK gives them. He wouldn’t have time to eat ramen. Fuji TV gives out those vouchers too, so...” 

			Sakaki is a bit of a compulsive talker, and partly because he’s getting on my nerves, I send him out to do a little reconnaissance. The street stall is busy. There’s a steady queue of seven or eight men waiting to order, and from their clothing you can tell that most of them are taxi drivers. They don’t talk much, intent as they are on taking delivery of a steaming bowl and slurping up their noodles. None of the men are thirtyish. I’d say their ages range from late thirties to late fifties. More than two dozen taxis are parked on the wide, tree-lined avenue that intersects this narrower street, but not all of them are there for the ramen, of course. Some of the drivers stand near their cabs in small groups, smoking and chatting and laughing, and some are catching a nap in their reclined driver’s seats. You can’t see the faces of the nappers from here, so I tell Sakaki to check them out. He wants to take his weapons with him, but I squash that idea, and as he’s about to step outside I make him remove the night-vision goggles as well. He holds on to them, though, stuffing them under his sweater. 

			“It’s important to get a close look, Chief. You know why? Because the perp may have stashed the beret in a pocket, or elsewhere on his person. Do you remember Private Kelly in the old TV show Combat!? He always carried his beret rolled up and tucked under his shoulder strap.”

			Sakaki goes off to scrutinize the ramen eaters first. He makes a bizarre sight as he creeps around studying their faces. You’d think someone would yell at him—“What the fuck are you lookin’ at?”—but thanks to his weird getup and odd behavior, nobody wants anything to do with him. Any right-minded person would take one look at the guy, with his bulging black sweater, black woolen ski mask, black fatigue pants, and black combat boots, not to mention his skulking manner and unnerving gaze, and assume he was some sort of deviant. 

			Next he heads toward the avenue, moving like a cross between a cat and a crab, and reattaches the goggles as he approaches the row of taxis. He peers into each cab for a considerable amount of time before moving on to the next. The tree-lined road has no streetlights, and as he works his way down the row of cars he melts into the darkness. 

			Maybe fifteen minutes pass before he reemerges. He’s frantically waving his arms and beckoning with both hands—a deviant doing calisthenics. If a policeman were to come along right now, he’d almost certainly be taken into custody. I get out of the car and walk toward him. He leads me down the row of taxis, stops next to one of them, and hands me the goggles.

			“Put these on and have a look, Chief.” 

			I don’t need them to see inside the cab, but I don the goggles anyway, if only to keep him quiet. Everything looks green and staticky through the lenses, but a dark beret is clearly visible on the front passenger seat. 

			“There are some vending machines not far from here,” Sakaki says. “Maybe he—” 

			And at that moment a low, hoarse voice breaks the silence behind us. 

			“What’s going on here?” 

			I rip off the goggles and turn to see a tall, thin, long-limbed figure. It’s too dark to see his face. 

			“Nothing, really,” I tell him. “We were just walking along here, and I happened to notice that black beret on the seat. You don’t see many berets nowadays. My father was a painter and always wore one just like that. Brings back memories.” 

			A fairly lame story, but it’s meant to keep him from sensing a confrontation. 

			He opens the cab door, retrieves the beret, and puts it on, almost as though modeling it for us. Sakaki has his right hand in the pocket of his battle fatigues. He’s probably got a weapon in there. The mace, maybe, or the stun gun. 

			“Here, take it,” the tall guy says, and tosses the beret to me. “You can wear it and think about your old man.”

			Strange guy. He casually gives his headgear to a perfect stranger. On the surface it’s a friendly gesture, but there’s something disturbingly flat about his manner. I can see him saying, “Here, take this,” as he tosses his last few yen to a hobo, and I can see him saying the same thing in the same tone of voice as he plants a knife in somebody’s chest. 

			“Thanks, but I don’t need one,” I tell him, handing it back, and his voice drops to an even lower register as he asks why not.

			“My father’s dead. The memory’s painful.” 

			Oh, sorry, he says, and takes the beret. A car drives past, and for a second the headlights illuminate his face. Long bangs cover his forehead, but it’s plain that he’s well under thirty. Mid-twenties at most. His skin is clear and smooth, and his single-fold eyelids are two long, dark creases. Most girls, I imagine, would choose him over Sakaki, at least. 

			“I have a question for you,” I say, as he’s about to get into his taxi. He turns to look at me, the beret pulled low over his eyebrows. “It’s about a video belonging to the film director Sakurai Yoichi.” 

			His reaction to this is palpable. He looks like someone who’s suddenly heard the name of a dead friend or relative. 

			“You cops?”

			“No.”

			“Syndicate guys, then?” 

			“Nothing like that. I’m a friend of Sakurai’s, and I want to get that tape back. Do you know where it is now?” 

			He says nothing for a moment. Then, in a barely audible voice: 

			“I have it.” 

			I’m astonished at the quality of the video—far superior to that of any porno tape I’ve ever seen. Sakurai is about to have sex with Akagawa Mieko in the bedroom of his suite, with all the lights switched on. He seems to have employed at least two cameras. There are both wide shots and closeups, and thanks to his professional editing, the two perspectives are expertly interwoven. Whether it was because he knew where the cameras were positioned or because of his editing afterwards, you catch only glimpses of Sakurai’s face; Akagawa Mieko is clearly the star of the show. 

			The tall guy has told me he’ll return the tape on condition that we watch it together at his apartment first. I have no desire to see it—who wants to watch a close friend having sex?—and said as much, but for some reason the kid insisted, in that oddly affectless way, and I felt it best not to argue. 

			I rode in the taxi, and Sakaki followed us to Kami-Itabashi. We went past a block of cheap pubs and parked in front of this old two-story wood-and-mortar apartment building. The kid led us up the stairs to his shabby one-room apartment, where a young woman in jeans and a sweatshirt lay curled up in blankets on the floor. She looked alarmed when she saw Sakaki and me, and scooted, blankets and all, into the far corner. He introduced her as his girlfriend, and told her not to worry. 

			“These guys are friends of Sakurai Yoichi,” he explained. “They’re cool. I’m going to give them back the video.”

			His reassurance did little to put her at ease. She was still eyeing us anxiously and was visibly trembling. The guy asked if we wanted something to drink, and though we declined, he stepped into the little kitchenette and opened the oversize refrigerator. It was spectacularly empty, except for a pale, wilted cabbage and a single canned coffee drink. 

			“I’ll go buy something,” he said, which made the woman yelp and violently shake her head. 

			I told him we really didn’t need a drink. “I’ll be leaving—with the video—as soon as we’ve watched it.” 

			I could hardly allow Sakaki to see the thing, so I sent him down to the car and told him to wait there. And then, in that cold, unheated, unfurnished little room, the show began. The first surprise was that Sakurai had superimposed a fancy title at the beginning: All of Me. Under different circumstances, I might have burst out laughing. 

			I haven’t removed my wool coat, but the cold is beginning to seep into my bones. I can see my breath, and I can’t help wondering what sort of life these two have in a place like this. The titles fade, and we hear voices over a dark screen. The audio too has been professionally mixed, and the voices are clear and unmistakable. Akagawa is sobbing and shouting. 

			“I’m sorry!” 

			“I can’t hear you.”

			“I’m so sorry!” 

			“What?” 

			“I’m sorry! Forgive me.” 

			“I told you I can’t hear you. Listen, Mieko. You need to shout so loud that all the staff and security guards come running. If you want to be forgiven, you have to yell for it till your throat is raw.” 

			“Please forgive me. I can’t, I can’t go on.”

			“Apologize.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Louder.”

			“I’m sorry!”

			“What kind of apology is that? I want to see you plead, with tears and snot and drool dripping from your face.”

			“I’M SO SORRY!” 

			Cut to a closeup of the woman. Sweat and tears have made a mess of her makeup, and wet strands of hair cling to her forehead and cheeks. A hand I recognize as Sakurai’s gently pushes the unruly strands back in place, then lifts her chin with two fingers, until she’s looking at the ceiling, and slaps her, hard. Then again, and again. Because her face is wet with tears and perspiration, the slaps make a distinctive sound: splat... splat... splat. After each one she’s forced to shout an apology. She does so, again and again, so loudly that at times it distorts the audio. Her cheeks get progressively redder, and all sorts of fluids really do start to drip from her face. 

			“Do you know why I’m hitting you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Say it.” 

			“I got—”

			“Louder. And don’t stop crying.” 

			“I got hysterical again.”

			“And what did you say when you were hysterical?”

			“That you’re the lowest.” 

			“I can’t hear you.”

			“I said you’re the lowest type of man!” 

			The blows start raining down elsewhere, not just on her cheeks. Particular attention is given to her buttocks, which are now positioned directly in front of the camera. Here a small leather strap makes an appearance, and before long her ass is striped with dozens of purplish marks. Meanwhile, her vagina is on full display, in a cruel closeup, and finally I have to look away. As I do so I notice that the tall guy is smiling, his eyes glued to the screen. Over his white cotton shirt he’s wearing only the taxi company’s thin, standard-issue, navy-blue blazer, but he seems completely unfazed by the temperature in here. On screen, the blows have subsided and the sex begins. It starts with a long fellatio scene and leads finally to a slow-motion shot of Akagawa’s hand stroking Sakurai’s penis, as Billie Holiday’s “All of Me” plays on the soundtrack. The video ends when the song does, on a freeze-frame of her hand, with its red-painted fingernails, gripping his shaft. 

			The tall kid rewinds the tape, ejects it from the machine, puts it back in its case, and hands it to me. The title has been professionally printed on the spine: All of Me.

			“All right, then,” I say, getting up to leave, but he stops me, saying, “Wait a minute.” I assume he’s going to ask for money. In the car I have a bundle of ten-thousand-yen notes, which I brought along just in case, but I don’t feel I owe this guy anything. As he left the room, Sakaki the Spetsnaz freak drew me aside and whispered that if things got out of hand I was to signal him by breaking a window. The windows are curtainless, and it would be easy enough to bust the thin glass in an emergency. I’m discreetly patting my pockets to see if I have anything small and hard to throw, when the guy starts quietly speaking. 

			“My girlfriend here,” he begins, looking over at the frightened woman in the corner. She seems to know what he’s going to say and shakes her head violently again. He gets up and walks over to her, lays a hand on her shoulder, and tells her in a soothing tone of voice not to worry. I’ve never heard a voice quite like it before. Somewhat hoarse but soft and tranquil, a voice that would put anyone at ease. 

			“Don’t worry, Eriko. He’s not a cop, and he’s not yakuza. He’s Sakurai Yoichi’s friend. I know it’s true, because I asked him a lot of questions as we were driving here, about where he went to high school and everything, and it all checks out. This man was a classmate of Sakurai’s. They’re old friends. So I just want to explain how all this happened. It’s best to let him know we weren’t out to cause trouble or hurt anybody, right?” 

			The girl’s pointed chin is trembling as she nods twice, then a third time. The guy sits down next to her. 

			“I never lie,” he says to me. “Eriko here doesn’t either. She’s way more sensitive than most people, and super shy, and it’s not easy for her to talk to strangers. But she’s not the only one in the world who’s like that, and I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about her. I won’t bother you with our whole story, but when Eriko and I decided to live together we made just one vow—that we’d never lie to each other. Or to other people either, no matter what anybody said or did to us. So, Eriko and I, one thing we always do is tell the truth.”

			“I believe you,” I tell him, adding, in the gentlest tone I can muster, “Lies don’t exist in this room, then. I’m no liar either.”

			“My dream is to become an actor,” he goes on, “and I’m a huge Sakurai fan. I respect him a lot, and I’ve read everything I can find about him. Eriko works as a maid at the Regent Park Hotel, and... Well, I guess you can imagine the rest.”

			I nod. 

			“She didn’t even know he keeps a room there, but when she found out it was on her floor she got all excited about it, knowing how much I admire the man. She thought the video might be an unreleased film of his, and that I’d be thrilled if she brought it home.”

			“Makes sense, with that title printed on the spine.”

			“She planned to return it after we made a copy. But when we watched it... well, we knew it would be wrong to copy it, and now she was afraid even to return the thing, so we just held on to it.”

			“Can I ask you a question?”

			“Of course. Anything at all.”

			“Why did you show it to me?”

			“No real reason. I just wanted us all to watch it together one last time. I know it’s only a private home movie, so to speak, but that last scene is fantastic. The music’s good too.” 

			“Billie Holiday?”

			“Is that the name of the singer?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m not crazy about her voice, but it’s a great song. Eriko loves it too. I checked out a lot of CDs with that song on it, looking for a vocal Eriko might like, but couldn’t find one that really worked for me.”

			“Wait a minute,” I tell him. “I’ll be right back. Do you have a cassette player here?” 

			He gives me a puzzled look but nods.

			When I open the door of the Corolla, Sakaki, who was fast asleep, jerks awake and shouts something. I ignore him, eject the cassette from the car stereo, and take it back upstairs to the freezing apartment. 

			I cue up Xiomara Laugart’s version of “All of Me.” The arrangement, by the brilliant flautist and brass arranger José Luis Cortés, is stunning. The drums kick in and are followed immediately by the intro melody, played by what may be the world’s finest brass section—Juan Munguía on trumpet, Herman Velasco on alto sax, and Carlos Averhoff on tenor. All three are ex-members of the legendary Cuban band Irakere. The string players and other musicians are at the top of their game as well, which is essential: a single sub-par musician will muddy an ensemble’s entire sound. The tone colors are vibrant, and as usual I find myself visualizing the notes as glittering gems. And then, after that brief, sparkling intro, Xiomara Laugart’s vocal wafts into the cold room like a warm breeze. Soft and pliant, with a hint of huskiness, her voice enfolds the world in its embrace.

			“I want to hear it again,” says the girl Eriko, when it ends. This is the first time she’s said anything out loud. She still looks scared, but while the song was playing I noticed her tapping time with the one bare foot that protrudes from the blankets. I want to tell her that not even the most bashful or hypersensitive person in Japan, or the world, for that matter, could keep from moving to the music of Cuba’s best bands. 

			“Listen to it all you like,” I tell her. “You can keep the cassette.” 

			And with that I make my exit. As I’m going down the dark metal stairway and walking toward the Corolla, I’m thinking about Sakurai’s promise to use my Cuban tapes in his next film, and deciding I’ll suggest some of the Xiomara Laugart vocals. Not “All of Me,” though—I don’t want him to suspect that I’ve watched the video. 

			“Mission accomplished,” I tell Sakaki, and I’m about to climb in the car when I hear Xiomara’s voice issuing faintly from the upstairs apartment. 

			Yo te di

			Todo lo que hay en mi... 

			For some reason, as I strain to listen, the last shot of Sakurai’s video replays in my mind: Akagawa Mieko’s hand, with its encircling fingers and red nails, moving in slow motion and finally freezing in time. 

			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		

		
			

		


		
			Swans

			When I see the Domtoren tower from the bus, an ominous feeling flashes like a strobe light inside me. 

			The ominous feeling screams as it dives from the top of the tower. 

			“Here we are,” says the round-faced man in the dark blue suit. The church tower is the centerpiece of Huis Ten Bosch, a Netherlands-themed amusement park in Kyushu. I won this trip in a magazine contest. 

			The man with the round face gives us our tickets and we file through the entrance gate. As soon as I step inside I can sense the bubbly atmosphere you always find in places like this, where everyone’s having fun, and it reminds me of the two times Takaaki and I went to Tokyo Disneyland. The memory sends a chill down to the tip of my tailbone. This always happens when I think about him, and I have to wonder if it isn’t abnormal to still feel this way. It’s been half a year now since we stopped seeing each other. 

			My friends all said I was lucky when I told them about winning this trip, and I surprised myself for a minute by thinking maybe they were right. 

			I got the news one evening just a week ago, after spending the whole day thinking about suicide. 

			Takaaki was twelve years older than me. He was an event planner, coordinating receptions and parties and things, mostly at those big nightclubs in Tokyo’s wharf district. He’d bring in a DJ from London, or put on a fashion show for a Moroccan designer, or stage a performance where artificial blood was splattered all over the place. He had a wife and two kids, but we slept together the first night we met. He wasn’t that tall, and wore glasses, and was getting a little thin on top, but I fell in love with him. He was different from the other guys I’d been with. In bed at the hotel that first night, I told him about my father. I’d never opened up like that to a man before. 

			My father had been a salaryman in Urawa, but when I was in high school he made some kind of blunder at work and stopped going to the office. Not even my mother knew all the details, but it seems a young department head from Tokyo had bawled him out for forgetting to fill out a form or something. He wasn’t fired for the mistake, but he quit going to work, and then, after a while, stopped leaving the house altogether. At first he’d shout at my mother when she suggested he see a doctor, but eventually he didn’t have the energy even to do that and pretty much stopped talking at all. Sometimes I’d catch sight of him crying quietly in his room. 

			We had a small apartment behind the house that we let out, and
 my mother found a part-time job, so we managed to get by, but as soon as I graduated from high school I left Urawa and started living on my own in Tokyo. This was in the good old days, when a real estate office would pay you hundreds of thousands of yen a month just to show up. I began hanging out with some of the flashy, fun-loving girls I got to know through work, and it was during this period of partying that I met Takaaki. 

			Lying there naked in bed that first night, I started crying as I told him the story. He said it was important not to hate or look down on my father. 

			“I’ve never had anything like that happen to me,” he said, “so I can only guess how hard it was for you. But the one thing you mustn’t do is hold a grudge against him. You don’t have to force yourself to like him either, but... How can I put it? To me, it’s about freeing yourself. Thinking about your father makes you miserable, but because he is your father you can’t help thinking about him. You have to free yourself from the trap of your own emotions. Imagine you’re a Formula One driver, with the same problems you have now. If you let them weigh on your mind, there’s no way you can compete. When you’re racing, you need to constantly size up the next turn, picture precisely where to brake and what line to take. And while you’re doing that, all the troubles inside you disappear. That’s the state of mind you have to aim for at all times. That’s what it means to be free.” 

			Nobody had ever talked to me like this before. Takaaki and I saw each other for a little over a year. Eventually I got pregnant, and we had a terrible fight, and I ended up feeling pretty disillusioned. But I never stopped trusting in the things he said. 

			Not long after all those articles started appearing in the papers about scandals at banks and financial firms, Takaaki’s business dropped off. Toward the end he was producing cheap commercials for a crab restaurant franchise in Nagoya, and it got so that he didn’t talk much when we met. I was the one who suggested we break up. I was scared: what if he stopped talking completely and just holed up in his room? I told myself it couldn’t happen, that he’d get back on his feet, but the thought of him recovering frightened me too. I knew it would just make me wonder why my father couldn’t do it. 

			Even after we broke up, he used to phone me every night, and we’d say “I love you” and things to each other. But I wouldn’t meet him. After a while he stopped calling as often, and then, when a couple of months had gone by, he stopped calling altogether. I kept telling myself it was all for the best, but night after night I couldn’t sleep, and finally I just kind of lost the will to do anything. I got laid off from my job and couldn’t pay my rent, and defaulted on payments for clothes and other stuff I’d bought. 

			I really can’t say why I entered the competition to win a trip to Huis Ten Bosch, at a time when I didn’t feel like doing anything at all. Even eating was more trouble than it was worth—the inside of my mouth was always dry and my throat seemed lined with cotton. I didn’t have any desire to be out and about but felt if I didn’t do something I’d probably go nuts. So I leafed through all the magazines I had lying around and killed time taking personality tests or answering questionnaires for matchmaking services and what have you. It must have been in the same sort of spirit that I filled out the postcard for the drawing—simply for lack of anything better to do. And then, just when the suicide thoughts that kept popping up were starting to scare me, a letter arrived saying, “Congratulations!” 

			On the morning of my departure, I surprise myself a little by taking extra care with my makeup. I even put on the black lingerie that Takaaki liked so much and, without really understanding why, choose a designer dress I bought long ago and never wore. The other contest winners are mostly girls around my age, but looking at them I feel old. We stroll through the grounds of Huis Ten Bosch in a group, along with people from the magazine and the travel agency and a woman who acts as our guide, and while I’m admiring the windmills and canals and things, I keep wondering how the others must see me. All I have to do is think If Takaaki were here, and tears well up. Most of the girls have already made friends and are chattering away and exchanging cameras to take photos of one another. 

			A girl comes up to me and says, “Imai-san? I think we’re going to be sharing a room.” 

			We’re all wearing name tags, and the rooms have been allocated in alphabetical order. My name’s Imai Yurika, and hers is Imamura Yumiko. She’s a pretty girl from Fukuoka, a year younger than me, and she speaks in a quiet, shy voice. 

			After checking in at the Hotel Europa, as we’re sitting having some tea on the café terrace overlooking a canal, Yumiko suddenly blurts out: 

			“I think I might have AIDS.” 

			“What?” 

			I say this a little too loudly, and she hangs her head and says, “Sorry.” 

			The café has high ceilings and a big chandelier with an old-style Europe feel to it, and the furniture and tableware and things are all of the highest quality. I’m sipping my tea in my own little world, without paying much attention to anyone else. When you’re surrounded by beautiful things you can forget the unpleasant stuff in life. It was Takaaki who said that, and it’s true. If Yumiko weren’t attractive, I might not have had tea with her in the first place—or I might have been put off by her sudden confession. She’s small and doesn’t have much of a fashion sense, but she’s very pretty. 

			“I’m sorry,” she says again. “I know it’s crazy to say something like that when we’ve just met. But I have a feeling you’re someone I can talk to.” 

			“I’m listening.”
 

			In Fukuoka, working at a fairly well-known designer’s boutique, she had sex a few times with a concert promoter from Tokyo and found out later that the guy was extremely promiscuous. That’s the gist of the story. 

			“He was always going abroad, and buying... you know, women?” 

			She bows her head again and blushes. I’ve never seen a girl’s cheeks turn red from such close range before. I smile at her. 

			“Prostitutes?”


			“Right. It seems he did it everywhere he went—America, Brazil, Mexico. Europe too.” 

			“And how did you find out about this?” 

			“I took all my vacation time and went to Tokyo to see him, but when I got to his condo he pretended he wasn’t home, so I went to his office—I’d been there before—and talked to some of the people there, and they told me.” 

			The guests coming and going in the lobby and the café terrace are all Japanese, of course, but this doesn’t spoil the mood for me. It’s true that their appearance isn’t exactly appropriate for a hotel like this—you see a lot of golf wear and sneakers, and older men with fanny packs, and groups of middle-aged women in glittery gowns like the things nightclub hostesses might wear. The entire staff, from doorman to front desk to porters, are well trained and attentive, but since the guests aren’t used to the system, there’s a certain awkwardness to all the interactions. The marble of the lobby floor, the revolving door’s spotless glass, the hundreds of lilies arranged in a giant vase, the tapestries, the Rembrandt on the wall, the carpet, the chairs, and even the ashtrays, all have a presence that outshines the human beings in the place. There’s real power in the genuine article. The elderly fanny-packers look forlorn and bewildered walking beneath that grand chandelier: a herd of Orientals who’ve lost their way in an unfamiliar world. 

			There I go again. Who am I to judge? I don’t exactly match the atmosphere myself. Neither, for that matter, does the adorable, gabbling Imamura Yumiko. 

			“Are you sure they weren’t just messing with you?”

			
“Yes. One of them took me into a little waiting room where nobody else could hear and told me everything. He said I shouldn’t go out with someone like that.” 

			“Did he ask you to go out with him?”

			“He said we should have dinner sometime.” 

			Yumiko doesn’t seem like a stupid girl. Maybe she’s extremely nearsighted, or maybe her parents were older and didn’t dote on her enough, or maybe she’s had more bad luck than I can imagine. But either she has no idea how attractive she is, or simply assumes that she’s the most beautiful woman on earth. It has to be one or the other. 

			“So, how did you know the guy was pretending not to be home?” 

			“At the condo?” 

			“Yes.”

			“I could hear music coming through the door.” 

			“You should have pounded on it. Kicked it and stuff.”

			“I was scared to. I thought I heard a woman’s voice.” 

			“What kind of music was playing?” 

			“The Rolling Stones.” 

			We have dinner together and watch the laser show, then stop off in the wine bar and drink too much port. Yumiko puts away about twice as much as I do. Her cheeks turn bright red, her earlobes pink. 

			“Imai-san,” she says, “have you ever wondered what you’d do if you got AIDS? The truth is, the guy I was with before the concert promoter was almost as bad. He was a local TV director, and he traveled overseas a lot too, so right after I stopped seeing him I went and had a proper test, because, I mean, you never know when you might meet someone really special, and when you do you want to have a clean bill of health, right? Don’t you think like that?” 

			And what if that special someone has AIDS, I want to ask but don’t. I’ve always thought that men who tie women up and lash them with whips and things were just filthy perverts, but looking at Yumiko I begin to think I understand them a little. As she gibbers away, I stare at her pink left earlobe. It’s pierced, with a small pearl earring. 

			“Shall we head back to the room?” I suggest.


			Walking behind her, I think to myself: Who’d have thought there were girls who still dressed like this? Black pumps, red skirt, white blouse, yellow cardigan, Meet the Beatles hairstyle, and of course—the pièce de résistance— white bobby sox. 

			The plush carpeting of the hotel corridor crunches like snow beneath our leather-soled shoes. It’s only ten o’clock, but everything is quiet—so quiet that it heightens the sense of being in a different world. You need to free yourself, Takaaki told me, and then went and betrayed those words himself. While my eyes follow the strangely bewitching movement of Yumiko’s hips, I’m thinking that his advice is still worth remembering. Tears well up again. Maybe this really is a different world, a place where people come to realize things about themselves. 

			Yumiko stops and turns to face me. She’s pointing at a door to my right that’s half open. Seeing the room number makes me realize that, thanks to the port, we forgot to take the elevator. We’re still on the first floor, and all the rooms along this corridor are luxury suites. I suggest we look inside. She shakes her head and says we mustn’t, then smiles mischievously. We make sure no one else is in the corridor before slipping through the door and closing it softly behind us. We still aren’t in the room itself but a sort of entrance hall or foyer. 

			“Look at this!” she whispers. “The entrance alone is bigger than my whole apartment!” 

			The door at the other end of the foyer is ajar as well. Wondering how I’d explain this if we were to be discovered, I open it and ease nose-first into a living room dimly lit by the moon through lace curtains. I decide that if we do get caught, all we’ll have to do is apologize and say we made a mistake. This is Japan, after all. And though I was afraid someone might be asleep in here, that doesn’t seem to be the case. The room is undisturbed. No butts in the ashtrays, no half-empty glasses, no clothing or newspapers or magazines lying about, and nothing on the writing desk or the two tables to indicate that anyone is staying here. 

			“You don’t think—” Her voice is a little too loud, and I shush her, putting a finger to her lips. I wonder if I’ve ever touched a girl’s lips before. They’re cold and soft. “You don’t think there’s a dead person in the bathroom or anything, do you?” she whispers.

			In this darkness it almost sounds plausible, and my heartbeat quickens a little. 

			“Don’t be silly,” I tell her. “This is Japan. There’s no safer place than the backwoods of Kyushu.” 

			It doesn’t feel like the backwoods of Kyushu, though. I can make out a Dutch-style canal through the lace curtains, and beyond it is the Domtoren, with a red light blinking on top. Ripples run over the slow-moving surface of the water and fan out around two white shapes that are floating there. 

			“See the swans?” Yumiko is beaming, her eyes shining. I nod, forgetting to breathe for a moment. Through the lace, the swans look like negatives of silhouettes, perfectly still but with fuzzy, curving outlines and the soft warmth of life. They begin gliding slowly toward the bank, looking as if they’re about to be transformed back into ballerinas. 

			Yumiko’s eyes are still shining when we peek into the bedroom. Two queen-size beds, each with its own bedcover, are pushed together to form a big dark pool of velvet. The bedcovers are undisturbed. I look in the closet, but it’s empty. The hangers dangling from the closet rod make me think of corpses again. 

			“I need to lie down,” Yumiko gasps, touching her forehead with the back of her hand. “I think I drank too much. I feel like my heart’s going to explode.”

			I help her get settled on the bed, then bend over and put my lips to her ear. 

			“Don’t worry. 
I’ll check the bathroom for dead people.”

			“No!” she says, in a gasping whisper. “Please stay with me. I’m scared.” 

			The curtains are closed. I quietly open them. Moonbeams and lights from the other buildings seep into the room and palely illuminate her legs. 

			“Do you feel sick?” I ask, and she frowns and nods several times. I undo the top button of her blouse, then unhook her skirt and slip her shoes off. 

			“Just relax,” I say, and put my index finger to her lips again. They’re still cold and soft. I smooth her hair, help her out of her cardigan, and kiss her. I part her lips with my tongue and lick her teeth and gums, and I feel both of our heartbeats begin to race. 

			As I explore the softness of her breasts and wonder about the size and shape of her nipples, I begin to experience an intense but somehow nostalgic feeling. I remember the shock, the sorrow, and the strange thrill I felt as a very small girl, alone in my room, when the head of the antique doll I was playing with suddenly came off in my hand. 

			I peel her white socks off, revealing her toes and unpainted toenails and freeing a faint scent of leather. I want to kiss those toes so badly I can hardly breathe, but I don’t. I’m undoing the rest of her buttons, from the top down, when she speaks. 

			“Tissue. Tissue paper.”


			I take this to mean that she’s about to be sick and decide I’ll have to carry her to the bathroom. I catch a whiff of her shampoo as I slide my arm under her neck. “No!” she whispers and wraps both arms around me. Her eyes are closed tight, the eyelashes quivering, and her neck and shoulders are stiff with tension. Her skirt is hitched up now, exposing white knees and thighs against the dark velvet of the bedcover. Cradling her head against my breast, I sit there watching the wavelike wrinkles in the deep blue material shift with each small movement of her legs. 

			Moonlight through the window casts a rectangle, like a framed picture, in the center of which two ivory legs float on the velvet darkness. The lustrous material is like a liquid, so thick that nothing will sink in it. I reach down and ease the skirt higher. One white leg, bent slightly at the knee. The thigh, the calf, the foot, each with its own curve and outline. With the tip of a finger I trace the length of those mysterious curves, from the ankle up, and sigh, then begin the return journey, barely touching her skin

			“Please use a tissue,” I hear her say, as a faint smell wafts into the air around us. It’s the first time I’ve ever smelled this particular scent coming from another woman. It’s like blood, or guts. 

			“Please,” she hisses, pressing her lips to my ear. It’s not a whimper but a contained appeal. “Use a tissue. If not, you might get AIDS too.” 

			She shifts her legs as she says this, and the scent grows stronger. Lurking in the space where the two legs meet is a creature with no outer layer, just flesh and blood. I can see it breathing. 

			“Tissue? Tissue would just fall apart.” 

			I untangle myself from her arms and help her off with her skirt. So this, I’m thinking, is what men see as they breathe in the scent of that creature—those men whose words lose their power, and who then end up losing even the words. It would be better to strip them of all power. And clothes. And then line ’em up and shoot ’em. 

			“Wait. I’ve got something better than tissue,” I tell her. 

			
I reach into my pocketbook and take out my sleeping tablets. I’m not after the pills themselves but the thin vinyl sheet I wrapped them in. Unfolded, the vinyl is about the size of a postcard. I dangle this before her eyes, then lick one side of it. I spread her legs and slip a pillow under her. I don’t take off her panties but slide the crotch of them to one side and use my fingers to separate her lips slightly before applying the vinyl. With the mixture of my saliva and her juices, it adheres immediately, like a layer of transparent skin. 

			I can see the fine peach-fuzz around her bellybutton gently rising and falling. I don’t use my tongue right away, only my fingertips. With my index and middle fingers in a narrow V, I caress the vinyl skin on either side of her most sensitive spot. She puts one hand over her mouth, and with the other grabs a fistful of velvet bedcover. She tries to close her legs, but I spread them wider. Then she bucks with her hips and kicks a bit with her feet, so I give her a slap on the thigh, hard enough to leave a red impression. The slap echoes sharply in the room, and she accidentally bites her own hand. 

			The vinyl makes a sound like thin glass cracking, and beads of sweat ooze out on her bottom. The palm of my hand—the one that’s supporting her ass and helping position things—is damp with it. 

			When I aim the point of my tongue at the spot, the creature begins to squirm. It’s kind of comical—and greedy and pathetic. The vinyl crackles with each contraction or hiccup. I strip it off. 

			“Don’t! I told you, I might have AIDS!” 

			“It’s all right,” I say, from between her thighs. “I don’t care about that.” 

			After a while I see her own tongue peek out between parted teeth, as her legs begin to shiver and spasm. 

			“Now let me do you,” she says, after the tremors have subsided. I grab a bath towel to cover her breasts and stomach. “You may not believe this,” she says, “but that was my first time.” 

			I don’t know whether she means her first time with a woman or her first time to reach orgasm, but I kiss her lips and stroke her hair and murmur in her ear: 

			“It doesn’t matter. You don’t have to decide anything. You don’t even have to think about it being the first time.” 

			“It smells of sex,” she says shyly, then giggles. It does smell of sex, but without any male smell. “Shouldn’t we get out of here? I’ll take a quick shower.” 

			“What’s the hurry?” I kiss her cheek and nose and eyelids and neck, and stroke her sweat-cooled bottom. “Don’t you want to watch the swans again?” 

			“I do!” she says, with childlike delight. We step barefoot over the carpet to the window, and stand here cheek-to-cheek, gazing out at the canal. 

		


		
			At the Airport

			I call Saito again but hang up when it goes straight to voice mail. The big glass doors slide open and a group of people carrying skis comes in. It’s bright inside the airport but even brighter outside, so at first the ski group appears only in silhouette. Now they’re passing right behind me. Seated directly across from me is a man reading a weekly magazine. On the cover is the face of an actress, a face I see on television now and then. I can’t remember her name, but I know it includes the character for sakura, cherry blossom. I don’t have a ticket for the plane. I’m supposed to meet Saito in front of the ANA check-in counter. He’s bringing the tickets. 

			The man with the magazine has looked me over a couple of times. He’s probably in his late thirties, wearing a cream-colored trench coat over a gray suit. “There are rows of seats facing each other in front of the ANA counter,” Saito said on the phone yesterday. Saito is someone I met four months ago. All the seats around me are occupied. A lot of people are milling about, ready to snatch one as soon as somebody gets up and leaves. They don’t make a show of wanting a seat, but it’s the only signal they’re sending out. 

			Unintentional eye contact with the magazine man. His eyes drop to my shoulders, then slide quickly down my body, all the way to the toes of my boots, and back to his magazine. I’m wearing a beige woolen coat over a black dress, and a designer scarf I bought some time ago. My travel bag is a designer brand too but not a very expensive one. I don’t know how cold Kumamoto gets in winter, so I’m dressed no differently from usual here in Tokyo. I was thinking of checking the temperature in Kumamoto on the evening news yesterday before dropping my boy off at my mother’s place, but he was making a bit of a fuss, and we ended up leaving before the weather report came on. 

			Diagonally above me is the giant screen showing the status of departing flights. It says that boarding has begun for our flight, ANA 645 to Kumamoto. The screen lists more flights than you can count, all the way down to one at 3:15 p.m. There are lots going to Fukuoka and Sapporo but only a few to Kumamoto. I look at my watch and wonder how much time we’ve got till they close the gate. Now there’s an announcement for a flight to Fukuoka, and the man with the magazine gets up. He looks me over again before he walks off. Is there something about me that suggests I’m that sort of woman? 

			I was divorced two years ago and have a son who’s about to be four. I never got along with my husband’s mother, from the day of the wedding on, and in the end that’s what made our marriage fail. My husband ran a machine parts factory left him by his father, but it closed down not long after the divorce. He told me that most of his client companies had gone bankrupt. He was a gentle, serious person, and he was kind to me, but kinder to his mother. She had trouble with her back and shoulder, and underwent all sorts of treatments—chiropractic and chi sessions, acupuncture, moxibustion, and so on, including some much dodgier remedies. It cost a fortune. Light exercise would probably have been the best thing for her, but generally she just sat around the house, waiting for the different therapists to show up. 

			After the magazine reader leaves, the male half of an elderly married couple sits down in the seat opposite. Their clothes announce that they’re returning to their home in the country, and their faces and hands are darkly sunburned. The man’s wearing a wrinkled white shirt, a red tie, and a dark brown suit with sleeves that are too short. His thin hair is plastered down and combed straight back, and a shoulder bag is tucked securely under his arm. The small woman standing beside him has a severe stoop that makes her look even smaller. There’s no expression on her face, only an unnatural-looking layer of white foundation. She’s wearing a bulky orange hand-knit cardigan over a white blouse. 

			You can tell a lot about people just from their appearance. I look down at my hands. On my left wrist is a Cartier watch. It’s the only thing I’ve bought for myself since I started working in the sex trade. 

			After the divorce, I put my son in daycare and got a job at a gas station in the neighborhood. I worked as a cashier, along with a girl named Akemi-chan, but after a while I was let go. Akemi-chan was twenty-two at the time, and I was thirty-one. There was a price war between the various gas stations, and profits at ours kept declining, so I guess they decided to cut down to the younger part-time workers, who didn’t cost them as much. 

			For some time after the divorce I lived in a condo that normally housed employees of my husband’s factory, but when the factory folded I knew I would have to leave: the condo was included in the foreclosure. 

			Without the factory, my husband was no longer able to pay alimony or child support. He was really ashamed about this, even cried in front of me, but I didn’t see any point in blaming him. My hometown is in Fukushima Prefecture, and my parents wanted me to come back, but my older brother and his wife were living with them already, and it just wouldn’t have worked. I had to find an apartment. 

			I tried waitressing at a little bar in Osaki, but I don’t have much tolerance for alcohol, and I’m not good at making conversation with people I don’t know. Before long I began to get these stabbing pains in my stomach, and had to quit. Even with my savings and the two hundred thousand yen my husband had scraped together, I didn’t have enough to rent a two-room apartment with kitchen and bath. I needed to earn about three hundred thousand a month. I asked the advice of a real estate appraiser I’d met at the bar in Osaki, and he told me about a certain “fantasy club” that he knew to be a reputable place. 

			A description of the club in a job-search magazine said that girls were guaranteed thirty-five thousand a day and could work as little as one day a week, and that the clients were all “carefully screened gentlemen of solid character.” After telephoning, I went to the address given, which was in among the jumble of buildings outside the west exit of Gotanda Station. We call it “the club,” but in fact it’s just an office with a small studio. They agreed to take me on, took some photos, and registered me under the made-up name Yui. In the studio were all kinds of costumes for the girls to dress up in, to accommodate different customers’ fantasies, which of course is what the place was all about. That same day I entertained my first client. 

			“I guess you can’t smoke here.” The old man across from me says something of this sort to his wife, but there’s no change in her deadpan expression, no response at all. “Save my seat for a minute,” he says, and stands up. His accent sounds as if he’s from western Japan. As soon as the woman sits down, he pulls a pack of Mild Seven from his breast pocket and heads for the smoking corner. I watch her extract a small, cellophane-wrapped confection from her cloth handbag. She raises it to her mouth in cupped hands, as if to hide it, and uses her teeth to open the wrapper. It’s a pastry of some kind, or a cookie or something; and as she chews, a few crumbs fall on her navy blue slacks. She brushes them away with her right hand. 

			A solid mass of people is swirling around us, like a herd of animals, or a school of fish. I’ve tried Saito’s cell phone four times now. I wonder if he isn’t coming. He works for a consulting firm and is six years younger than me. I’m now thirty-three, but “Yui” is registered as twenty-five. “You can easily pass for mid-twenties,” the owner of the club told me, adding that the average man hasn’t a clue about a woman’s age. 

			I first met Saito on a Friday evening, at a love hotel in Meguro. He was with me for two hours, but mostly he just kissed me and stroked my cheek. “Yui-san, wasn’t it?” he said. “What a pretty face you have.” The next time I saw him was three days later, again for two hours, and then the following day for three hours, and he’s been a regular ever since. “You have to watch out for customers like that,” the boss told me. “A lot of times girls let it go to their heads and start allowing the guy to take them on private dates, and sleep with them or whatever, but you wouldn’t fall for that sort of thing, would you?” I told him not to worry. Penetration is strictly against the rules of the club; usually the clients masturbate, or the woman helps them out with her hand or mouth. 

			The fifth or sixth time I saw Saito, neither of us took our clothes off. “Would you like to go out to dinner?” he asked, stroking my face. We left the little love hotel and went to a restaurant on the top floor of a hotel across from Shinagawa Station. “Can you tell how much I like you, Yui?” he said, between spoonfuls of a cold jellied consommé. “Well, you come to see me about twice a week,” I said, “so I had a feeling you didn’t hate me.” I was having pumpkin cream soup. It was a nice yellow color, with two green mint leaves floating on the surface. “But Saito-san, you don’t know the first thing about me—not even my real name.”

			He didn’t reply to this but reached out to touch my cheek. He looked a bit sad, or hurt, and I resolved never to tease him like that again. 

			Over in the glass-partitioned smoking corner, the senior citizen from out west is lighting a cigarette. His wife is intent on eating the cookie or whatever it is, and never so much as glances his way. His shoulder bag sits on the floor at her feet, but she doesn’t look at that either. Maybe her teeth are bad—it takes her a long time to chew her little snack. Her mouth and lips form an amazing variety of shapes as she chews. Meanwhile, her hands are busy with the cellophane wrapper. First she spreads it out and smoothes all the wrinkles, then she begins to fold it. She sits with her legs pressed modestly together and her head tilted forward, exaggerating her stoop, and she uses both hands to work on the square of cellophane. When the corners don’t line up perfectly, she spreads it out again. She’s completed two folds now, forming a square one-quarter the size of the original.

			After our dinner in Shinagawa, Saito continued to reserve time with me through the club. We met at love hotels, and sometimes we undressed and sometimes we didn’t. He mostly talked about his company and his thoughts about life and so on, and never pried into my private affairs. He never tried to get me to have full-on sex with him either, or to go on private dates. About three months after our first encounter, we met up at a love hotel as always but then went to a little Japanese restaurant in Ebisu, a place with only one small counter. We had some sashimi—triggerfish and winter yellowtail—and drank hot sake from Ishikawa Prefecture in these lovely Shimizu-yaki cups. He got a little red in the face from the sake and said, more than once, “I feel so at ease with you, Yui.” I drank two cups, which surprisingly didn’t make me feel queasy at all. I guess it loosened me up a little, though, because I started talking about myself. I told him I was divorced and had a child, and touched on some of the things I always think about. He just listened, nodding, and when we parted he stroked my face softly and kissed me. I was relieved that he still did that, even after learning more about my situation.

			The square of cellophane has been folded into one-sixteenth its original size when I hear the announcement: This is the final boarding call for ANA Flight 645 to Kumamoto. Ticketed passengers who have not completed check-in, please report immediately to Counter 15. I’m trying to keep my eyes on the automatic doors at the entrance, but I’m nervous and distracted and keep glancing back at the old woman. I’ve been doing that all this time, looking back and forth. There’s no one I know in the crowd around me, of course, and no one who knows me, and the voices of all these strangers, mixed with the chimes and the departure announcements, are starting to make everything seem a little unreal. 

			I wonder if I should have let Saito visit my apartment, instead of resisting. Maybe I should have introduced him to my little boy and gone with them to a department store or amusement park, as he suggested. “Would you like me to drop in at your place some Saturday or Sunday, Yui? I’d love to meet your son.” He said this in a very unpushy way, a few days after that night in Ebisu. I didn’t know what to say, so I just lowered my eyes, and he smiled and said, “I don’t mean right away, but at some point...” It scared me a little, to be honest. I wondered how long this man would continue to treat me so well. Maybe because I’d been through a divorce, I felt certain that no matter how good a relationship was, it was bound to go sour sooner or later. 

			Why are you so nice to someone like me, who has a job like this? I’d wanted to ask Saito that ever since our first few sessions, but I somehow sensed that I shouldn’t. There were other things I would’ve liked to ask too. We’ve been meeting two or three times a week, which means that including hotel fees he spends three to four hundred thousand a month just to be with me, and I have to wonder if that isn’t a problem for him. But who am I to question what he does, when, after all, he’s doing it of his own free will? Besides, it might seem as if I was trying to get him to say he loves me.

			I’m wearing black half-boots. The old lady opposite is wearing red leather sneakers. There are six seats over there, and six different pairs of legs. I wonder what made me tell him about that movie poster. It was five days ago. We were lying naked in each other’s arms. “We can do anything you want,” I had told him, and we’d had real sex for the first time. I asked him not to tell the owner of the club, and he laughed. “Why would I do something like that?” he said. “You crack me up, Yui.”

			It had been a long time since I’d heard a man laugh like that. Throughout the divorce, my husband was in a permanent state of gloom. Saito’s laughter made me happy, and in a lighthearted mood I told him the story that led to me sitting here now. I had taken my son shopping in Shinjuku one day, and as we were walking along the east side of the station, he said, “Look at the funny picture, Mama!” It was a poster outside a movie theater, showing a long line of Middle Eastern women in veils walking through the desert and, above them, prosthetic legs parachuting from the sky. (Saito said, “Prosthetic legs?” and I said, “You know, artificial limbs.”) The poster really puzzled me, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it, so the next day I went to Shinjuku by myself to see the movie. It was about Afghanistan. The UN had sent these prosthetic legs for victims of land mines, but the region was dangerous, with no roads, so the only way to deliver them was to drop them from the air. As I was watching the movie, I started thinking how great it would be to help make legs for people wounded by mines. The feeling was so strong, and so sudden, that it startled me. 

			The woman across from me casually drops the wrapper she’s been folding so carefully. Now about the size of a fingertip, it lands on the floor by her left foot. The lady to my right gets up with her daughter, and a young couple sits down in their place. Each has two pieces of matching, light blue luggage, and as soon as they’re settled they take cell phones from their jacket pockets. A chime sounds over the PA system again, and the announcement is repeated: This is the final boarding call for ANA Flight 645 to Kumamoto. Ticketed passengers who have not completed check-in, please report immediately to Counter 15. Afterwards, the name Kumamoto seems to hang over the airport like a mist, which wraps itself around me and seeps into my skin. The suitcases of the couple on my right are covered with stickers from foreign destinations: Phuket, Guam, Hawaii, Paris, Hong Kong. I’ve never been abroad. 

			I was taken aback by what Saito said after I told him the story. “In that case,” he said, “you should get a job making those things.” We were still in bed together, with perspiration on our chests and stomachs. I laughed and said it wasn’t possible. “Why not?” he said. I’d never really thought about it before, but the reasons seemed clear enough: I’m a high-school graduate, thirty-three years old, divorced, raising a four-year-old child, and I work in the sex trade. These facts define who I am and limit my freedom and possibilities. And I didn’t really want to think about all that. I felt sad, and moved closer to him and took his hand and pressed it to my cheek. I wished I hadn’t mentioned the movie. He stroked my face and whispered: “It’s not impossible.”

			I turn in my seat, to take in the whole terminal. The ceiling directly above me is tens of meters high, but to my left are some escalators that lead to the open second and third floors, where all the restaurants are, and shops that sell everything you could ever need—from Persian rugs to tampons. In one corner of the lobby down here, a big flat-screen TV is showing a late-morning news program. Panelists on the show are discussing a twenty-one-year-old man who killed his wealthy grandmother by soaking her in gasoline and setting her on fire. The young couple to my right are both text-messaging on their cell phones. Maybe they’re honeymooners, letting some friends know how much fun they’re having. That seems normal enough. It’s also normal for the old country lady to wait expressionlessly for her husband to return from the smoking corner, and it’s normal for the TV panelists to register shock or sympathy as they discuss the murder. But a thirty-three-year-old single mother who works in the sex trade wanting to make artificial legs for land-mine victims? That’s not normal. Which is why I’d never mentioned it to anyone else before.

			“We talked about my job once, remember?” Saito said, taking his hand away, and I nodded. “What I do is come up with systems solutions. All kinds of different companies require our services, but one thing is always true: you can’t find a solution for something unless you’ve got a firm grasp of the problem. Most business managers have it all wrong. They assume that since they’re paying us pricey consultant fees, we’re supposed to show them some magical way to raise productivity; and a lot of them get angry when I ask what they think the problem is. Sometimes they’ll even start shouting: ‘I thought it was your job to figure that out!’ But that sort of reaction is just bluster, to cover up the fact that they haven’t really analyzed what’s wrong. In your case, Yui, you already know what the problem is. That’s why it’ll be easy to come up with a solution.” He was stroking my cheek again as he said this.

			The check-in counter is to my right. In front of it is a machine with a conveyor belt, where people put their luggage to be X-rayed. When a bag comes out at the other end, a security guard puts an inspected sticker on it. My travel bag is an old Celine, the canvas kind, and it’s still got a crumpled rectangular tag attached, from a trip I took long ago. The tag says Sapporo. I traveled there with my husband before our boy was born. The factory was just a small operation then, but the recession had been going on and on, and he hadn’t had a vacation in ages. He remembered me saying before we were married that I hoped one day to see the big Snow Festival, and somehow he managed to arrange a couple of days off and take me to Sapporo. We walked through Odori Park, looking at all the giant snow sculptures, and had ramen at a shop near the Clock Tower, and for dinner we treated ourselves to the famous crab. That’s all, but it’s a special memory, which is why I never removed the tag.

			Even after we divorced, he used to come by to visit the boy, and occasionally we’d meet for a meal, but lately he hardly ever gets a chance to do anything like that. Sometimes he phones, and when he does he always tells me he’s sorry, in a defeated sort of voice. He doesn’t talk about what’s going on, but there must be a ton of things to do in the wake of closing a factory down. He doesn’t know about my job, of course. I’m afraid that if I told him, he might try to take the boy away. When I saw Saito three days ago, I finally screwed up the courage to ask him if he didn’t disrespect me for being in this line of work. He was quiet for a minute, then said, “I think it’s better than killing yourself, or being dependent on someone else.” And he showed me a printout. 

			“People who make artificial limbs are called ‘prosthetic technicians,’” he told me, “and there’s a national exam they have to pass.” The printout was of a web page he’d found. To sit for the exam, you first have to graduate from a training school. It takes three years to graduate, and there are only five accredited schools in the whole country. He said he thought the one in Kumamoto was best. In the printout were photos of actual students making things. A female trainee was measuring the missing portion of a middle-aged man’s left leg. It’s funny, but somehow when I looked at that photo it all felt strangely familiar to me, and I told him that.

			I don’t know how many times, after seeing the movie, I thought about searching the Internet to find this same kind of information. But then I’d get nervous just thinking about it, and in the end I never did anything. I was afraid to take the idea too seriously, I guess. Saito suggested we go to Kumamoto and have a look at the school. “When you’re actually at the place,” he said, “maybe it’ll feel even more familiar.” Then I looked at the costs involved, and sighed. Entrance fee, half a million yen; yearly tuition, six hundred thousand; lab fees, four hundred thousand, equipment and facilities fees, two hundred thousand. A total of 1.7 million yen was needed right from the start. Completely out of reach for me. When I said as much, he smiled and said, “Yui, there’s no point in worrying about that now. There’s an entrance exam and an interview process, and you won’t even begin that till next year. So why not worry about costs later?”

			The old man returns from the smoking corner. His wife stands up with the same blank expression and lets him have the seat. He says something to her, and she rummages in her handbag and pulls out another little snack, wrapped in cellophane. He removes the wrapper and hands it back to her. The young couple on my right have finished text-messaging, and the guy is slumped over one of the big blue suitcases. His companion, putting her cell phone back in her pocket, glances up at something behind me. I feel cold leather on my cheek.

			“It’s freezing out there.” 

			Saito’s wearing leather gloves. The square of cellophane in the old woman’s hands is about to become half its original size. 

			

		


		
			First English publication 

			Grateful acknowledgment is given to the periodicals that published earlier versions of some of the works included here: 

			“Whenever I Sit at a Bar Drinking Like This, I Always Think What a Sacred Profession Bartending Is” 
­—Words Without Borders, August 2004

			“I Am a Novelist” 
—The New Yorker, January 3, 2005

			“It’s Been Just a Year and a Half Now Since I Went with My Boss to That Bar”  
—ZOETROPE: ALL-STORY, Winter 2004

			“No Matter How Many Times I Read Your Confession, There’s One Thing I Just Don’t Understand: Why Didn’t You Kill the Woman?”
—ZOETROPE: ALL-STORY, Winter 2010

			“Lullaby”  
—FICTION, Number 56 (2010)

			“Penlight”  
—ZOETROPE: ALL-STORY, Fall 2011

			“The Last Picture Show”  
—Words Without Borders, March 2011

			“At the Airport”  
—ZOETROPE: ALL-STORY, Summer 2009

			“Swans”  
—FICTION, Number 56 (2010)

			

		


		
			Acknowledgments

			Run, Takahashi! was one of the first Japanese books I ever got really excited about. Sometime in the late 1980s I translated all eleven of the “Takahashi” stories, certain that someone would publish the collection in English. No one did, but I managed to receive an NEA grant for the work. I’m still thankful for that, if only because it encouraged me to go on translating my favorite Ryu Murakami stories even though no one was asking me to. An early supporter of the translations was the amazing Jin Auh, thanks to whom several found homes in nice magazines, and I began to dream of publishing a wide-ranging “best of” omnibus. I quickly found out that publishers are wary of short-story collections, however, and was getting pretty discouraged until I met the noble and selfless Edward Lipsett of Kurodahan Press, who liked the idea. Ryu generously gave his blessing, and this book began to take shape. I reworked the translations until I felt they were as good as I could make them, then sent them to Stephen Shaw—the unsung hero of Japanese fiction in English—for a final edit. Stephen’s suggestions were invaluable, but I didn’t always listen, and any infelicities or false notes are of course entirely on me.

			

			— Ralph McCarthy

		


		
			Copyright Information

			Tokyo Decadence: 15 Stories 

			Copyright © Ryu Murakami

			Translation copyright © 2016 Ralph McCarthy

			Edited by Stephen Shaw

			This edition copyright © 2016 Kurodahan Press. All rights reserved. 
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be sold or used in any way in any other work or product without explicit advance written permission from Kurodahan Press. Thank you for helping to protect the author’s rights.

			FG-JP0049E

			ISBN: 978-4-902075-79-3

			Edition: 1.1

			Cover photograph by the author. 

			RoughTypewriter font by JibbaJabba Fonts, used with permission.

			Kurodahan Press

			Kurodahan Press is a division of Intercom, Ltd.

			#403 Tenjin 3-9-10, Chuo-ku, Fukuoka 810-0001 JAPAN

			http://www.kurodahan.com

		

		
			

		


		
			Contributors

			Ryu Murakami (村上 龍) was not yet 24 when he won the prestigious Akutagawa Prize for his debut novel, Almost Transparent Blue. He has now published some forty novels, a dozen short-story collections, an armful of picture books, and a small mountain of essays. Ryu hosts a popular and long-running weekly TV show focusing on business and economic topics, and has for many years promoted tours and produced records for Cuban musicians. He has written and directed five feature films, of which Topaz, a.k.a. Tokyo Decadence (1992) is probably the best known, and many of his novels have been made into films by other directors (notably Takashi Miike’s Audition). 

			Ryu Murakami novels published in English include Coin Locker Babies, Sixty-nine, Piercing, Audition, In the Miso Soup, Popular Hits of the Showa Era, and From the Fatherland, with Love.

			Ralph McCarthy lives in Southern California. He has translated several novels by Ryu Murakami, including Sixty-Nine, In the Miso Soup, and Popular Hits of the Showa Era, as well as works by Yayoi Kusama (Infinity Net: The Autobiography of Yayoi Kusama and Hustlers Grotto), Teru Miyamoto (two of the novellas in Rivers), and Osamu Dazai (Blue Bamboo and Otogizoshi: The Fairy Tale Book of Dazai Osamu).

		

OEBPS/Fonts/RoughTypewriter-ExtraBold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/RoughTypewriter-SemiBold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/KozMinPro-Medium.otf


OEBPS/Images/ePub3.InternalCover.jpg
Tokyo Decadence

15 Stories by

Ryu Murakami






