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Peador always harbored the suspicion that coming to Japan was a mistake. But, desperation rising from a dearth of viable options, coupled with morbid curiosity, silenced the doubts long enough for him to jump on board without considering where the train would take him. Once in Japan, despite the frustrations and the conviction that his life was off track, inertia alone kept him barreling ahead on a collision course with Mie, the woman who would completely derail him.

This is the story how, one woman at a time, Peador put Mie to rest and got his life back on track.

Editor: this most recent edition has addressed the formatting errors present in earlier editions and corrected many of its mistakes.



 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Woman’s Nails
 
    
 
   By
 
    
 
   Aonghas Crowe
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Woman’s Nails
 
   Aonghas Crowe
 
   Published by 
 
   Three Black Crows Publishing 
 
   Portland, OR 97225
 
    
 
    
 
   This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cover design: Kuroko
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright © 2010 Aonghas Crowe
 
    
 
    
 
   All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1
 
   ABAZURÉ
 
    
 
   1
 
                 
 
   Sometimes I can't shake the feeling, the sinking feeling that my life is little more than the punch line of a very bad joke. Someday when I can’t take it anymore, when I finally cry “uncle”, I know in my heart of hearts that God will be waiting for me. The bastard will give me a friendly jab to the shoulder and say, “Sorry, Peador, I was just feckin’ with you.”
 
   Looking at my reflection of the darkened window of the subway car, I can see I’m a mess. After what the Almighty Prankster has put me through this morning, it’s hardly surprising.
 
   As the train pulls into the station, my gut rumbles. Nature has been calling for the past half hour and I really should pop right into a toilet and relieve myself, but, there isn’t a minute to spare.
 
    
 
   Abazuré[bookmark: _ftnref1][1] couldn’t have been more explicit about being on time. “You cannot be late,” she said at the end of last week’s interview. “Not even once.”
 
   I had arrived twenty minutes late for it. What can I say for myself? I’m human and, well, stuff happens.
 
   “I do not tolerate sloppiness or tardiness,” she said. “Is that understood?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Your boss told me that you were often late.”
 
   The bastard!
 
   I admitted that I might have been late a few times over the course of the year. But often? No, no, no. That was an exaggeration. “Did my boss inform you that he had me travelling all over Kitakyûshû in the rain, sleet, and snow? Yes, I may have been a few minutes late every now and then, but I always overcompensated by staying . . . “
 
   “Well, I won’t tolerate you being late even a few minutes,” she said. “Is that clear, Peador?”
 
   “Crystal.”
 
   “Can you promise me that you won’t be late?”
 
   “I can,” I answered wearily.
 
   “Then I’d like you to come again next week. And be there by nine sharp.” 
 
   “Nine o’clock sharp,” I said, writing the time down in my day planner. “I will be there. You can count on me.”
 
   And yet here I am, and it’s two minutes of nine when the train pulls into the station. I’m one missed step from getting sacked even before I’ve been officially hired.
 
   My intestines do a somersault as I step onto the platform. I really should head straight for the restroom, but time’s not on my side.
 
   If only I hadn’t taken the slow train. If only I had made the connection. If only . . .
 
   Twenty-six years old and my life is already a litany of regrets.
 
    
 
   Climbing up out of the subway station, my gut calms somewhat, giving me a reprieve. It’s the first bit of luck I’ve had all morning and so I quicken my pace, but not too fast. Heaven forbid I jump-start my bowels into peristalsis.
 
   A few minutes later and short-winded, I stand before the foot of the stairs that lead to my next place of employment: The American School. After catching my breath, I climb the steps and introduce myself to a dour young woman sitting behind the counter. She says that Abazuré-sensei hasn’t arrived yet and, gesturing toward the next room, tells me in to take a seat and wait.
 
   Plopping down on a shit-brown vinyl sofa in the lobby, I thank my lucky stars that I managed to get here before the president of the school.
 
   The American School is a bit larger than the dismal little eikaiwa[bookmark: _ftnref2][2] I've been slaving away at for the last twelve months, but no less bleak. Like a dozen other private English schools in the city, many of which I've had the “pleasure” to visit for interviews before Abazuré finally called me back, there are the usual weathered stencils on the window declaring it to be an “English Conversation School”. There are classes for children and adults. Students, a sign states, may enroll at any time.
 
   There are chalkboards instead of the more common white boards. In the largest of the school’s four classrooms small desks are arranged in a circle. The walls are decorated with the kinds of cheap posters you find at a teaching supply store in the States, and photos cut out of magazines. The lobby has been furnished with secondhand furniture. The sofa I’m sitting was, I imagine, once in Abazuré’s own living room.
 
   It is, in short, an uninspiring place. If the schedule weren't so ridiculously easy--only two or three classes a day compared to the five or six that have been teaching--I might have taken up employment at Yeehaw! English School, instead.
 
   Being paid more to work less, that’s what this gig amounts to. As intractable as the dreariness hanging in the school's air is, that is still a song I can dance to. Better still, I'll have a boss who seems to know what she's doing, rather than the moron who clutches at straws just to keep from going bankrupt every month.
 
   Even if the expiration date of my visa weren't bearing down on me, I tell myself, I would still leap at Abazuré's offer.
 
    
 
   Considering how miserable my first year in Japan has been--after twelve months I've emerged heart-broken, humiliated, physically and emotionally exhausted, not to mention broke--you'd think I’d be ready to return to the States like everyone else I know is. Blame it on misfiring synapses, if you like, but it is precisely because the year's been so patently awful, that I sit here on a shit-brown vinyl sofa and think with muted optimism: Things can only get better. Things can only get better. Things can only get better.
 
   It’s a congregation of one, of course, that I’ve been preaching to. No one else will listen. Every gaijin I know is going back to his or her home country, including my closest friend in Japan, Ben, the only person who can honestly say that he's had a fulfilling year.
 
   None of my expat friends mince their words. You must be a masochist to even consider staying another year, they say. Why subjugate yourself to another twelve months of what will surely be more of the same bullshit and hassles, they ask. Like a proselyte whose faith has been challenged, I defend the choice and remind them that I will not only be teaching less but will be living in Fukuoka City rather than godforsaken Kitakyûshû.
 
   I'm not very convincing, though. How do you expect me to be when I can't even win myself over to my way of thinking?
 
   No, the truth behind my willingness to remain in Japan is an obstinate unwillingness to let go of the thin hope that the woman I love might find it within herself to come back to me.
 
    
 
   Fifteen minutes pass and still no Abazuré.
 
   So much for the importance of being punctual . . .
 
    
 
   I’ve been feeling like crap lately, really awful. And today my chest aches from the congestion, my nose dribbles nonstop. Every time I breathe in, the fluid in my lungs rattles like a hookah. And, if that weren’t enough, my stomach has started to act up again. The coffee I had earlier seems to have gone right through me.
 
   Just as I'm about to stand up and inquire about the restrooms, Abazuré arrives. The four-foot-eight powerhouse smiles widely and bellows out a sunny greeting, then disappears into the office. I'd love disappear myself into the restroom, but figure it's best to wait, in spite of my stomach doing flip-flops.
 
   Abazuré gives the girl in the office a big “Ohayô” after which the two chat in hushed voices. With the restroom beckoning, I'm tempted to interrupt but then Abazuré emerges. The broad smile she was wearing when she arrived is now gone.
 
   She directs me to a smaller classroom where we sit across from each other at an old dining room table. She looks down at the document before her, hard nails tapping at the surface of the table. The woman is fuming about something and I haven't got the courage to ask what about. She looks up from the document, and stares at me through her steel-rimmed glasses. For a woman of such small stature, she comes off as formidable, intimidating, and downright frightening.
 
   She inhales slowly, deeply before speaking. I inhale slowly, shallowly so as to not shock my bowels. I've begun to percolate and want nothing more of this world and this woman before me to be excused. Nature has stopped calling; it’s now shouting, imploring me. The way Abazuré is looking at me, however, tells me there's nothing I can do as my insides churn but try to squeeze my butt-cheeks together.
 
   "In our conversation last week," she begins, "I made it very clear that you were not to be late . . . "
 
   "Y-yes, I know."
 
   "Yes, you know . . . “ She glares at me over the tops of her spectacles. “But, you were late today, weren't you?"
 
   Jesus Christ, that bitch in the office went and told her I was late.
 
   "Yes, but only . . . "
 
   Oh mother of God help me! My bowels have started doing the rumba.
 
   “I have a right mind to tear this contract up and find someone else. It wouldn’t be hard, after all. There are more than enough people out there looking for work.”
 
   And then, Abazuré actually picks up the contract and rips it in half.
 
   What the fuck?
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   I woke up shortly after dawn and stuck out my kitchen window to check the weather. The cold air bit my cheeks and my breath clouded before me, but the slag heap to the west of the working class neighborhood that had been my home for a year was bathed in the glow of the rising sun. With the sky promising to clear up, it made sense to dress lightly, to endure the chill in the morning rather than sweat through what promised to be a lovely spring day.
 
   After a shower, I dressed in a light suit and tie, and hurried out the door. As I was walking away from my apartment, appreciating the sweet smell of magnolias in my neighbor’s garden, Ben rounded the corner. He had the habit of jogging in the morning and steam was billowing from his head and shoulders; the front of his gray University of Wisconsin sweatshirt was black with sweat.
 
   “Leaving already?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, I have to be there by nine this morning to sign the contract.”
 
   “You might wanna bring an umbrella,” Ben suggested. “TV said it’s gonna rain. Niwaka ame. I think it means a sudden shower, or something like that.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” I replied looking up at the sky. As much as I liked Ben and had come to depend heavily on his advice over the past year, his comprehension of the Japanese language just could not be trusted. The fact alone that the man still hadn’t realized that his Christian name, Ben, meant excrement in Japanese was enough to peck away at the urgency of taking an umbrella. “Besides,” I said, “I’ll miss the bus if I go back now.”
 
   I should have listened to him. No sooner had I started up the hill towards the bus stop than the wind picked up, the sky darkened, and heavens opened up, the rain falling in torrents.
 
   Niwaka ame. I’ve learned a new word.
 
   Halfway between the bus stop and my apartment, I was paralyzed with indecision and getting wetter by the second. Do I run back and fetch an umbrella only to risk missing the bus, or do I hightail it to the bus stop, and try to find some shelter under the awning of the rice shop until the bus comes?
 
   The rain had already soaked my head; icy rivulets were now running down my neck and back. Umbrella or no umbrella, I was going to get drenched, so I forged ahead, up the hill. As I neared the bus stop, the approaching bus plowed through a cascade of water flowing along the curb, sending a wall of water towards me. I tried to leap out of the way, but wasn’t fast enough. By the time the bus stopped, my pants were sopping wet from the knees down, my feet sloshed around in their loafers.
 
   Looking like something that cat drug in, I boarded the bus and took a seat next to a floor heater. I rolled my pants up and tried in vain to dry my feet.
 
   As the damp settled into my clothes, a chill rattled up my spine and the chest cold that had been pestering me for a month started pestering me some more. I managed to suppress the first sneeze. And the next. But the third one was doozie. It developed up deep inside me and, as it gained strength, I rifled through my pockets, frantically looking for a handkerchief.
 
   For the love of God, how could I forget a handkerchief?
 
   The sneeze came, carrying with it the generous contents of my nasal passages, and deposited it all into my cupped hands.
 
   Opening the window, I stuck my hands out into the rain to try to rinse the snot off. Then, taking the silk pocket square out of my breast pocket, I dried my hands.
 
   By the time the bus arrived at the train station, the niwaka ame had already passed. The sky, however, was still overcast and the air much colder than it had been when I left my apartment. Looking around at the sleepy mob standing on the platform, I could see that everyone, but me, was wearing a heavy winter coat over his suit or a scarf bundled around his neck. Spring may have been evident in the buds of the sakura trees and in the frenetic activity of birds, but the wind barreling down the platform was all winter.
 
   A “local train” rolled into the platform. I knew I’d be cutting it close if I took it, as it would stop at every blessed station from now to Hakata, but the limited express train wasn’t scheduled to show up for another fifteen minutes. I’d surely catch myself a death of a cold if I waited on the platform, exposed to the cold wind. I hopped on, figuring I could always transfer to one of the express trains several stations down.
 
   It was lovely inside the train. Unlike the express in which salarymen and office ladies are usually packed in like cattle off to slaughter, there were only a handful of students dozing off or staring blankly out the windows. It was an older model of train, and the thinly padded pews-like cubicles offered a modicum of privacy.
 
   When the train jerked into motion, the heaters below the seat kicked on. I removed my shoes and socks and tried to warm my poor little blue toes. 
 
   Warm air bathed my calves, climbed up my legs, enveloping my knees, and drifted toward my face. Before I knew it, the heat and relaxing sway of the train as it made its easy way to Fukuoka lulled me to sleep.
 
   When I woke up the train was completely empty. Looking out the window, I couldn’t recognize the station.
 
   "Shûten des’. Shûten," came over the PA system.
 
   Last stop? You gotta be kidding. How long have I been asleep? 
 
   I pulled my warm but slightly damp socks over my feet, slipped on my soggy loafers and scrambled out of the train. The platform clock showed eight twenty-five, giving me thirty-five minutes.
 
   But where the hell am I?
 
   I cornered one of the clean-cut uniformed station employees on the platform told him where I wanted to go and was directed with a white-gloved hand towards the stairs.
 
   I dashed down them and on to the turnstiles where I asked another employee for directions.
 
   "Sutorayto. Sutorayto," he said.
 
   “Straight. Gotcha!”
 
   I hurried out of the train station and back into the cold, continuing “sutorayto“ as directed where I was supposed to eventually come upon a subway station.
 
   The sun I’d been counting on when I left my apartment was now hidden behind a menacing layer of black clouds and a chilly breeze was blowing in off of the bay. Before long, I was shivering like a maniac and my cold was acting up: my chest ached and my nose ran like a leaky faucet.
 
   At a vending machine I bought two cans of Georgia coffee, which I tucked them under my armpits for warmth. Pressing on, I walked, hunched over, hot cans of coffee under my armpits, until I came to the subway station. I now had twenty minutes to travel six stops and walk from the station to the school; meaning I'd just make it by nine.
 
   I purchased a ticket and as I was about to pass through the gate, a gust of warm air blew up from the bowels of the station, followed by the horn announcing the train's approach. I scampered down the first flight of stairs to a broad landing where I was offered two options: left or right. The signs were all in goddamn Chinese characters, no English to be found.
 
   Although I'd been studying the language for a year, had even been scribbling the pictograms down in a notebook, I couldn't recognize any of them on the sign.
 
   I turned to a man and blurted out the name of my destination, but he scurried away without answering me. A young woman avoided me altogether. Then a soft-spoken middle-aged woman approached and asked in fluent English where I was going.
 
   “The Ôhori Park station. Ôhori Kôen.”
 
   “Oh, Ôhori Kôen. Yes, yes, it's very nice this time of year.” The words trickled slowly out. I could hear the swoosh of the train doors opening, the click of heels on tile as the passengers got off.
 
   “Yes, yes, I know. Which . . .”
 
   “In a week or so, the cherry blossoms will be at their most beautiful . . .”
 
   “Yes, I, I'm aware of that. Which platform do I . . .?”
 
   “Oh, yes, the subway's a very convenient . . .”
 
   “Oh, for the love of God, lady. Left or right?”
 
   “I'm sorry? Left or right? I don't understa . . .”
 
   “Which platform?” I said pointing towards the stairwells. I could have strangled the dimwit.
 
   “Oooh, I see, I see. Platform Two, of course. I'll show . . .”
 
   “No, you won't. I'm in a hurry. Bye.”
 
   I ran off towards Platform Two, flying down a second flight of stairs, three steps at a time, towards the platform, but mid decent a soft bell chimed, the doors closed and the train departed.
 
   “Ah, fuck me!” I yelled, the curse echoing throughout the station.
 
   Plodding down the remaining steps, I came to the platform and made my way to a row of seats where I plopped down. As I waited I drank the two cans of Georgia coffee.
 
   Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long. Within a few minutes a second train came, but before I could count myself the lucky beneficiary of an efficiently-run, white-gloved public transportation system, I learned that the train wouldn’t take me all the way to Ôhori Park. I would have to change trains at yet another shûten.
 
   Time was ticking.
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   The shredded contract lies on the tabletop before me and Abazuré has a look on her face like I have wasted her time and, would you just now go. If it wasn’t for the fact that my visa is going to expire in less than a week and I now have no other prospect for employment, I would flip Abazuré and that other bitch in the office the bird and storm out of the building. But I need the job. Good God, do I need ever it.
 
   As Abazuré glares at me, the realization that I've made a huge mistake hits me like a kick in the gut and I can't take it anymore.
 
   “I'm sorry,” I say standing up, “but, I'm feeling very ill.”
 
   I dash out of the classroom, pass the lobby and office, and hurry towards a door that has “o-tearai” (honorable hand washing) written in Chinese characters on it. Opening the door and hoping my troubles are over, I discover they've only just begun: the school has a fucking Japanese style toilet.
 
   Oh, for the love of God!
 
   Taking a crap on a Japanese style toilet is like trying to take a dump into a lady's shoebox. In the floor of a slightly raised area is a narrow porcelain trough barely a hand's length wide over which you’re expected to squat as you do your business.
 
   I mount it and squat as well as my stiff Achilles tendons will allow me, but my arse is hovering precariously above my pants gathered at my ankles.
 
   With the forces of nature in motion, I grab onto a large sewage pipe that runs from the ceiling down to the floor and hold on to it for dear life. I then lean back and peer down between my legs like a bombardier might until the target comes into sight. When it does, it’s bombs away!
 
   The collateral damage is worse than expected: half of my payload lands far off target.
 
   Good grief!
 
    
 
   After I’ve done my business, I spend several minutes tidying the toilet up. No matter how much I wipe the porcelain down, a heavy smell of death hangs in the restroom.
 
   I look in the small cabinet above the toilet hoping to find a book of matches, but there is none. Next to a few rolls of the rough toilet paper I sanded my ass with, I find a can of what, judging by the picture of a field of flowers on it, must be air freshener.
 
   I give the room a liberal spray, and stir up the air with my arms, but an obtrusive hint of pooh lingers stubbornly in the sweet floral fragrance.
 
   Several minutes later, I return to the small classroom and apologize to Abazuré. "I'm not feeling very well,” I tell her. “If today's meeting weren't as important as it is, I would have cancelled it and suggested meeting later in the week when I was feeling better."
 
   Abazuré softens somewhat. She's still visibly irritated, however, with the foul souvenir that has trailed me back into the room, the woman cannot doubt my candor. I am plainly ill.
 
   Just then a shriek comes from the direction of toilet. The young woman in the office has ventured into no-man’s land.
 
   Serves her right.
 
   Abazuré stands up and leaves me alone in the classroom (Could you blame the woman?) and returns a few minutes later with another contract, which she places on the table before me. She asks that I read through it.
 
   As I go through the contract, my jaw drops onto the tabletop. Each item in the contract is written in the bluntest of terminology--namely, do this and you'll be fired; do that and you'll be fired. There is no room for mistakes at The American School.
 
   If I am ever late--regardless of illness, accident, ill-timed bowel movements, or what have you--my employment will be terminated on the spot.
 
   I swallow hard and sign the contract. What else do you expect me to do?
 
   Once all the paperwork is complete, Abazuré instructs me to meet her at Immigration next week, the day before my visa expires.
 
   “If you are even a minute late,” she warns, “I will have no choice but to look for someone else. Am I understood?”
 
   “Y-yes, you are.”
 
   “Well, then. See you next week.”
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   “Fired if I'm late?” I shake my head in disbelief as I make my way back to the station. “Fired if I'm ever absent? Fired if I ever accept presents from the students?”
 
   I take the subway to Hakata station where I then transfer to a limited express that takes me back to Kitakyûshû. As we travel away from Fukuoka City, the train crosses the Tatara River. It’s from the bridge that spans that slow and muddy river that I can see a solitary tall apartment building and the flashing neon lights of a pachinko parlor beside it. It's where my ex-girlfriend Mie lives and works. It's where I fell in love with her, experiencing some of the happiest days of my life, and where my heart was broken one morning last October when she left me for the second and final time. It has become a Mecca of sorts for me, towards which my prayers are offered. And every time I cross this bridge, either coming or going, I crane my neck so as to keep the building in sight on the off chance that I might catch a glimpse, however fleeting or distant, of Mie. In a similar manner, I signed Abazuré's contract this morning putting my pride up as collateral on the off chance that I might be able to one day meet Mie again.
 
   A rational person would have probably told Abazuré to shove the contract up her small, flat arse and gone back to America or wherever, dignity intact. Unfortunately, I stopped functioning on reason the day Mie dumped me. Pure impulse and desperation has been my guide. So, I signed my name on the dotted line knowing that more than anything in the world, I wanted Mie back in my life, or, at least, to find someone who'll help me achieve the seemingly impossible: to forget her and move on.
 
   Someone, perhaps, like Nozomi . . .
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2
 
   NOZOMI
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   I got Nozomi’s phone number off of a bulletin board at the International Center in downtown Fukuoka a few weeks earlier. I’d been visiting the center on a weekly basis during the past several months looking for my next English teaching gig and a new place to hang my hat. Thanks, or no thanks, to the International Center I’m now [bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Abazuré’s newest kept boy and will be moving next week to a small coastal village in the western suburbs of Fukuoka City where I’ll be sharing a condominium with three other Americans.
 
   The bulletin board at the International Center’s is divided into several categories: Language Instructors Wanted; Language Students Wanted; Items for Sale; Events; and Friends Wanted. Having found a job and a place to live, it’s the last of these, which I have started foraging through, hungrily searching for a woman to help forget.
 
   Many of them are like me, seemingly starving for someone to love them. Sadly, few, precious few, of the women I’ve actually gone to the trouble of meeting have been able to distract me from the very memories I’m trying to forget.
 
   Day in and day out, I am constantly reminded of my loss. My apartment, where Mie and I once made love, is now a cold mausoleum of sorts, where the remains of dreams are interned. Ghosts of the past occupy every inch of the place and the only thing that alleviates the heartache is the subtle palliative I’ve found in words written and spoken by women and the possible intimacy of a stranger as lonely as me.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   On my way home from work one evening, I stop by a public phone outside a small mom-and-pop rice shop to call Nozomi, a woman whose name is full promise: Nozomi means hope. It’s only my second time to call her. Three days earlier when I first called, we had such a good conversation that she asked me to call her back later in the week so that we could arrange a day to meet.
 
   Inside the telephone booth I take Nozomi’s number out of my pocket and place it on top of the green phone. I also remove a phone card I’ve been holding onto for months from my wallet.
 
   Whenever I look at the phone card, a tsunami hits me: a wall of nostalgia rushing towards me and sweeping me hard off my feet, hurling me towards the most vivid memories--Mie in my arms, Mie in my bed, and Mie in my life. Try as I might to grab onto one of theses images from the past, and hold it against my chest as if they were real, I am always drawn away by the force of receding waters into a cold, black sea of loneliness, the images torn from my hands. Only the hope that I might one day embrace Mie again or find someone else I can hold on to is all that keeps me from drowning.
 
   I examine the unused metallic phone card and trace my finger over the logo Mie created--Lorelei with the wings of a butterfly and the name, Lady Luck. It is the last one of a stack she had given me shortly after we first met, and I’ve been holding onto it like the assiduous custodian of a religious relic.
 
   I slip the card into the slot and Lady Luck rests a moment like the host on a communicant’s tongue before being consumed with an electronic chime, Amen.
 
   I dial Nozomi’s number and as the phone starts to ring, my throat grows dry with expectation.
 
   After our first call, I returned to my apartment and for the first time in the months, the merciless ghosts of the past had been quieted. Something in Nozomi’s voice and in her words assured me of what my friends had been trying to tell me: that there were other women out there, better women even, who would help lay the past to rest. There would be other women who would find a way to coax a smile out of my frown, other women who would make me laugh, other women who would make me savor the joy each day presented rather than merely survive as I had been doing until the night when the promise of deep, dreamless sleep awaited me.
 
   The phone rings again.
 
   It’s been such an awful day and I’ve felt like crap for most of it. The only thing keeping me going is a one-act play I’ve been performing all day in my head: The curtains open and the protagonist is standing at a phone booth dialing a woman’s number. The phone rings, the woman answers and the two are engaged in a conversation that has him dropping all his change into the coin slot. Before he runs out of money, though, the woman invites him out for dinner and drinks the coming weekend. The man smiles, the curtain closes.
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   The phone rings again.
 
   I consider asking Nozomi out for drinks and karaoke. I’ve been a crowd-pleaser all year with syrupy renditions of ballads from the sixties and seventies. I have even mastered several Japanese pop hits. I couldn’t go wrong with karaoke, especially now that karaoke boxes, small private rooms with settee, table, and lights that dimmed are all the rage. No, she wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to belt out a few songs for an hour or two. Yeah, I’ll ask her out for drinks and karaoke.
 
   The phone rings again and Nozomi answers.
 
   “Nozomi, hi. It’s me, Peador. Genki?” I ask.
 
   She answers that she’s fine. When I inquire about her day, she sighs and says something I can’t catch then falls silent.
 
   It is an altogether different person I’m talking with today and I’m tempted to ask if something’s wrong, but worry doing so will only have her retreating further. So, I try to be genki and akarui as a friend advised because Japanese women love the cheerful, spirited type. They won’t give you the time of day if you’re kurai, she said, that is if you’re dark and brooding. I tell her about the great job I got recently, that I’ll be moving to Fukuoka in a few weeks, but it’s not getting me anywhere.
 
   Nozomi interrupts me. “Peador,” she says, “have you got a girlfriend?”
 
   I tell her I don’t.
 
   “Last night an American called me.”
 
   All the kindness that made her voice so sweet to the ear, made me want to crawl into its warmth and curl up into a ball is gone. She’d rather hang up than go to the trouble of telling me.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “He asked me if I’d ever had sex with an American.”
 
   “He didn’t!”
 
   “He did!”
 
   “Just like that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Unbelievable,” I say.
 
   “I told him I hadn’t and wasn’t interested in doing so, then hung up.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” I reply with a sincerity I needn’t manufacture. “There are a lot of creeps out there, Nozomi. You really must be careful.”
 
   Who am I to talk, though? Wasn’t my intention all along the same as this American’s: to get laid? Did I really occupy a higher moral position merely because I possessed something resembling patience and tact?
 
   “You know, I have a boyfriend, a Japanese boyfriend,” Nozomi says. Her tone accuses me of assuming things I haven’t. “I’m not some Yellow Cab who’ll sleep with any foreigner just because he called me up.”
 
   I’m at a loss for words. Not that it matters, though, because before I can reply, she says, “Sayonara” and hangs up. The Lady Luck card pops out and the phone starts beeping.
 
   Dumbfounded, I stare at my reflection in the glass before me for a minute before taking the telephone card and stepping out of the booth. As I head down the hill and back to my dismal little apartment, my head is as clouded as ever. Hopes dashed by a girl, named Nozomi.
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   RISA
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   I move to Fukuoka at the end of March and settle into my new job. The schedule is dead easy and so far I have no complaints except that I am working six days a week instead of five. One morning I mention to my co-worker Yumi that it would be nice to have the occasionally Saturday off as well so that I could do a bit of traveling on the weekends, because I wasn’t really in Japan to work all the time, ha, ha, ha. Later in the day, my boss takes me aside to reprimand me for complaining about the schedule.
 
   “If you’re really not interested in working here,” she says, “I’ll be happy to find someone to replace you. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of time to travel, then.”
 
   My conversations with Yumi are reduced to sparing exercises in polite banality after that. We comment on the weather, on the beauty of the sakura which were in full bloom my first week on the job, the azaleas which have started to blossom, and the mud nest the sparrows have built under the awning of the boutique downstairs, then fall silent. I retreat to the morning’s paper, she busies herself with whatever it is that she does at her desk before me. It’s very weird to say the least.
 
   Most afternoons I’m free for four to five hours until it’s time to teach the evening class. On warm, sunny days I go to either of the two large parks that are near the school to write letters or read a book or wander. When the sky is overcast, I take a bus downtown, to Tenjin, and browse for books or CDs.
 
   Evenings at the school are a huge improvement over the grim mornings. Yumi and the boss leave for the damp, dark caves they must surely inhabit shortly after I return from my afternoon break, meaning I am alone with Reina, a vivacious woman with wavy brown hair who teaches the junior high students in the evenings.
 
   Yumi and Reina are like night and day, and the heavy veil of silence Yumi drapes over each morning is torn apart in the evening as soon as Reina punches in. Yumi and Reina do, however, share one thing: dread. Just as I dread my mornings alone with Yumi, I dread saying good-bye to Reina each night. Because there is nothing waiting for me but a sixty-minute-long train ride back to the condominium I’m living in. The condominium is located deep in the countryside, surrounded by untilled rice fields and an unshakable loneliness.
 
   Though I am allegedly sharing the condominium with two other Americans, I am more often than not the sole inhabitant of the eighth story, four-room mansion, as the Japanese call it. My “roommates” are MIA on the weekends and don’t usually come home until well after I have retired to bed most weeknights.
 
   I am no early bird, but my boss has so put the fear of being sacked into me that I find myself waking at the crack of dawn. I trudge like a somnambulist through a path between two rice fields to the unmanned station where I catch the seven-thirty train. I’m usually in town early enough that I can drop in at a shitty little coffee shop called, only God knows why, Henry the Eighth, where I have the môningu setto of tôsuto, bâkon, sukuramburu eggi ando kôhi (i.e., the morning set of toast, bacon, scrambled eggs and coffee) before confronting Yumi and her intractable gloom.
 
    
 
   In the middle of April once I’ve settled into a routine, I go to the International Center to look for a Japanese teacher and, I am embarrassed to admit, put a card on a bulletin board there, seeking “friends.”
 
   I have often heard from the woman I have contacted through the International Center that I am the only person who has bothered to call them, so I don’t expect much of a response from my own card. Boy, am I ever wrong!
 
   The day after my card is up, calls start pouring in. It takes several minutes to get through all the messages that have accumulated on the answering machine at the condominium while I was away at work. Three days later, letters written on adorable stationery start to arrive. By week’s end, I’ve got over a dozen women eager to meet me, and so like a starving man standing before buffet, I pencil in as many of them as I can into my Saturday and Sunday.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   Shortly after work Saturday evening, I hurry downtown where I meet with Bachelorette Number One, a plain-looking young woman in her early twenties who leads me with a string of “please, please, please’s” to a coffee shop in a maze-like underground shopping arcade. As soon as we sit down, she produces several sheets of paper from her handbag and starts to read from it.
 
   “My name is Hitomi. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   She looks up at me, smiles broadly and pauses. I take this as my cue to tell her that the pleasure is mine.
 
   “Pleasure?” she asks.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I say.
 
   “Pleasure?” She says with a puzzled look.
 
   “Nice to meet you, too.”
 
   “Oh, I see. Thank you.” Studying her crib sheet, she says, “Please forgive my poor English.”
 
   “It is forgiven!”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “Mind?”
 
   “Please, go ahead. Dôzo.”
 
   “Please forgive my poor English,” she repeats after checking her notes. “I want to be your friend.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She looks at the paper, mouths the words as she reads them silently, and asks, “Will you be my friend?”
 
   “Well, it’s gonna cost ya!”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “May I ask you some questions?”
 
   “Shoot!”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Sure, go ahead. Dôzo.”
 
   “What is your hobby?”
 
   What the hell is it with the Japanese and these stupid questions? I can count the times on one hand I was asked this before coming to Japan, but here it’s the most pressing thing that needs to be addressed. Ridiculous questions deserve ridiculous answers: “I enjoy groping strangers on crowded trains.”
 
   “Trains?”
 
   “Yes, trains. Groping.”
 
   “Guroappu?”
 
   “Er, I like traveling by train.”
 
   “Trouble?”
 
   “Not, trouble. Travel. I like traveling by train.”
 
   “Oh, I see. I like to travel, too.”
 
   “You do? Where have you been? Have you been abroad?”
 
   “Next question,” she says looking down at her sheet. “Can you eat sushi?”
 
   Good grief. “Yeah, it’s okay, I suppose.”
 
   “Okay? You can eat sushi? Let’s have sushi next time!”
 
   We whiz through her questionnaire in no time then sit in awkward silence until it’s time for me to meet Bachelorette Number Two.
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   Mika is an attractive 24-year-old woman, who asks me what my dream is. The question itself is not as surprising as, say, the complete lack of context in which it’s asked: our order has just been taken by the waitress. But then, many Japanese mistakenly believe, like Bachelorette Number One, that rattling off a random list of questions in English amounts to communication.
 
   “My dream? Huh.”
 
   I’ve often asked the same of women and am usually disappointed by the replies.
 
   “I want to master English,” one girl told me.
 
   “Okay, then what?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What are you going to do after you master English?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just . . .”
 
   “English is a tool, nothing more. A hammer, if you will. If you haven’t got any idea of what you want to build with that hammer, then it’s just going to sit on a shelf in the shed and get rusty.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Oh, is right. If you don’t know what you’ll do with the English once you’ve mastered it--sorry to burst your bubble--you probably never will master it.”
 
   When I asked a young college student the same question, she replied that she had never really thought about it. I was flabbergasted. “How the hell can you not have a dream? I mean, how the hell can you even get up in the morning?” The poor girl. She fell silent and stared at the table after that.
 
   Mika’s English is pretty damn good, so I can indulge myself: “Most people are like flotsam drifting on the surface of the ocean their whole lives. They make no impact on life. Life, on the other hand, has a huge impact on them. They’re tossed about, they flow this way and that. You follow me?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “They don’t change the sea in any way. They don’t have much of an influence on the others around them. I mean, I suppose that from time to time they might bump into other flotsam, see? Or, what? Get tangled up in discarded bits of fishing net?”
 
   She eyes me warily.
 
   “I don’t want to be like that,” I tell her. “Not at all. No, I want to be like a tanker plowing its way along a river. Everything that is caught in its wake gets overturned and tossed about. Even people who don’t see the tanker go by still feel its impact and influence, good or bad.”
 
   “You want to be a sailor?” she asks.
 
   “A sailor! Nice one, hah! No, I don’t want to be a sailor.”
 
   “Oh, sorry.”
 
   “No problem.” I tell her of the megalomania, which fuels me, my interest in Japanese architecture and design, in the pop art here, particularly manga and anime, Japanese comics and animation. I talk about how I want to learn from it and use it in my own art and designs.
 
   “Peador, are you an otaku?”
 
   “Otaku? No, I’m not a nerd. I’m a maniac. So, how about you, Mika? What’s your dream?”
 
   “I want to travel.”
 
   “Yeah? Where to?”
 
   “Everywhere. Europe, Africa, Asia . . . Mars.”
 
   “Mars?” I ask, not sure I heard her correctly.
 
   “Yes Mars,” she repeats.
 
   “Mars,” I ask again pointing toward the ceiling.
 
   “Yes, Mars,” she replies, pointing to the same point in the ceiling. 
 
   “Rotsa ruck!”
 
   Mika is attractive enough, speaks English well enough, and has a sense of humor that accommodates my nonsense. There is even something, which resembles chemistry between us, but I get the distinct impression that I’d have to join the Realian’s Cult just to get to first base.
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   I dash over to the Nishitetsu Grand Hotel where I’ve promised to meet a young woman named Kumiko.
 
    
 
   Of all the women I’ve set up “dates” with, it is this Kumiko I’ve been looking forward to meeting the most for the simple reason that we share similar tastes in music. Not saying it’s necessarily bad, but far too many Japanese women have their short attention spans captivated by flavor-of-the-month Japanese pop stars. They get all worked up over the one or two-hit wonders that are cranked out of production machines like burgers at Mickey Dees. I’m not into fast food, and am even less of a fan of fast art. This Kumiko, however, is different: she is gaga about British rock and what she calls “guranji”.
 
   I imagined Kumiko to be cool, pretty in her own way, but when I get a load of how she looks, a reassessment of my musical preferences is in order. 
 
   Kumiko has thrown herself whole-heartedly into the grunge look: baggy, soiled pants with holes in the knees, sweatshirt in tatters, and a loose-fitting flannel shirt. When I arrive at the hotel I find her sitting in the most un-ladylike manner, slouched and legs spread apart with a practiced indifference to the world and an unforgivable contempt for the five-thousand-dollar Arne Jacobsen leather swan chairs she has planted her filthy arse in. I have the urge to race back to Mika and hop on the mother ship before it leaves for Mars.
 
   Kumiko introduces me to a pug-nosed, overweight and slovenly friend named Kazuko. Dressed in tattered fatigues, this Kazuko has been asked to join us because of her fluency in English. Normally, I would welcome tagalongs with “The more, the merrier!” but in this little piggy’s case, three’s a crowd.
 
   Before I can recover from the disappointment they lead me out of the hotel towards an entertainment district a few blocks away called Oyafukô-dôri. As we make our way there, Kumiko asks, in Japanese, if I’ve ever been there, but just as I’m going to reply, in Japanese, Kazuko butts in with a heavily accented translation, “Oyafukô, you know? Been to?”
 
   “I, I can’t say that I have.”
 
   Kazuko translates my reply for the benefit of Kumiko who lets out such an expression of surprise it makes me wonder if the dog’s got it right.
 
   “You know oyafukô mean?” Kazuko barks.
 
   I shrug. I couldn’t care less. I just want to go home.
 
   “You don’t know? Why? Why you don’t know?” Kazuko says with theatrical disbelief. I feel like whacking the girl.
 
   Kumiko says that she and her friend are oyafukô, causing the two of them to split their sides laughing. It’s highly unattractive and I want to escape. Kumiko, well, I could manage spending time with her, perhaps even enjoy being with her, but this Kazuko? Let’s face it, Kazuko’s a pig and standing next to her is an embarrassment--people might think that we are, God help me, actually friends.
 
   “I haven’t the slightest clue what the two of you are talking about.”
 
   Kazuko leaps at the opportunity to inflict her Engrish onto me: “Oya mean mamma, pappa. Okay? You got that, Mistah Peador?”
 
   “Parents? You mean parents, right?’”
 
   “So, so, so,” Kumiko replies, “pahrento.”
 
   Kazuko continues, “So, fukô mean ‘fee-ree-ah-ru pie-ah-chee . . . want of.’”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   She repeats the same gibberish a few times, then digs a dictionary out of a large army surplus canvas bag that’s slung around her shoulder. After thumbing through it, she passes it to me, pointing at the entry.
 
   Incidentally, even though it’s evening, it’s so brightly illuminated downtown with glaring street lights, building facades bathed in the glow of flood lights and massive neon billboards, you could read a newspaper, or, in this case, an entry in a dictionary.
 
   After crossing the street, I pause to read. “Fukô: unfilial behavior; disobedience towards one’s parents; treat one’s parent’s disrespectfully.”
 
   “You got it, Mistah Peador-san?” Kazuko asks loudly.
 
   “I, I guess so?”
 
   “We are oyafukô!” Kumiko tells me again. The two of them point to their noses saying, “Oyafukô”, then burst into laughter.
 
   “Ah, you make your parents cry, don’t you?”
 
   “So, so, so,” replies Kumiko. “Pahrento. Wah! Wah! Wah!”
 
   I take it this is how parents cry in Japan. No boohoo-hoos in the Land of the Rising Sun.
 
   “So, so, so,” adds Kazuko. “My parents, too. Crying ohru za taimu.”
 
   “All the time? Why do you make your parents so unhappy?”
 
   Kazuko answers, “We still don’t marriage.”
 
   I would prefer to speak with them in Japanese than endure this woman butchering of the English language, but the pug-nosed brute is relentless. 
 
   “You haven’t got married yet?”
 
   “No, still not marriage.”
 
   Ah! “But, the two of you are still young. I mean, what’s the hurry?”
 
   They get a kick out of that. “Oh, we love you, Mistah Peador. You gentleman!”
 
   “Don’t get too excited. You haven’t seen me drunk yet.”
 
   Kumiko asks me how old I think she is.
 
   I guess she’s a few years younger than myself, but say “Thirteen?” which causes her let out a shriek. She turns to her friend and says in Japanese, “I can’t believe it, he thinks I’m thirty.”
 
   “Thirteen,” I repeat. “Thirteen! Not thirty. Ah, never mind. I was just joking.”
 
   “Jokku?” asks Kumiko. “American jokku?”
 
   What the hell is an American joke? “Yes, American joke.” Whatever.
 
   Kumiko tells me she can’t understand “American jokes.” I reply that I don’t really understand Japanese jokes, which seems to consist primarily of one man slapping the other on the head and shouting, “Fool!”
 
   “Oh, you just put us on, then Mistah Peador?” Kazuko said. “Don’t surprise us so. Bad for heart.”
 
   It’s tempting to whack Kazuko on the head and shout, “Fool!”
 
    
 
   We come to a second signal where food stalls, or yatai, serving ramen and yakitori, are lined up on the sidewalk. The steady stream of pedestrians coming and going are forced to pass through a narrow path between the yatai and the street, walking over an obstacle course of electrical cords and hoses.
 
   Looking across the street, towards what Kumiko indicates is Oyafukô-dôri, I am hit hard by the realization that I have been here before. It’s all disturbingly familiar.
 
   On the left is a yakitori restaurant, belching out black smoke from a massive vent blackened with oil and soot. Above that is an Indian restaurant run by Sikhs, beards and turbans and all. Across the street is another tall and narrow building with a Yoshinoya outlet on the first floor that serves, gyûdon, bowls of rice topped with a mystery beef. The two opposing buildings form a gate of sorts at the entrance of Oyafukô. A sea of bodies flow in from the main avenue attracted like moths towards the neon lights and bright signboards. The street itself is clogged with dozens upon dozens of taxis, the lights on top of their cabins forming a string of illumination that runs the length of the street, all the way to a gazebo like police box.
 
   Kôban. Police box. It had been a new word for me when Mie said it. “You don’t have police boxes in America, do you?” We’d just got out of a cab. “I didn’t see any when I was there.”
 
   I told Mie we didn’t, that we had police stations and precincts and police roaming around in cars like stalkers, but no police boxes.
 
   It was Mie and my first time to get together and I had only been in Japan for about a month and a half. Mie would treat me to dinner at a noisy Japanese-style pub, an izakaya she’d teach me, where the staff was constantly yelling at the top of their lungs, “Two drafts, hey!,” or “Welcome, hoi!” or what the fuck ever. Later, we’d go to a hostess bar, called a snack, where she’d get jealous when a hostess tried to hit on me. Back at her place, we would sit on her bedroom floor drinking saké until there was no more left, and then we’d kiss for the first time. In the months that followed, Mie and I would go dancing at the discos or drinking in many of the bars here.
 
   I can feel Mie’s presence as we cross the street and enter Oyafukô-dôri. I see her in the middle of the street on a Monday morning, wearing a simple, but tight-fitting orange dress with white polka dots, and smiling broadly, arms stretched out. I see myself ignoring the annoyed honking of a taxi driver to take her picture. It’ll become my favorite photo of her and will always remind me of everything that I loved about her, her vitality, her spontaneity, her smile and her body. I see us sitting at the Mister Donut where share a cup of coffee and an old-fashioned donut and talk about going to America together. Oyafukô is as haunted with memories as my old apartment in godforsaken Kitakyûshû was and being back after all this time, after six months, is unsettling to say the least.
 
    
 
   “Peador, we’re here,” Kazuko says, tugging at my arm.
 
   Is Mie out there somewhere? Is she having dinner with her roommate? Is she drinking with friends in a bar nearby? I look down the street beyond the milling mass of people towards the police box, at the passengers getting out of taxis. Is she there? I scan hundreds of faces but can’t find hers.
 
   “Mistah Peador?”
 
   “Huh? Oh, right,” I follow them into a modest little bar called Umie. 
 
   After the unexpected onslaught of memories, I’m not much of a companion to Kumiko and Kazuko. It’s difficult to put up with Kazuko’s incessant questions with my thoughts lost on events that are nearly a year old. God how I want to go back in time and relive that first night, that night which changed everything for me. I wish I could go back and undo the mistakes of last summer, so that it would be Mie I was with rather than these two. But I can’t. All I can do is try to chase after forgetfulness one cheap bottle of Heineken at a time.
 
   “Is something the matter?” Kumiko asks later while Kazuko is off harassing someone else for a change.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’m just feeling . . . “ I can’t remember the Japanese for depressed. “I’m just feeling blah.”
 
   “Blah? The band? I love them.”
 
   “Not Blur, blah. I’m feeling . . . depressed.”
 
   “Jipuresstoh?”
 
   “De-, depressed. Blah. Er, melancholy.”
 
   “Ah, merankoree. Me, too!” She clinked her bottle of beer against mine.
 
   “To melancholy. Cheers.”
 
   Without Kazuko’s meddling Kumiko and I are able to talk for quite a while about our “merankoree”, our heartbreak and our loneliness. Seems she’s been suffering for two years (two whole goddamn years!) from unrequited love. She wants to know what to do about it. She wants to understand what men are thinking. I don’t have the heart to tell her that most guys are thinking much about anything, that they just want to get laid without too many complications.
 
   “Why don’t you just ask him out?” I suggest.
 
   It comes as a revelation to the poor girl. “Me? Ask him?” What are you? High? She doesn’t say this, but she must be thinking it.
 
   “Yeah, you. Ask him out. If he accepts, hey great, you’re lucky. If he says no, well then you can move on. Find someone better.”
 
   Despite Kumiko’s poor choice of clothing and friends, she is still a sweet girl, and even if I haven’t found what I was looking for this Saturday evening, I have at least found a friend. And that, I cannot deny, is better than nothing.
 
    
 
   I have to leave Umie around eleven so I can catch the last train back to my condominium in the middle of nowhere. Kumiko’s jaw drops when I tell her where I’m living. I still find it hard to believe it myself. After silent commiseration, she tells me to move out of the inaka, the sticks, before I turn into an imo otoko, a potato boy, that is, a hick. Her advice is like a virus, which finds a willing host in my mind. It’ll spread quickly and before I know it, I have a full-blown case of dissatisfaction, the only cure for which will be to find a place closer to town.
 
   I get to the station in time for the final train, which is packed shoulder to shoulder with red faced salarymen, reeking of whiskey, and office ladies, trembling like lambs among wolves, hoping they won’t have to silently endure another clumsy grope.
 
   A drunk standing to my side looks up, and noticing with exaggerated surprise that I am a gaijin, a foreigner tries to speak to me.
 
   “American?” He says teetering precariously on unsteady legs. Were it not for the fact that the train was as full as it is, his knees would surely buckle, he’d drop like a sack of shit to the floor.
 
   I pretend to read the ads that dangle from the ceiling like laundry on a clothesline, but he taps me on the arm. “Hey! You American?” Aside from the high-pitched woman’s voice giving the passengers an unnecessarily long running commentary over the intercom system, this drunk is the only person among the hundreds crammed into the carriage that is speaking.
 
   Why me?
 
   The man is not easily discouraged. He’s got a foot long tuft of hair growing from his temple that’s been combed over an otherwise hairless crown. The Japanese call this the “bar code.” Do men actually think they’re fooling anyone when they do that? Give in to the balding, I say, shave it all off.
 
   He asks again more forcefully, some strands of hair cascade down his broad forehead to the bridge of his nose.
 
   I want to move away, but with the wall of bodies around me, there’s no way out. I’m trapped, so I answer softly, “Y-yes, I’m American.”
 
   Oh, what luck! You can see the delight in his eyes. I imagine he’ll boast for days to his co-workers and family that he can not only spot an American among gaijin, but that he even had an honest to God conversation with one. What an international man he is! He slobbers and gushes about how much he loves the country of my birth. How lucky I am to be American. I wish I could share the sentiment, but my response to his or anyone’s enthusiasm over something so accidental as nationality is lukewarm.
 
   He spares me questions pertaining to Japanese cuisine and goes right to the meat of the conversation: “So, what do you think of Japan? You like it here?”
 
   Do I like Japan? There have been times when I thought I did. Some of the happiest times I’ve ever known have been in this country, but how long has it been since I’ve really been happy here? How long has it been since I felt glad to be here? It’s been six months, six goddamn months. I’ve been traveling solely on the inertia since then.
 
   I tell him I do.
 
   He gives a long-winded commentary on the sad state of his country. Japan’s tiny and weak, he says. The people are narrow-minded. They lack initiative, creativity. The young are stupid and lazy. He grumbles on and on like this for several train stops.
 
   Please, God! Kamisama! Buddha! Allah! Let the next stop be his! 
 
   The speech he gives me is one I’ve heard other drunks make many times before. Even that idiot I used to work for in Kitakyûshû said similar things. If you bothered to inquire what kind of country these inebriated malcontents wanted Japan to be, they end up describing a country suspiciously reminiscent of the one that got them into so much trouble half a century earlier. The drunk then asks what I am doing.
 
   “I’m going home.”
 
   “You’re going home, ha! Nice one! American joke.” His breath reeks of puke. “What are you doing in Japan, not on this train, in Japan?”
 
   What the hell am I doing? All my friends--the one’s I leaned upon so heavily after Mie left me, the ones who made the time here tolerable, and occasionally fun, the ones who stumbled along with me and helped me laugh at my mistakes--will be gone by the end of next week. There was a reason why I came, but I was sidetracked by the initial disappointment and culture shock, the falling in love, the heartbreak, the loneliness that followed and then the move that I never really got to pursue it. To say I’m in Japan to learn something I haven’t yet bothered to start learning is disingenuous. Before I am able to come up with an answer that would satisfy myself, the train stops, doors whoosh open and the drunk staggers out, saying, “American, me and you, we’re the same!” The doors close, and he gives me two big, wobbly thumbs up as the train resumes its westerly creep toward the middle of nowhere.
 
   God help me if we really are the same.
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   Let me tell you, after last night’s letdown I’m not as fired up about going into town to meet new women as I was yesterday. It’s tempting to just stay in, stand the chicks up, and veg out in front of the good ol’ boob tube. Problem is, Chris and Machiko are here and it doesn’t look like they are in a hurry to go anywhere.
 
   When I ask what their plans are, they giggle and say they don’t have any; that they’ll probably hang out all day in the condo. They giggle some more.
 
   Wonderful. The last thing I want to do is listen to the two of them fucking each other’s brains out all day.
 
    
 
   I first met Machiko briefly shortly after I moved in to the condominium. She and one of my nominal roommates, an African-American from Texas named Chris, were leaving just as I returned home.
 
   “Hey, Peador,” Chris said, bending over to tie his shoelaces.
 
   “Going out?”
 
   “Yeah. We’re going into town to catch a movie.”
 
   “A movie, huh? I can’t remember the last time I saw a movie.”
 
   “At eighteen bucks a pop, who could blame ya?,” he said, standing up, then turning to his girlfriend behind him, added quickly, “Oh, man, I’m sorry. Peador, this is Machiko.”
 
   The girl was little more than skin and bones, but she had the kindest eyes.
 
   “Hajime-mashite,” I said, stretching out my hand.
 
   She gave me a cold sardine of a handshake and smiled demurely.
 
   I met Machiko a second time only last Sunday morning. The girl had been so quiet that I was surprised to find her in the kitchen. Dressed in panties and a t-shirt, she was standing on her tippy toes, hand stretched above her, reaching for a box of Frosted Flakes on the top shelf of the cupboard. The t-shirt rose, revealing a narrow waist and what looked, I couldn’t be sure, like the edge of a large tattoo on her back.
 
   “Ohayô,” I said as I entered the kitchen, giving the girl a start. “Let me get that for you.”
 
   Standing next to her, I reached up and grabbed the cereal box. As I passed the box to her, I saw again what appeared to be a tattoo peaking above the collar of the t-shirt at the base of her neck. She thanked me with a smile and a nod, then sat down at the dining table where she poured herself a bowl. Chris emerged from the hallway, dressed identically in an oversized t-shirt and underwear, and sat down besides her.
 
   “Would either of you like some tea,” I asked as I put the kettle on.
 
   They shook their heads.
 
   With my cup of tea I sat down at the opposite end of the table and pretended to read The Economist.
 
   Though Chris had mentioned before that he had only recently met Machiko, they exhibited a familiarity with each other that suggested otherwise. They took turns taking large spoonfuls of cereal and whispered nonsense to each other that had them giggling like children.
 
   I could almost have envied them their affections and apparent happiness, had it not been for the stubborn curiosity piqued by the flashes of indigo at the edges of Machiko’s t-shirt. I couldn’t help wonder what would ever drive a girl as seemingly timid as she, to get her entire back covered with a massive yakuza-style tattoos?
 
    
 
   Chris asks what I’ll be doing. I tell him I’m meeting someone in town.
 
   “He’s a playboy,” Machiko says to Chris. “I saw him yesterday with a pretty girl.”
 
   Who’s she got me confused with, I wonder, but laugh it off and return to my bedroom where I get ready to leave.
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   I’ve got four dates lined up for today: Chie, Mayu, Risa, and Aya. Four names of women I know next to nothing about except that they will be waiting at specified times and locations expecting this gaijin to show up.
 
   Ooh, the intrigue!
 
    
 
   Chie finds me in front of the Iwataya department store standing before a wall of TVs. When she walks up to me asking if I am Peador, I am tempted to say that she must have me mistaken for someone else because where there ought to be teeth in the woman’s head, there are what look like the pickets of a weathered fence. This poor Chie could have a face that breaks hearts, a body that drives me wild with desire, the compassion of Mother Teresa, but I would never be able to overlook those dreadful teeth.
 
   Listen, I have become rather magnanimous in my attitude towards dentistry since coming to this country--call me British, if you will--but this woman’s mouth puts that generosity to the test. If I had those teeth, I’d suppose I might spend my days in reticence, mumbling through tightly closed lips only when necessary, but this Chie won’t shut up! She goes on and on and on: yackety-yak-yak.
 
    
 
   Mayu is waiting for me outside the International Center two hours later. The girl is not all that bad looking, but the get-up she’s got on takes the cake.
 
   Mayu is tricked out in a blouse, ridiculously frilly with broad sleeves that gather in yet more frills and ribbons at the wrist. Under the sky blue skirt she’s wearing is a multi-layered petticoat causing the skirt to flares out from her thin waist. Fluffy white lambs have been sewn on to the skirt here and there. She looks like Lil’ Bo Peep. All that is missing is a shepherd’s staff.
 
   She apologizes that she hasn’t got much time that she’s on her lunch break.
 
   Oh, thank God!
 
   “Is this some kind of uniform?” I ask cautiously. Tell me it’s just a costume.
 
   “Well, yes, in a way, I suppose it is,” she replies. “Isn’t it cute?”
 
   “Um . . . Where is it that you work?”
 
   “At Pink House,” she says, then suggests going there. I tell her she needn’t trouble, but she insists on taking me straightaway. “It’s just around the corner,” she tells me. So, I follow after her like one of her many sheep.
 
   Once at the boutique, Mayu introduces me to her co-workers, all of whom are dressed in similarly ludicrous outfits. They wear eerily pleasant smiles on their faces.
 
   “You don’t always dress this way, do you?” I ask warily.
 
   “Oh, if only I could,” Mayu gushes. “But these outfits are far too expensive for me.”
 
   I take a look at one of the price tags and I’ll be damned if my eyeballs don’t pop out. The petticoats alone cost a thousand dollars.
 
   The co-workers nudge each other and giggle. They think Mayu and I make a nice couple.
 
   These women are all insane.
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   “Call me Lisa,” Risa tells me.
 
   Whatever.
 
   Risa is disappointed when we meet because I am not black. I have so immersed myself in this culture that I find myself unconsciously apologizing for being white.
 
   “I’m sorry, Risa, er, Lisa, for giving you that impression.”
 
   I spoke to so many women in the past week, I don’t know to whom I told what, but I can safely assume that I did not tell her, or anyone else for that matter, that I was of African decent. I mean, why on earth would I?
 
   I go through the filthy hamper of a brain I have, sifting through the unwashed laundry trying to remember what I may have said that led her to believe that I am a brother. Did she misinterpret something I said? This is highly probable; even the most fluent English speakers I know misunderstand much of what I tell them. Perhaps, I told her I was the black sheep of the family--which is true, that I blacked out last weekend from the drink--also true, that black was my favorite color, that I preferred black tea to green, that . . .
 
   “You said you were black.”
 
   “I said I was Irish. Irish-Amer . . .”
 
   “Yes, and then I said, ‘Do you have orange hair and freckles . . .”
 
   I see, said the blind man as he pissed into the wind, it all comes back to me.
 
   And suddenly I remembered! “I said, ‘No, I’m black Irish.’”
 
   “So, so, so, so. You said you were black.”
 
   See what I mean?
 
   Risa-call-me-Lisa takes me to a monjayaki restaurant that she says is the best. Outside the restaurant we look at the display case, which features uncannily realistic wax representations of the dishes served.
 
   “Which one do you want?” she asks.
 
   There are a dozen plates of what looks like vomit. I can’t imagine anyone looking at this display and thinking, Mm that looks yummy! I’ll have the puke with bits of bacon, please. I’ve seen more appetizing piles of regurgitated ramen on the sidewalk.
 
   “I don’t know. They all look the same to me.”
 
   She laughs. “You’re a funny man, Mister Peador-san.”
 
   So I am. So I am.
 
   Risa-call-me-Lisa is going to have the seafood barf with squid, shrimp and bits of octopus, and I order the standard mixed monjayaki called, believe it or not, The Orthodox. We sit at the counter before a large teppan grill where the cooks prepare the vomit with the seriousness of funeral directors. I can’t help but chuckle.
 
   Risa unzips the silver down jacket she’s wearing to reveal the skimpiest of outfits. She hasn’t got the greatest body in the world, but she certainly knows how to present it, how to put it into a small enough package that it gives me a personal boner. Even the cooks can’t help but take their eyes off the teppan griddle to sneak a peek.
 
   She asks me if I like what she’s wearing.
 
   “I do.”
 
   She tells me she got it in Tokyo where all the girls are wearing this kind of thing.
 
   I should have moved to Tokyo.
 
   “Have you ever been to Tokyo?” she asks.
 
   “No, not yet.”
 
   “Let’s go with me!” she says.
 
   “Okay, let’s!”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   She asks if I want to drink.
 
   “Is the Pope Catholic?”
 
   “The Pope?”
 
   “Risa, er, Lisa. I’m dying for a drink.”
 
   “Beer? You want a nama?”
 
   “Draught? Yeah, I’ll have a nama.”
 
   She orders two namas which we put away easily before our food is served, so she orders two more. During our meal of monjayaki, which is actually quite good, we drink a couple more draughts and by the end of lunch we’re like too old lovers. She touches me playfully to make a point, leans against my body when she tells me something she doesn’t want the staff to hear, rests her head on my shoulder, places her hand on my thigh and says she’s tired. I’m thinking I may actually get laid today. She orders another beer moves her hand to the bulge in my pants that has been impatiently demanding attention ever since she removed her jacket.
 
   “Wow!” she says. “It’s true.”
 
   “What’s true?”
 
   “You know.”
 
   “No, I don’t know.”
 
   “What they say.”
 
   “What do they say?”
 
   “You know.”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “That Americans, you know . . .”
 
   A waiter places two draughts on the counter before us. Risa keeps her right hand on my friend, drinks with her left. She blushed with the first beer, grew red with the third, but now that she is on her sixth beer, she has lost her color altogether. I ask her if she’s all right. She strokes my crotch, making my cock bob up against her hand, and replies me that I’m the one we should be worried about.
 
   “Does it hurt?” she asks.
 
   Hurt? Is this what Japanese men tell women here? That it hurts? Is that how the men get laid, by preying on women’s kindness? When in Rome . . . I tell her it does, that I can’t stand the pain.
 
   “Do you want me to help you with it?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Risa nearly falls over as she tries to stand up. I have to put one arm around her waist, place her arm around my shoulder and sort of drag her out of the restaurant the way a soldier would pull a wounded man out of a combat zone. As we pass the restroom, her body stiffens and she says she’s going to be sick. She pushes me aside and staggers into the women’s restroom, leaving me outside with her handbag and the silver down jacket to stand vigil as the sound of retching resonates against tiled walls.
 
   When she emerges several minutes later, her face is ashen. I give her some gum and she thanks me with a heavy nod then walks quietly towards the elevator. I follow stupidly still carrying her belongings, which she takes from me once we get on the elevator. She struggles with the jacket. I help her get her arm through the sleeve. I put the purse under her arm, the strap over her shoulder. As soon as we leave the building, she places her hand on my chest to stop me from following her. She walks a few uneasy steps forward, turns slightly to wave good-bye and then collapses into the backseat of a cab.
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   Aya and I sit in the upper floor atrium in the IMS building, a giant golden phallus of a building in the center of Tenjin, and look out over the city which stretches with gray monotony from the bay in the north to the point in the south where suburban obscurity butts into a low range of mountains.
 
   I used to stare out of Mie's eighth floor apartment in the eastern suburbs of the city and watch planes fly over that bleakly uniform cityscape wondering why there weren't any skyscrapers. I asked Mie, but she didn't know. I ask Aya now, and she says there are plenty of tall buildings in Tenjin, the golden phallus to name one. She doesn't call IMS that, of course. I tell her that fifteen stories do not a skyscraper make, adding that I haven’t found any buildings in town that are over fifteen stories tall. She says, really? I say, yes really. When she tells me she has never thought about it, I tell her, this is why I am here, Aya: to make you think about these kinds of things. She says, oh. I say, oh, indeed.
 
   Aya is in high school, by the way. An American girl might hide her young age when talking to a man older than herself, but in Japan the girls seem to wear their youth like a badge of honor. A few months ago, I asked a group of high school girls that I had been teaching if they were happy to be graduating. A few were, but most weren't. Personally, I couldn't wait for the day I was finally paroled from that all male correctional institution of a Catholic high school I attended. So, it struck me as odd that anyone could be ambivalent about graduation. Their answer: we don't want to grow up. Who does? But if growing up was the price to pay for being done with high school, many can afford it.
 
   Aya has just started her second year, making her fifteen, I guess.
 
   “I'm sixteen,” she corrects.
 
   She doesn't look or act it. Not only is she assertive for her age, but she's got a woman's body, too. 
 
   She tells me men always think she's older.
 
   Men?
 
   When I hear that she goes to the exclusive Catholic girls' school in town, I say she must be an ojô-san, that is, a girl from a good family.
 
   She replies that she isn't, that it's just the image. Most of the girls going there, she tells me, are the daughters of pachinko shop owners, Koreans, yakuza and other nouveau riche.
 
   Aya's own father is a doctor, but only because her mother who runs a couple of hostess bars and a mahjong parlor happened to fuck a doctor the day she was ovulating. Aya has a younger sister, she says. This second girl is the product of a lawyer who happened to squirt his sperm into her mother's vagina, like a law clerk serving a subpoena. "She's ugly and stupid," Aya says of her younger sister. "She's an embarrassment to me."
 
   I'm not particularly interested in this Aya. When you're twenty-six, high school girls just aren't quite the turn-on I imagine they must be for middle-aged Japanese men. Salarymen are seemingly tortured with lust every time they see a girl sashay by in her sailor uniform. Still, this Aya is funny in a jaded kind of way, so we meet again a few days later during my afternoon break.
 
    
 
   We walk through Maizuru Park to the castle ruins. The momoji trees have stretched out new leaves like the open hands of an infants waiting for the sunlight to pour over them. The ground below the sakura trees, which have lost all their blossoms to the wind and rain of the past weeks, is speckled with soft pink petals. Under the cool shade of centuries-old oaks, sculptured azaleas are starting to bloom.
 
   Of the former castle grounds only the stone foundation and a few wooden gates remain. At the center and highest level where the dungeon was, a steel observation deck has been constructed offering a view of the city far more attractive than that from the IMS building. 
 
   When I tell Aya that I come up here a lot, she asks me why on earth for. To think, to look at the sky, to make sketches, to write, even to study. She tells me that she can do all that in her bedroom. So, you can. So, you can. She calls me a romantic. I tell her that's just another way of saying someone's a hopeless fool. She says she knows that.
 
   She's wearing her school uniform today, a navy blue pinafore dress with the schools badge above her left breast, a white blouse with rounded collars under it, white socks with the school initial and black patent leather loafers. She hates it, she tells me, wishes she had a simple sailor uniform like the girls at the Buddhist girls high school have. I ask her why, and she says this uniform makes her look like a child. With those large breasts of hers pressed against the bib of the uniform, a child is the last thing Aya resembles.
 
   Aya tells me a friend of hers met an American who then took her to a love hotel and had sex.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I couldn't believe it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he was too old.”
 
   “How old?”
 
   “In his thirties. And he was a college professor, too.”
 
   I can't help but laugh. What a country. I tell her he could be put in jail for that in America.
 
   “Whatever for?”
 
    
 
   That evening after work, my co-worker Reina says that she saw me walking near Ôhori Park with a high school girl. “She's not your girlfriend, is she?”
 
   “No, no, no. That's just someone I know.”
 
   “That's hanzai, you know,” she says with a playful smirk.
 
   “Hanzai? What's that?”
 
   “A crime.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “No, I'm only kidding. It's not technically a crime, but this is a small town and people will talk . . .”
 
   “Small town? The population's, what, over a million.”
 
   “It's a small town. Trust me. Everyone knows everyone in this town.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “You can do what you like, Peador. I don't care. Have sex with high school girls . . .”
 
   “I haven't . . .”
 
   “It doesn't matter what you do or don't do. What matters is how it looks.”
 
   “And how is that?”
 
   “Loli-kon.”
 
   “Loli-what?”
 
   “Loli-kon. Oh, what's the word in English. Loli . . . Loli . . .”
 
   “Lolita complex?”
 
   “So, so, so, so. Lolita complex.”
 
   “I don't . . .”
 
   “Like I said, it doesn't matter. Just don't let our boss or Yumi find out about it.”
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   Aya calls late the following Wednesday evening. When I ask if her mother minds her phoning men at such a time, she replies that her mother doesn't know what she does because the woman's never home. Despite my oppressively conservative upbringing I've managed to emerge surprisingly liberal, and yet, I can't help but feel something's wrong with this picture and tell Aya that I'm sorry to hear about it.
 
   “Don't be,” she says. “I can't stand the bitch. The less I see of her, the better.”
 
   On Friday night while I am alone in the condominium, Aya phones again. She sounds impatient, and right off the bat she asks what I think of her. I answer that I find her funny, but she isn't interested in what I think of her personality, she wants to know if I find her attractive.
 
   To be honest, she's no knockout. I know, of course, that I could do far, far worse than Aya. I need look no further than the past weekend to be reminded of that. What Aya lacks in appearance, though, she makes up with her youthfulness and a bust line that most women would envy. For the evangelical Christian, Jesus saves; Aya, however, is redeemed by those glorious tits. But then, this is the awesome power the breasts have over me. Your average girl sporting F cups will easily turn my head, but when she's as beautiful as she is stacked, she'll break my heart the way that Mie did. I tell Aya that she's a very pretty young woman. It's obvious that’s what she was hoping to hear and, fortunately, she has found me in an obliging mood.
 
   Aya asks if I would mind her coming over on Sunday. Mind? Not at all. Do come. Do come.
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   Aya calls me from a pay phone as soon as she arrives, so I walk down to the weathered station to meet her. She's sitting alone on an old wooden bench, looking beat. I ask her if she's tired and she says, “Of course, I'm tired, it took forever to get here.” She's not exaggerating. With some luck, you might be able to get a train that will take you all the way from downtown Tenjin to this neglected little station in the middle of nowhere, but more often than not you have to transfer one or two times, as I suspect Aya has, making the trip even longer.
 
   “Sorry ‘bout that.”
 
   I take her knapsack, which is surprisingly heavy, and lead her around the station, over the single rusting railroad track, down a gravel path that runs between two untilled rice fields and over to the condominium.
 
   The building I am living in looks rather impressive from the station. At ten stories high, it's the tallest building throughout the otherwise undeveloped countryside. It's not only huge by any standard, but beautiful and modern, as well. But like a Mayan pyramid rising out of the jungle, it makes you wonder what the hell it's doing here. This is a mystery that needn't keep me up at night much longer; with Reina's help I've found a modest apartment two blocks away from work that I'll move into next Sunday. Convenience in the end has won out over comfort.
 
    
 
   I give Aya a quick tour of the apartment. She asks if I live here alone. “I guess you could say that, yes. Rumor has it that I have roommates, but I’ll be damned if I ever see them.”
 
   “Must be nice to have such a big place all to yourself.”
 
   “I don't know. It's so quiet and lonely here. The size just makes it feel all the more so.”
 
   She sits down on one of the horrible recliners in the living room before I can say, “You don't really want to sit . . .”
 
   They're large and boxy abominations, covered with a broad piss yellow and shit brown tartan fabric. I am often appalled by other's interior decorating choices, but the furniture in the condominium left me speechless when I first laid my eyes on it. Granted it isn't as bad as what was in my apartment back in Kitakyûshû. It had been furnished with whatever my boss could scrounge up during his rounds through the neighborhood on that monthly festival of profligacy: Non-burnable Garbage Day. Where my old apartment was a grab bag of miserably dilapidated second-hand furniture, there seems to actually be a theme to the horror in the condominium: Scottish Proletarian.
 
   I bring can of Kirin and two glasses from the kitchen and sit down on a woolly throw rug on the floor. I pour some beer into Aya's glass. She leans over, takes the can of beer from me and pours beer into my glass. It foams up, running over the edge of the glass, beer drips onto the carpet. She apologizes, but she needn't do so. She's only sixteen for chrissakes. I couldn't pour a beer myself when I was that young.
 
   “Kampai,” we chime, clinking our glasses together.
 
   “I'm not supposed to be drinking beer,” she says.
 
   “Yeah, not for another four years, but ain't that the beauty of this country?”
 
   “No, no, it's not that. I'm not supposed to drink because I've become a Mormon.”
 
   “You what?”
 
   Although the first Christian mission in Japan was set up four hundred and forty-four years ago by the Francis Xavier, for all the trouble he and countless missionaries after him went through, ninety-nine percent of the country has had the sense to turn a deaf ear to the Christian message. The Catholics, who were the first to come with good tidings for all, have all but stopped proselytizing and now keep quietly to themselves. A little repression at the hands of a brutal shogun goes a long way, indeed. Since the end of the war, however, armies of Bible-totting dimwits have come to Japan to give converting the pagans another shot. And now, the Japanese housewife is bothered by dowdy women who knock on closed doors until their knuckles bleed and stand like abandoned pets in the draughty hallways, waiting for unsuspecting people to open the door and accepts a copy of The Watchtower. Other Christians, tired of having doors slammed in their faces, have resorted ingeniously to opening private secondary schools where they have a steady flow of impressionable youths with no choice but listen, take notes and regurgitate the Gospels on tests. Even though this subtle brainwashing of naïve youths only succeeds in producing a handful of converts a year, the schools have become cash cows keeping coffers in America’s Bible Belt filled. It also funds missions to countries more receptive to Christianity's loving message that if you're not one of them you'll burn for all eternity in Hell, countries like Korea where as many as fifty percent have succumbed.
 
   The Mormons, however, are brilliant. They've taken missionary work and made it a flashy, marketing bonanza with a sales staff of clean-cut blond virile men from the Theocracy of Utah. If the power of The Word isn't enough to win over the souls of the heathens, well then maybe good looks and a smile will captivate their hearts. The Mormons even offer free “English lessons,” and who wouldn't take them up? I certainly would if I were a pimply teenage girl with my crotch wet and itching for a blue-eyed American with gleaming white teeth. And what bored housewife wouldn't open her front door, if not more, a little wider for the two charming young men in white shirts and neckties who've paid her a visit?
 
    
 
   But what's the deal with Aya? Why the sudden interest in Christianity? And why did she turn a sympathetic ear to the Mormons rather than the Catholics who have been inculcating her for ten years? Bit of a home goal there, isn't it, sisters?
 
   Aya tells me she wants me to look at something as she digs into her backpack. She pulls out two copies of the Book of Mormon, one in Japanese, another in English, which she hands to me. So that's why the bag was so heavy. We all have our crosses to bear; Aya schlepped those two bricks all the way to my apartment. It’s tempting to boot Aya and her two copies of the Book of Mormon out, but as repelled as I am at the prospect of bible study, I am also drawn to the promise of those mounds of flesh under Aya's burgundy sweater. I find myself surrendering and it just isn't fair.
 
   “You don't really expect me to read this, do you?” I say.
 
   She pulls at the ribbon bookmark and opens the bible for me. “Here, read this,” she says, pointing to a passage.
 
   “You are aware that I am Catholic,” I protest. “I was force-fed this most of my life and the mere thought of returning to those dark, insipid days gives me the willies.”
 
   Aya doesn't answer, just taps her gnawed down fingernail on the passage I am supposed to read. I look reluctantly at the page and sigh dejectedly. Did she really come all this way just to chat about her personal savior Jesus Christ with me? I mean, is the girl nuts?
 
   “Just read it, will you?”
 
   “It's the Bible right? I have read it. I, I can't count the times. I've read it, been read from it, been hit on the head with it, I know the bible like the back of my hand . . .”
 
   “Then you'll recognize this passage,” she replies. She's worse than a Jehovah's Witness with one foot in the door.
 
   “I'll read it, but tell me one thing first, Aya. Why did you . . . What does it mean for you to be a Mormon?”
 
   “Not much, I guess,” she says with a shrug. “They're nice, but they have too many rules. No caffeine. No Coca Cola. No green tea, no alcohol, and . . . no sex.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You can't drink and you can't have sex until after marriage.”
 
   “Well, where's the fun in that?” I say refilling our glasses with beer.
 
   “Yeah, like I said, too many rules, but . . .”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “Some things they say are nice.”
 
   “What things?”
 
   “Like this,” she said tapping on the bible again.
 
   I give in and look at the bible resting heavily in my lap.
 
   “Read this,” she says pointing with those short tanned, fingers of hers.
 
   I skim the pages to see how it's organized, to try to understand how it differs from the bible I was indoctrinated with throughout my sixteen years in Catholic Gulags, but it's all unfamiliar gibberish. There are far too many "Yea's" and verbs ending with "eth", the kind of window-dressing, which tries to make simple and self-evident truths sound like the monolithic Word of God.
 
   She opens her own bible to where a cloth divider was marking the page and follows along in Japanese as I read aloud in English. Words like “puffeth” and “proudeth” dribble clumsily from my mouth. I end up focusing more on style, than on substance, and the meaning is lost on me altogether. Aya then reads to me the Japanese translation, which is refreshingly straightforward. No sooner does she utter the first verse than I recognize the familiar quote from Corinthians, “Love is patient, love is kind . . .”
 
   I ask her what it means to her, and she replies simply that it's beautiful. “Yes, but what does it mean to you, Aya?”
 
   She struggles to find an answer, so I tell her what it means to me: unconditional love. Love without strings attached. Unconditional love. It's what I wanted from Mie and other girlfriends before her, what I had expected of my parents, but what no one has been able to deliver. I wonder if it is also the kind of love that this high school girl has come here to find today. An unconditional love to wrap yourself up in and warm yourself with when the reality of our shitty little lives is cold disappointment.
 
   Given that my theories as to what may have really motivated Aya to come all the way out to see me this afternoon isn't as rock solid as, say, my erection currently is, it is with much trepidation that I make my move. I put the bible aside, and kneel before her. The girl is ten years younger than myself and yet my heart is racing. I am self-conscious, nervous, lack the confidence a man my age ought to have. This awkwardness was Mie's parting gift to me. I offer my hand because I haven't the courage to take hers. Her small hand opens slightly and I take it, then, ever so gently draw her to the edge of her seat towards me, and into my arms. How long has it been since I embraced someone? Six months? Seven?
 
   I hold Aya tightly, feel her hard breasts pressed against my chest, inhale the fragrance of her skin, and am overwhelmed by unwelcome memories that make me miss Mie more than I've missed her in weeks. I long to the feel her body against mine, to smell her hair, to hear the sound she uttered whenever I kissed her neck. Why, why, why, why goddammit can't it be Mie in my arms now? My body shudders and any moment I threaten to break down and start crying.
 
   Aya asks if something's the matter. I am so close to tears that I can’t talk. I kiss the girl, instead. She kisses me, soft awkward kisses, the kisses of a high school girl. I lie down on the rug and gently pull her to my side.
 
   Aya lays next to me, eyes closed, face turned towards me. I want her to take me in her arms, to kiss me passionately, to pull my clothes off the way Mie did that first night, but Aya just lies there, waiting.
 
   I kiss her neck, but Aya doesn't stir. Is she nervous? Scared? Her arms remain frozen at her sides, she doesn't seem to know what to do with those cute hands of hers, so I move them above her head. I then begin to lift her burgundy sweater up. She says, damé-damé (no, no), but arches her back to help me all the same. I maneuver the sweater over her massive chest and off revealing what I found so captivating about her. Locked away in an industrial strength, utilitarian white brassier her breasts.
 
   The bra is more engineering and mechanics than lingerie and art. It serves a function: supporting a load and preventing unnecessary jiggling, the kind of jiggling that gives middle-aged PE teachers a fresh boner and inspires hour-long lessons of sprints and jumping jacks. It's the kind of bra your dear old mom would have worn after having given birth to and breastfeeding a half dozen kids until her breasts had become droopy sacks of useless flesh.
 
   I sit Aya up, so that I might better fiddle with the four latch-like iron hooks groaning as they contain her breasts, but undoing the bra is no easy task. It requires concentration and strong, but nimble fingers. With a little practice any amateur could master undoing the support of a woman less endowed, but this bra has been designed to stay put, to defy the laws of nature. With a snap the first hook is freed, with a second snap another hook comes undone. She utters another damé-damé, but doesn't fight or push me away. With both hands tugging on the strap, which is as taunt as the cable on a suspension bridge, I manage to get the slack needed to loosen the third hook. But as it comes free the hook snaps open, catching the skin of my index finger and lodging itself deeply, painfully into my flesh. I bite my lip, to keep from howling. I've made it this far; I will not be discouraged. From this point on, there is little you can do, but hope for the best. With the burden of that marvelous chest of hers reigned in by the last remaining hook which was never designed to withhold so much pressure alone, nature takes charge and with a grating, achingly remorseful croak, and yet another dame-dame from Aya, the hook surrenders, throws up its arms in defeat and lets the bra fall unveiling the most glorious pair of tits a sex-starved man could ever hope for.
 
   God and I look at what He has created and we both agree: it is good, very good. What Aya lacks in looks, she has more compensated for: a body that would terrorize a man in his dreams. Full, beautiful, bluish white breasts, hard as boulders, with small pink nipples, like pickled cherries on rice. I kiss them, lick them, tease and fondle them. I pay obeisance to those breasts as a true believer would before any awe-inspiring manifestation of the Almighty.
 
   Six months have passed since Mie left me, and for the first time in all these sad, lonely days, weeks and months, during which I have wandered aimlessly like a somnambulist, I can feel life trickling again through my cold, dry veins. As I suck on Aya's tiny pink nipples and listen to her soft, meaningless protest of damé-damé, I feel as if I am finally beginning to reclaim my life, one small kiss at a time, finally starting to laying the past to rest, one nail at a time.
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   Remember that feeling I had of life flowing again through my veins? Well, it doesn't last very long.
 
   As the inbound train approaches, the off-tune chime of the railroad crossing starts clanging away, I take Aya into my arms and hold her tightly. With her face buried in my chest, she tells me she loves me.
 
   The words are spoken softly, nervously; they're unsure of how they'll be received. I knew this was coming. Aya had been wearing the grateful, yet forlorn look of an abandoned dog that's just been fed, the look that compels you to take the poor mutt home with you. And so, I tell her that I love her, too. The train pulls into the station, the doors open. Aya kisses me once more before boarding the train. The driver, leaning out of a small window and looking back down the platform, blows a whistle. The doors close and the rusting, sun-bleached train begins to move forward. I remain on the platform, watching the train as it ambles down the single track and takes Aya out of my life. My love for the girl is neither patient, nor kind. It is rude and self-seeking. It doesn't protect and it cannot be trusted. My love for Aya fails.
 
   And, as soon as the train disappears around a bend, the familiar emptiness, another one of Mie’s parting gifts, returns.
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   MACHIKO
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   On Monday morning, a man in a poorly fitting navy suit comes into the office and takes a seat near Yumi; the heavy dark clouds that usually hang over my co-worker’s head break, the sun filters in.
 
   Yumi chats animatedly to the man, using that gratingly high and overly delighted voice she normally reserves for the phone.
 
   The man goes about his business, opening what looks like a large physician's bag and taking out a narrow, but rather thick envelope which he places on the table. Yumi gives the man a slip of paper, which he examines then marks with a small stamp. He hands the slip of paper back to my co-worker who continues to rattle away cheerfully. The man then opens the envelope revealing a two-inch thick stack of cash. Holding the stack at the bottom with two hands, he flicks his wrists a number of time producing a fan of ten-thousand yen note.
 
   Good Lord! Whatever this man's job is, I want it!
 
    
 
   As much as I'd love to stay and watch the man perform his magic, I’ve got a class to teach and it’s about to start. This morning it’s a group of beginner's, made up of six housewives ranging in age from their late thirties to early fifties.
 
   When the oldest of the group, Mieko, asks me how I spent the weekend, it is tempting to say that it was spent lying naked on a wooly throw rug tossing about with a high school girl. I tell her, instead, that I spent Sunday studying Japanese, which produces a cackle of praise from the students. Mieko says she respects me and wishes her husband were as diligent as I was.
 
   The woman should be careful of what she wishes for.
 
   Mieko then tells me that her own weekend was horrible.
 
   “Really?” I say. “Why's that?”
 
   “Finished dinner, my husband . . .”
 
   “After dinner,” I correct.
 
   “What?”
 
   “After dinner,” I repeat. “Not finished dinner, after dinner.”
 
   “I see. I see. Thank you.” Mieko looks down at her notebook, studies what she has prepared for today's lesson, then starts over: “Finished dinner, my husband . . .” I tap the surface of my desk to convey my irritation. The message seems to get across. “Oh, I'm sorry,” she says. “After . . . After dinner, my husband . . . How do you say . . . chidori ashi?”
 
   It's thanks to good old Mie that I know chidori ashi, literally chicken legs, means stagger. “My husband staggered,” I answer.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Staggered.”
 
   Mieko says she doesn't understand.
 
   “Your husband, he was drunk, right? Yopparai, right?”
 
   “Yes, very, very yopparai,” she says, laughing.
 
   “Okay then, he staggered.”
 
   “Sutahgah . . .?”
 
   “Staggered.”
 
   “Sutahgahdo?”
 
   “Yes, staggered. He staggered.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   I feel like a dog chasing its own tail.
 
   “What does that mean?” she asks again.
 
   “Staggered? You're husband was drunk. He staggered. Chidori ashi.” 
 
   “Yes, yes. Chidori ashi. How do you say that in English?”
 
   I am this close to going losing it. “Chidori ashi means Stagger.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Chidori ashi equals sutahgahdo.” This really is how they speak English here.
 
   “Oh, I see, I see. Thank you. Finished dinner, my husband staggered . . .”
 
    
 
   I am distracted by the distinctive whine of a 50cc motor. Going to the window, I look out and see the man with the cash, tooling noisily away on a cheap little scooter. When class has finished and the students have left, I ask Yumi who the guy was.
 
   “He’s from the bank,” she says.
 
   “From the bank? On that dinky little scooter? And with all that cash?”
 
   “Yes, today's payday.”
 
   “He doesn't ever get robbed?”
 
   “Have you got your inkan?” Yumi asks.
 
   “My inkan?”
 
   “Yes, your inkan. Have you got it?”
 
   I tell her I don't. The stamp engraved with my name in kanji is back at the condominium.
 
   “I can't pay you unless you have your inkan. I have to stamp this book.”
 
   “Here's a wild idea, Yumi, that I'll just throw out to you, see if you bite: How about I just sign the book.”
 
   “No, no, no. You must use the inkan.”
 
   Good grief. “Okay, I'll bring it tomorrow.”
 
   “What about your pay?”
 
   “I'll just pick it up tomorrow.”
 
   “But I can't keep that much cash here.”
 
   “Cash? We're paid in cash?”
 
   She says of course we are, making me feel like an idiot for asking. You can live for years in this country, study its language and culture, but you'll still be scratching your head every time you bump up against their notion of common sense.
 
   “Can you go home and get your inkan during your break?”
 
   This is not a suggestion, so after a quick lunch at an udon shop near Ôhori Park, I take the train all the way to the condominium, get my ever so important inkan, and return to the office two hours later where I stamp a little box next to my name in the little pay book and get a brown envelope containing a stack of the newest, crispest bills I've ever laid my eyes on.
 
   Unfortunately, my custodianship over the money is temporary. A few days later, I give the entire amount, and then some, to a woman sitting behind the counter of a shabby little used bookstore a block from my workplace. My first month's rent, plus an amount equivalent to another four month's rent, which I've been told, is the key money--fucking expensive keys--plus one more month's rent for the reikin, a token of appreciation to the realtor, who in this case happens to also be the landlord and downstairs neighbor. Thanks for nothing.
 
   When I asked my co-workers if I will get any of this deposit back, they cocked their heads and sucked air through their teeth. I took that as a no.
 
   So, it's fine dining on stir-fried bean sprouts for the next four weeks: a small price to pay for not having to live an hour out of town in the middle of nowhere. What the hell was I thinking when I agreed to move there?
 
   In the first few weeks alone at the condominium, I dozed off on the train and missed my station four times. Four times! The first time was in the morning on my way to work. By the time I woke up, I had traveled three stations beyond my stop. I had to scramble out of the train and run across the platform and catch the train going the opposite direction. Had I not been warned so unambiguously by Abazuré that were I ever late, I'd be fired immediately, I might have taken it in stride. Instead, I was pushing people out of the way, dashing through the turnstiles and sprinting like an Olympian all the way from the station to the office where I arrived panting and sweating, a minute to spare on the time clock. The guillotine came to an abrupt halt an inch from my trembling neck.
 
   One evening as I was riding the last train home, I succumbed to such a deep, dream-filled sleep that I did not wake until the train had arrived in the neighboring prefecture! As it was the last train of the evening, I was left with two options: crashing for the night outside the station with the drunks or forking over five thousand yen--half a day's wages--for a taxi.
 
   The third time, like the second, was on the ride home after a long tiring day of work. When I nodded off, the train was shoulder to shoulder with equally exhausted salarymen and office ladies who'd had the very life sucked out of them and were now staring vacantly before themselves as if at the smoldering remains of extinguished dreams. I was fully reclined and drooling on the seat, the contents of my grocery bags strewn on the floor, grapefruits and apples rolling about here and there like orphaned children when the conductor woke me. I was the only remaining passenger on the train, which had reached its final destination. The conductor helped me collect my scattered belongings and groceries. Had it been America, I probably would have woken to find myself stripped down to my underwear. I didn't have enough for a cab, so I had to hump it rest of the way to the condominium. An hour's walk in the rain without an umbrella, and loaded down with a week's worth of groceries.
 
   The following morning I overslept again, yet by the grace of God managed somehow to get to work in time to punch the clock But, by then, I'd had it.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   The Friday evening class consists of three high school students and a rônin, a boy who didn't manage to get into the college of his choice and has decided to spend the year at a yobikô, a kind of cram school for students like him, and give it another shot next winter. I ask him where he wants to go, but he's hesitant to tell me. He's either too embarrassed, or just modest. I prod, I poke, I cajole, until he finally gives in. He wants to go to Waseda University. As it's one of the best private schools in the country, I say he must be smart. He replies that he's not smart, that he's fat.
 
   When asked what he hopes to study, he says he's not sure. He just wants to get into Waseda like his father. He tells me his father's fat, too. I wish him good luck and he laughs. Everyone laughs when I say good luck. Ten years will pass and people will still be laughing whenever the words good luck pass my lips and I still won't understand why.
 
   One of the girls, a short roly-poly sophomore at a private girls' school, is excited about her up-coming school trip to Disneyland and the northern island of Hokkaidô. I ask when she's going, she says Tokyo. I ask her again, and she answers Tokyo Disneyland. I say “when?” once more, and she tells me, “In Tokyo.” Is she doing this to me on purpose? Then, deliberately and very slowly, enunciating as clearly as I humanly can and giving the n extra stress I ask, “When are you going?”
 
   She nods! She gets it! There's a big buck-toothed smile on her round chubby face! “I shee, I shee,” she says. “Hokkaidô.”
 
   I break out the chalk, write WHEN and WHERE on the board, stab at the WHEN causing the chalk to crumble in my hand and ask for the last time. She apologizes then answers that she's going in July. Progress! But wait, it's only April, why's she all fired up to go now? She says she can't wait to go to Tokyo Disneyland to see “Mickey Mouse ando Donarudo Ducku ando Poo.” I tell her what poo means, then ask whose poo she wants to see, Goofy's? She waves her hand frantically before her face. She doesn't want to see Goofy's doodoo. She wants to see the bear. Oh, you mean Winnie the Pooh. She says, “Yesh, yesh, yesh,” and asks why on earth Christopher Robin would be so mean to call his bear doodoo. I shrug and say, “Maybe it sounded nice.”
 
   She tells me she's sad to learn what Pooh's name means. I try to comfort her, telling her that she now has something funny to share with her friends at school tomorrow. She says she'll never tell them. Why not, I ask. 
 
   “Because they'd be sad, too.”
 
   I ask her why they're also going all the way to Hokkaidô which is an hour-and-half-long flight from Tokyo and I'm told that they'll visit the city of Fukugawa to see Clark's statue. When I ask who this Clark person is, the rônin answers, “Boys be ambitious!”
 
   All of the students nod their heads collectively, and say, “Ambitious.” The phrase rings a bell and I recall having read about the missionary and educator who founded a school in Hokkaidô over a century ago. The sophomore points upwards, imitating the statue. I ask her what Clark's statue is pointing at. She replies, the sky.
 
   “What the hell's he pointing at the sky for?”
 
   She giggles and says she isn't sure.
 
   I tell the girl she's lucky she isn’t a boy.
 
   “Why's that?”
 
   “Because if you were a boy, you'd have to be ambitious and work hard. You're a girl. You can take it easy and have fun.”
 
   She shouts, “Yea! Yea!”
 
   The poor rônin, however, hangs his weary head.
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   After work I squeeze onto a crowded train and head back to the condominium. The worn out passengers hang loosely onto the overhead handles, swaying gently and bumping into each other like racks of beef, frozen and suspended from steel meat hooks.
 
   Earlier in the day, Abazuré told me the students were happy to have me as their teacher, that I was doing a wonderful job. Compliments are cheap in this country, like smiles at McDonald's, they don't cost a cent, but Abazuré was sincere, eerily so.
 
   So many of the adult students have declared me “a great teacher” and introduced their friends to the school that most of my morning classes are now filled to capacity. Even dreary old Yumi after sitting in on one of my evening lessons has rediscovered something to be enthusiastic about. All this praise depresses me because there is nothing that makes me feel more like the loser than being told how well I perform tasks embarrassingly beneath my potential. The compliment jars my confidence as malignantly as insults; I feel my dreams begin to slip through my fingers.
 
   As I ride the train, pressed between the carcasses of salarymen and office ladies, an appalling realization finally begins to seep in. The deposit I paid and the contract I signed with Abazuré as my guarantor have all but indentured me. I was so eager to escape, at any cost, from the inaka, from the condominium in the middle of nowhere, that I didn't give fuck about anything else. Now I do. As much as I am loath to admit it, I am probably looking at another two years performing the old eikaiwa soft-shoe routine. God, how depressing!
 
   I look at the meat around me. Do they have dreams as well, or have those been extinguished by damp circumstance and necessity? What possesses them to be packed like cattle into trains, to work until they can barely stand? Just to pay off the mortgage on a place where they can drop their weary bones every night? I look at the expressionless faces, the vacant look in the eyes. Each day inertia alone manages to carry them through. Were they ever motivated by dreams, inspired by love? Were they once animals in the sack, passionately thrashing about, lusting for life itself? Or, have they always been pathetic shells of men feigning impotence if only to have an extra half hour of blessed sleep? God help them. And God help me.
 
    
 
   There isn't a single light on in the condominium when I enter the front door. Not a sound, save the sickly hum of the second-hand refrigerator, to be heard either. Friday evening, alone with nothing in particular to do. Again. I've come to hate the weekends, hate how they remind me how little there is to look forward to after working all week. I couldn't have been born to live this way.
 
   I plop down on the woolly carpet in the living room. In the absence of the static work provided, my thoughts tune into Mie. As surely as the tide returns, my thoughts return to her. Where she is? What she’s doing? Who’s she with? Is she thinking about me, wondering these very same things, or is her mind elsewhere? Is there still a pulse to be found in the relationship we once had? Or am I wasting my time waiting for her to discover it, waiting for her to come back? Can the love we had be resuscitated, or is it as hopeless as a naked cadaver lying on a cold stainless steel shelf? It tortures me to think that she may have moved on, that I may have been forgotten when the pain in my heart is still so fresh.
 
   What the hell am I still in Japan for? If only I could take my deposit back, erase my name and inkan from the apartment contract, and go back to the States. Coming to this country derailed me, and every day that passes is another day further off course.
 
    
 
   I consider calling Aya, having her sneak out of her home to spend the night with me, to have her distract me with those glorious breasts of hers. But the way I'm feeling tonight, I doubt I'd find much consolation in screwing a high school girl. As surely as she would oblige me, I know the morning would greet me more depressed than ever, bitter that it weren't someone I loved lying next to me.
 
    
 
   With the move only a day away, it makes sense to stop moping and start getting my things together, to pack up my clothes and belongings. I never quite settled into the condominium. Lacking the resignation to a life in the countryside, I have lived for the most part out of a suitcase, unpacking things as necessity required and hanging them up in the closet or putting them away in a drawer when I was finished. It doesn't take long.
 
   My "roommates" are in town and probably won't return until Sunday evening, meaning I'll have vacated the condo by the time they return. I’ve heard stories of Japanese families digging themselves so deep into debt that they're left with only two options: packing up what they can and moving out of their homes surreptitiously in the middle of the night, so-called yonige, or committing ikka shinjû, or a family suicide. Considering that I haven’t mentioned my move to the “roommates,” I kind of feel like I'm yonige-ing myself.
 
   You think they'll miss me? Think they'll even notice that I'm gone?
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   I take a small box containing Mie's pajamas, her yellow toothbrush and overnight kit, what she called her o-tomari setto, from one of the drawers and place it in the clear plastic container where I keep photo albums and souvenirs from my first year in Japan.
 
   It’s been months since I last opened the albums. Fear of an emotional onslaught has prevented me from summoning Lazarus out of his tomb, from taking the albums out and reviving the past.
 
   I take them out now, one for nearly every month shared with Mie, with the exception of October. I still can't bring myself to have the film from that month developed. They remain tucked away in a tin can, interned like dry bones and ashes.
 
   Some of the happiest memories of my life are recorded on the pages of the albums. I can't help myself, can't keep myself from taking the first album out, from cracking it open, and diving headfirst before checking the depth. 
 
   My twenty-sixth birthday: there’s Mie sitting among a group of some two dozen of my students who've crammed into one of the six-tatami mat rooms at my old apartment. She's beaming at me—so beautiful, so vibrant, so engaging. She didn't know if she would be able to make it, if she would be able to get away from work. I told her thirty people would be coming to the party. She was the only person, though, that I really wanted to celebrate with. “Wakatta. Gambarimasu,” she said. Okay, I'll try to be there.
 
   I was on tenterhooks the whole party, my eyes turning expectantly towards the front door every time I heard footsteps coming up the stairwell. When she did come, I could barely contain my happiness. I shouted “Mie-chan” as she walked in through the door. That night after everyone had left we made love for the second time.
 
   On the following page, Mie and I are at the izakaya near the apartment we sometimes went to. In the first snapshot, Mie is pouring saké for me from a small earthenware tokkuri bottle into the tiny choko cup I'm holding. Before us on the counters is a small plate of grilled mackerel with daikon oroshi (grated radish) before us. It was my first time to try it. There were also dishes with a beef and potatoes nimono, and tempura on white paper. In the next photo, I'm pouring soy sauce into the choko of the man next to me. Mie's laughing, but the man doesn't quite know what to make of my little American jokku.
 
   On the next page, is an adorable letter Mie sent to me after returning from a trip she took with all of her co-workers to the island of Hokkaidô. She included several photos of herself taken while there. The letter mentions how mild the summer in Hokkaidô is compared to Kyûshû, the places visited and sights seen, the wonderful seafood she ate so much of that she's afraid she has put on weight . . . again. It closes with a few lines that reassured me when I had already started to fall in love with her:
 
   “I've been thinking a lot about you recently. I don't quite understand how I'm feeling, but I miss you so much and want to see you. Call me.”
 
   When my eyes start to mist up, I put the photo album back into the storage container, clamp it shut, and then finish packing up my things. After a meal of tom yum gai soup, I sit down in front of the television and flip through the channels for something to get my mind off Mie. Without satellite or cable, flipping through the channels is like jogging around a short track. Around and around and around. A variety show featuring pop music, a variety show featuring a manzai comedy duo, a dry documentary on NHK, the humorless state-run broadcaster, an English language instruction program featuring sad excuses for foreigners hamming it up on NHK's education channel, another variety show featuring manzai comedians and pop music, and finally rounding up the lap, an old Schwarzenegger film dubbed in Japanese.
 
   The phone rings.
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   “Moshi-moshi?”
 
   “Hello. Is Chris there?” asks a soft, barely audible voice.
 
   “No, he isn’t,” I reply, turning the TV’s volume down.
 
   “Is this Peador?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “This is Machiko.” It’s Chris’s girlfriend.
 
   “Oh, hi, Machiko.”
 
   “Do you know where Chris is?” she asks timidly.
 
   “No.”
 
   My roommate is an affable enough person, but seldom has much to say to me whenever we happen to find ourselves at the condominium at the same time.
 
   She asks if I am alone, what I’m doing, what my plans are for the weekend. Why the sudden interest in old Peador, I wonder. Is this Machiko a player? Is the quiet demeanor just a ruse?
 
   “Yes,” I reply.
 
   “I don’t believe you,” she says.
 
   “I really am alone, regardless of whether you believe it or not.”
 
   “You have a lot of girlfriends, don’t you?”
 
   I’ve been getting this a lot. I tell her I’m not seeing anyone in particular. 
 
   “Chris and I, we saw you Saturday evening with two girls. You were holding hands with both of them.”
 
   Saturday night? Holding hands?
 
   “Oh, them,” I say. “They’re just friends.”
 
   Two former students of mine had come down from Kitakyûshû to see me. Sweet girls, both of them, terribly kind, but not what I’d call my cup of tea.
 
   “We were drunk,” I offer as an explanation. I had completely forgotten about that.
 
   “And I saw you with a high school girl near the park before that. You were holding her hand, too.”
 
   Holding hands with Aya? Now that I definitely did not do, but there’s no use in protesting; Machiko has convinced herself.
 
   “Chris tells me you’re a playboy, a real lady-killer. Are you? Are you a lady-killer?”
 
   This gives me a nice and long overdue laugh.
 
   “Please be nice to them,” she says.
 
   “Okay, I promise. Cross my heart.”
 
   “I mean it,” she insists and then I can hear the gravity in her soft voice. “Peador, please be nice to them.”
 
   “I’ll try,” I say.
 
   “Do you know when Chris will come home?”
 
   “To tell you the truth, I have no idea,” I say, adding that he sometimes doesn’t come back at all. Oops!
 
   The silence on the other end of the phone speaks volumes. It was a simple mistake; I was under the assumption that Chris had been spending the nights with Machiko. Now that I realize that hasn’t been the case, I whip up a nice and fluffy white lie.
 
   “Chris is busy, as I’m sure he’s told you, Machiko, lots of overtime. And he’s also helping a friend which . . .” I have to pull these fluffy white lies out of my arse because I don’t know Jack shit about Chris’s private life. “He told me he sometimes stayed at a co-worker’s place in town, a Tony-something, whenever he misses the last train . . .”
 
   The last bit has the merit of being based on more than the threadbare fabric of my imagination: it stems from hearsay.
 
   Machiko remains silent. I can’t tell whether she has bought any of it, or whether she was able to understand what I told her.
 
   After a long, pain-filled sigh, she speaks up. “I want you to give him a message.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   
 
  
“Tell him: ‘I love him . . . I miss him . . .’”
 
   I can hear her sniffing on the other end.
 
   “I want to see him . . .”
 
   Her voice grows ever more quiet, and with all the sniffing, it’s hard to catch what she’s saying. Even so, I know the message she wants me to convey.
 
   “Tell him . . . I love him.”
 
   I write the simple words down on the only piece of paper available, a mauve napkin with a picnic basket and squirrels in one corner, write her words verbatim with ellipsis indicating the pauses each time she’s too overcome by emotion to continue. When I look at what she has had me write, I realize they are the very same words Mie spoke to me.
 
    
 
   Mie and I spent a quiet weekend together at her apartment in Fukuoka, rarely leaving her bed. We made love, rested, made love again, and then after taking a shower together, fell into each other’s arms and did it one more time before falling asleep.
 
   When I had returned to Kitakyûshû, I took a long walk by myself along the bank of the slow-moving Onga River, listening to a cassette Mie had made for me with some of her favorite songs. I couldn’t stop thinking about her, and felt vulnerable and weak because of it. I was lost in that painfully comfortable limbo, having fallen in love but distressed that the sentiment might not be mutual. That evening I walked up the hill to the cluster of mom-and-pop shops where the only public telephone in the neighborhood was to be found. The booth was alive with mosquitoes, moths, gnats and ticks, every kind of bug imaginable. Braving the insects, I dialed her number. That’s how badly I wanted to hear her voice, wanted to hear her say, “I love you . . . I miss you . . . I want to see you.”
 
   “I miss you, too, Mie.” I told her, with my throat taunt. “I want to see you, too.”
 
   “I’ll tell him,” I promise.
 
   “Peador?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Can I talk to you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Machiko speaks for an hour, describing how she first met Chris. She had been walking along a street in town a month ago when she noticed him. Just like that, she went right up to him and asked if he were American. He said, yes, and the two of them started talking. They ended up spending the afternoon together chatting in a coffee shop.
 
   “I was so sad and lonely before I met Chris,” she says sniffing. “But, he’s made me so happy.”
 
   I start to cry. Mie had made me happy, too, at a time when I was desperately homesick and missing all of my friends back in Portland. I tell Machiko a little about Mie, only a little because to tell her the extent of what has been weighing on my heart all these months would be unbearable.
 
   “Do you still love her?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer, tears flowing down my face, my nose running.
 
   “Then call her.”
 
   “She’ll just hang up on me.”
 
   “Try,” she encourages. “Give her one more chance.”
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   I stare at the phone for more than half an hour, before finally dialing Mie's number.
 
   How many times did I try to call Mie? How many times did I linger by the phone, wanting to make this very call, but was held back by fear, the fear that the relationship was dead, the fear that Mie was gone and would never come back no matter what I did or said? How many times? I should have moved on and found someone else, anyone, if only to fuck away the memories, if only to mend my heart by breaking others’.
 
   Machiko is right, I have nothing to lose by calling, so I dial Mie’s number.
 
   “Moshi-moshi?”
 
   Mie's familiar deep voice breaks the silence that has enveloped me since Machiko hung up.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Who is it?” she asks.
 
   “It's me . . .”
 
   “Peador?”
 
   “Yes,” I say painfully, my throat was dry and tight. “Yes, it's me, Peador.”
 
   Mie sounds genuinely happy to hear from me, which catches me off guard.
 
   We exchange bland pleasantries like two old middle-aged women. She mentions the warm weather we've been having asks if I had a chance to drink under the sakura blossoms. I tell her I did, that I'm now working near West Park, one of the best places to see the cherry blossoms.
 
   “I'm glad to hear that,” she says. “Do you like the your new job?”
 
   “It's not bad,” I tell her. “A million times better than working for that idiot last year in Kitakyûshû but then just about anything would be better than another year with him.”
 
   She speaks of her own hatred for the tiring and boring routine at the pachinko parlor, then brightens up when she tells me that she got a new puppy.
 
   “He likes to drink beer,” she adds.
 
   Six months may have passed since we last spoke, but she is still the Mie I fell in love with and have been missing all these months.
 
   Mie asks how I look, whether I've grown my hair out or have kept it short, and so on. Finally, she asks me if I have a girlfriend.
 
   I tell her I don’t.
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “I don't believe you.”
 
   I have no idea why everyone is finding this so hard to accept. Am I missing something here? Am I better looking, more charming than I believe myself to be?
 
   “I don't have a girlfriend,” I say. “Haven't had one since you . . .”
 
   “I'm sorry.”
 
   The tears begin to fall, betraying me again. Women will tell you that they want their men to express their emotions, but nothing turns a woman off faster than a man blubbering pathetically into the receiver of the phone and that's exactly what I begin to do. And I’ve never hated myself more than I do now.
 
   “I'm so lonely, Mie . . . I miss you . . . I want to see you.”
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   “You should have called me earlier,” Mie says brightly. “We could have met.”
 
   I did, but you kept hanging up on me, remember? 
 
   “I wanted to . . .”
 
   “Say, what are you doing Monday? If you're free, how about getting together?”
 
   The invitation is made so casually that I can hardly believe my ears. Six months earlier Mie was talking to me through the slit of a chained door and now she acts as if a reset button has been pressed. It's the spring of 1992 all over again.
 
   Can we go back to zero? Can we meet as if for the first time like we did one year ago? Can we get drunk in your bedroom and fall into each other's arms again? Can we wake up the next morning, half undressed and a little embarrassed—but happy, too—about what had happened?
 
   “Monday?” I said. “This Monday?”
 
   “Yes, this Monday. Are you free?”
 
   My nose is running and my eyes are filled with tears, and yet I’m smiling. It feels like ages since I last managed a genuine one.
 
   “Yeah, Mie, I'll be free after eight-thirty.”
 
   “Alrighty then. Let's meet in front of the Oyafukô Dôri Mister Donut. Okay? You know where that is, don't you?”
 
   Of course I know where it is. We went there on Father's Day last year, the day after you left Tetsu . . .
 
   I let the receiver fall from my hand onto my lap as soon as she hangs up. I don't know what to make of what has just happened or what Mie’s intentions are. She made no mention of Tetsu.
 
   Have the two of them broken up? Has she been waiting all these months for me to contact her?
 
   I go to my room and lie on my futon where I am overcome by a rare peace of mind, and, for the first time in months, I sleep like the dead.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   All day Sunday, my co-worker Reina helps me move out of the condo into the new apartment closer to work, an effort taking most of the day because of the size of her car necessitates two trips.
 
   Reina drives a Mitsubishi Pajero Mini. When I ask her if she knows what pajero means, she says she doesn't, that she loves the car so much she wouldn't care if it meant dust box. She means trashcan, but after schlepping the last of my belongings from the eighth floor condominium I don't really feel like correcting her English.
 
   “I'm only going to tell you because you said it wouldn't affect the way you feel about your wonderful little car here, but pajero means masturbate in Spanish.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “How embarrassing.”
 
   “I'm sorry to be the one to have told you,” I say, laughing. “Why, of all the things on this bountiful earth of ours, why would they ever name a car that?”
 
   “Maybe they liked the sound of it.”
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   My new apartment is on the fourth and top floor of a medium-sized concrete-and-tile building. It's representative of the crap that was thrown up during the bubble economy. The real estate boom of the 1980’s had every knucklehead with a bit of cash burning a hole in his pocket build on any old plot of land he could get his hands on with the expectation that prices would keep going up and up and up.
 
   The apartment building was apparently built on land that used to be the landlord's mother's garden. Her dilapidated wooden house remains, uninhabited and leaning, as if from fatigue, against the apartment building. Thanks to the condominiums towering fifteen-stories high to the southeast, south and west, most the sunlight is blocked. The whole house languishes in a damp and perpetual shade with the exception of one northern wall that gets a flash of sun in the afternoon. The wall is covered with a thick coat of ivy that has invaded the slats of wood and worked its way to the clay beneath it. The tiled roof, black with slime, is slowly disintegrating, the shattered remains of tiles and mortar litter the ground below the eves in a narrow mossy ditch, like dandruff on an old man's boney shoulders.
 
   Near the house and sharing the same sliver of noonday sun is a small Shintô shrine. A stray black and white cat with bobbed tail passes through the miniature red torii gate and crawls into a space under the shrine, disappearing into the darkness underneath.
 
   The apartment itself is unremarkable. Shaped like an L, with a kitchen nook and an adjacent utility room/bathroom just off the long and narrow living room area, but is redeemed by an exceptionally large balcony that overlooks an oasis of green: the vast garden belonging to one of the few houses remaining in the neighborhood.
 
   My new apartment, though not as comfortable as the condominium I've just given up, comes with enough amenities--a washer and dryer, a small fridge, an air conditioner and even a toilet equipped with a heated seat and bidet--that I don't feel as if I'm sliding back into the same kind of impoverished squalor I had to endure the year I lived in Kitakyûshû City.
 
   Even Reina thinks I was lucky to get it. She would say so: it was her, after all, who found the apartment for me.
 
    
 
   4
 
    
 
   Reina and I end up spending the whole day together; precisely what I hoped would happen when she first offered to help me move. At a time when loneliness has been suffocating, the half hour I spend alone with her at the end of each workday has been like pure oxygen.
 
   My desire to be with Mie aside, I might even have asked Reina out if it weren't for the fact that I was standing at the very end of a discouragingly long queue, hands dug deep into my pockets and looking stupid just like all the other men who were infatuated with her.
 
   Reina locks up her Mitsubishi Jerk-off as I carry the last of my things up the four flights of stairs. She checks my mailbox and then follows behind me. Once in the apartment, she hands me a pile of flyers.
 
   I sit down on the hardwood floor, back against one of the sliding glass doors that open on to the balcony. She takes the place next to me, sitting close enough that our sweaty arms and legs touch.
 
   There's a menu from a pizza delivery company called, God only knows why, Pizza Pockets.
 
   “I hope they don't actually carry the pizza their pockets,” I say.
 
   “Maybe they stay warmer that way.”
 
   “The pizza? Or the delivery boy?”
 
   Reina laughs and her head comes to rest against my shoulder.
 
   I ask her if you have to pay extra for the lint.
 
   “The what?”
 
   “Nothing, nothing,” I say. “You feeling hungry?”
 
   She nods. I’d offer to cook for her if I'd had a scrap of food, let alone any pots or pans, in the apartment. She says I needn't bother, that it would be easier to eat out at a restaurant in the neighborhood or have something delivered.
 
   I continue sifting through the junk mail for other restaurants that deliver and come across a small sheet of paper with some kind of list printed on both sides. At the top of the page is a starburst with the boldfaced message: 5 videos for only 10,000 yen!!! With all the Chinese characters, I can hardly read it. Still, I don’t need to tax my imagination to figure it out: it’s a list of porn titles.
 
   “I think I'll keep this one,” I say.
 
   “Here's one you might like,” Reina says, pointing at the flyer. “Lolicon Deluxe. Six Dô Sukebe High School Girls.”
 
   “I know sukebe what means, but dô sukebe?”
 
   “Very, very sukebe.”
 
   “Six Very, Very Horny High School Girls. I see. And what about this one?” I ask pointing at a porn title written entirely in Chinese characters.
 
   Reina tilts her head for a moment, then translates: “Sexually Frustrated, Explosion Breasts Step-Mother.”
 
   “Explosion Breast Step-Mother? Hmm, intriguing, but I think I'll pass. How about this?”
 
   “Midara-na Te OL. Hmmm. Lascivious Hand Office Ladies?”
 
   “What on earth is the lascivious hand?”
 
   “Onanî,” she replies matter-of-factly.
 
   I get the impression that I'm supposed to understand what onanî means and feel stupid that I don't. “Onanî?”
 
   “Yes, onanî. That's English, right?”
 
   “Does onanî sound like English to you?”
 
   “No, now that you say so, it doesn't, but . . . I just assumed it was English because it's always written in katakana.”
 
   “What does it mean, anyways? Curious minds want to know!”
 
   “Pajero.”
 
   “Good Lord!” And then it comes to me like a flash of inspiration. “Oh, now I get it. Onanî is onanism!”
 
   “I told you it was English.”
 
   “Yeah, but nobody says onanism. Masturbating Office Ladies. Very classy.”
 
   Among other things, there is a pamphlet for something called “Blue Juice,” a nauseating concoction of herbs and wild grasses that is supposed to be good for you, a menu from an udon restaurant, and several full-colored flyers from a “Delivery Health” service advertising call girls.
 
   Reina asks me if I know what the postcard-sized flyers are called.
 
   I take a stab in the dark, “The Good News?”
 
   “No, they're called pinku chirashi.”[bookmark: _ftnref3][3]
 
   “Why pink?”
 
   Because, I’m told, the color pink has long been associated with pornography, prostitution, and such.
 
   “Interesting,” I say. “In the US, the color blue is.”
 
   “They're called blue flyers in America?”
 
   “No, no, no. Not the flyers, the industry. As far as I know, we don't have these in the States. You put something like this in the wrong person's mailbox and you're liable to get arrested or sued by some nutty Christian.”
 
   “Sued? Whatever for?”
 
   “Because he'll claim he'd been emotionally traumatized just finding it in.”
 
   “Americans are stupid,” Reina concludes.
 
   One of the pinku chirashi features a dozen girls posing in a variety of lingerie or costumes, such as a stewardess and policewoman. Most of them have hidden their identity by covering their faces with their hands.
 
   The vitals of each are given, including their “name,” age, height, proportions and the size of their breasts, along with a short comment. 19 year old Momo here with the E-cups is “Very Good!!!” 172cm-tall Sumire is “Dynamite!” Aya is a “New Face!” Eighteen-year-old Nana might be a little needy in the chest department, but the flyer assures me that she is “Very, Very Popular!” And oh, yes, you can “AF” the 23-year-old Natsu, if you like! AF? Why anal fuck, of course. The girls will come to your home, hotel room, anywhere you like. But wait there’s more! All of the girls are “Amateurs.”
 
   Yeah, right!
 
   I place the pinku chirashi on the “keep” pile, telling Reina that I never know when they might come in handy.
 
   “Have you ever done it?” Reina asks.
 
   “Done what?”
 
   She points to the pinku chirashi.
 
   “With a prostitute? No, never.”
 
   “Really? Why not? A friend of mine went after winning seventy thousand yen at the boat races. He spent it all at a Soapland.”
 
   “Seventy thousand yen! Just to get laid? What a waste!”
 
   “Not to him. He said it was like he had died and gone to heaven.”
 
   I don't know about Reina, but with all this talk of Soaplands, “delivery health” and adult videos, I tempted to give into the Lascivious Hand myself.
 
   “Your gas is switched on, isn't it?” Reina asks, getting off the floor.
 
   “Yeah, I think so. Why?”
 
   “Well, I'm really sweaty and would like to take a shower. If you don't mind, that is.”
 
   “Mind? No, not at all. I was thinking of taking one myself.” 
 
   My heart is racing like a hummingbird's, my head is light with the titillating possibilities suddenly arrayed before me. “W-w-why don't you go ahead and h-h-hop into the shower first. I'll get you a towel.”
 
   Reina disappears behind the half curtain in the entrance to the utility room where she starts to undress. As I open a box looking for my towels, I catch a glimpse of her jeans dropping to her ankles, then her panties. My heart is in my throat, pounding away mercilessly. My hands shake. After I hear her enter the bathroom and turn on the water, I enter the utility room, dizzy with excitement, and place the towels atop the washing machine. The shower door hasn't been completely shut offering me a long slice of her slim body. I can't help but look. I stare shamelessly at her right leg and soft right buttock, her narrow waist and back, the light brown curls that fall on her square shoulder. She suddenly turns around, sending me scrambling clumsily out of the utility room and knocking the curtain down.
 
   “Peador?”
 
   I try to answer, but lust has made my mouth go dry.
 
   The water is turned off, the shower door opens abruptly, and Reina pokes her head out of the utility room.
 
   “Peador, there's no hot water.”
 
   She emerges from the utility room wrapped in a towel, and after hanging the curtain back up, walks into the kitchen, where a moment later exclaims, “Atta, atta! Here it is.”
 
   I'm moved by curiosity to follow her wet footprints into the kitchen where I find her crouched down and turning a valve under the sink. Her pale bottom peeks out from beneath the towel. Turning her head, she notices me gawking down at her, and says, “What you looking at?”
 
   “N-n-nothing.”
 
   She closes the cabinet door, then stands and presses a button on the wall making a small green light come on. A second red light turns on when she lets water in the kitchen sink run.
 
   “Yosh,” she says, turning around. “You've got hot water now.”
 
   “So that's how you turn me . . . er, it on.”
 
   Reina’s maddeningly gorgeous, and I can barely keep myself from ripping the thin terrycloth towel off, and burying my face in her crotch.
 
   The only thing stopping me, however, is tomorrow night's date with Mie.
 
   Nevertheless, I’m like a volatile gas. All that is needed is one tiny spark—an inviting touch, or a half step that would bring our bodies closer—then, I wouldn't have an excuse to keep from pulling her into my arms. I wouldn't have to hold back the kisses. All it would take is one small caress to ignite me. One kiss, and I'd burn this apartment building to the ground.
 
   Reina takes that precious half step forward, her body just brushes mine and my erection is peering out of the front left pocket of my Levis like a periscope. But nothing happens. I'm frozen, unable to move. Paralyzed with indecision, all I manage to do is let a pathetic little gasp of air out as she passes.
 
   I'm a buffoon, an impotent buffoon!
 
   I should grab Reina’s arm, tug at the towel so it falls to the floor, and do exactly what I've had a mind to do all day. My hand rises. It's an involuntary reaction; my instincts, God love 'em, are finally kicking in! But just as my finger grazes her arm, I catch a glimpse of Mie's pajamas in the clear plastic container.
 
   Reina pauses before the curtain. “Yes?” she asks.
 
   “I, I'm just going to get some beer at the 7-11. You want anything?”
 
   She says she doesn't need anything, and ducks under the curtain. 
 
   Go after her! Follow her, you feckin’ idiot. Now or never! 
 
   I see the towel drop to the floor, hear the shower door close and the water start to run. I can't stand it anymore. I back step it quickly into the kitchen, unbutton my jeans and start to pajero over the sink.
 
   What little remained of my dignity has been completely forfeited.
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   8:30pm. I’m waiting in front of the Oyafukô Dôri Mister Donut, bathed in garish neon light and serenaded by Nat King Cole: “Roll . . . out . . . those . . . lazy, hazy, crazy days of summer! Those days of soda . . . and pretzels . . . and beer . . .” 
 
   For a Monday night, there's a fair amount of pedestrian traffic moving up and down Oyafukô.
 
    
 
   Anticipation of the long-awaited reunion with Mie had me as restless as a child on Christmas Eve. Waking before dawn, I laid on my futon, staring sleeplessly at the ceiling for an hour and a half before giving up on sleep and getting ready for work.
 
   I left my apartment early enough to catch the members of the local fire station lackadaisically performing their morning radio calisthenics and got to the office where the cleaning lady was sloshing a mop around.
 
   The morning lesson was interminable. The students' uncharacteristic reticence didn't help. On the clock above the dusty chalkboard, the second hand moved as if it were weighed down with lead sinkers. The minute hand needed regular coaxing and encouragement to help it get through the hour. My afternoon break was hardly better. Nothing I did helped push the stalled day forward.
 
   I went for a five-kilometer run around Ôhori Park, then took a leisurely walk through the usually quiet and deserted castle ruins which I discovered were now alive with the pink and purple azalea blossoms. I doubled back, walking along the moat, its dark green still water dotted with plate-sized lily pads. The diversion didn't have much of an appetite; hardly an hour was gobbled up.
 
   Back at my apartment, I began unpacking my things and putting my apartment in order. I removed Mie's articles. Her yellow toothbrush joined mine in a stainless cup by the sink, her pajamas took priority position in the top drawer of the wardrobe. I also went to some lengths to erase any sign of Reina having been in my apartment, picking up the occasional hair, putting the empty cans of chu-hi[bookmark: _ftnref4][4] and beer in a bag for non-burnable garbage on the balcony. Last but by far not least, I tossed the package of Whisper sanitary napkins Reina had, for Lord knows what reason, left behind. In the remaining hours, I studied Japanese, looking up all the things I'd been wanting to say to Mie for the past six months, all the things I'd been wanting to ask her every day that passed since she closed the door on me.
 
   Back at work in the afternoon, I went to the lobby and sat on a bench butted up against the tinted windows and looked out at the still life below. White compacts and delivery vans were stopped at a red light. An old woman hunched all the way over like a candy cane paused for an eternity before attempting to cross the four-lane avenue. Arthritic, knobby hands clutching for dear life onto the handle of a small stroller-like shopping cart. Without it, she probably would have toppled right over. She took a step, a small one, bringing her closer to the shopping cart, then pushed the cart an arm-length away and stepped slowly towards it again, making her way across the avenue like an ancient inchworm.
 
   Every time the phone rang in the office, I got a case of the jitters, worried that Mie was calling to cancel, that something preventing us from meeting had come up. Will she be held up at work and be forced to postpone the date for kondo, for another time?
 
   Japanese often chime “let's do it another time,” but you soon realize this “other time” is just another way of saying “never in a million years, buster.”
 
   It was the last words Mie had spoken to me when she left my apartment seven months earlier. “Kondo,” she said and drove off never to return.
 
   Anxiety filled my thoughts, crowding out any of the elation I should have been feeling about seeing Mie again. It was to be expected, after what I'd gone through. Six months on, I'm still shell-shocked from the bomb she dropped on me.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   8:40 and still no sign of Mie.
 
   The air is cooler than I expected and the longer I wait the more I wish I'd dressed for warmth rather than The Sell. My inability to exaggerate or embellish upon my own accomplishments, let alone mention them, is one reason, I suppose, that I am so fussy about how I dress. I don't dress for success so much as I dress to avoid the almost certain failure that my modesty invites. Clothes make the man, the lesser the man, the more he depends on them to help him along.
 
   What is it I wanted my linen suit to communicate to Mie? That I'm too broke to buy something warmer? Nah, that wasn't it. That, somehow, despite all the crap that happened last year, in spite of my former boss's attempts to bury me, that everything has managed to work out all right in the end; that I'm not a complete failure; that I still have a fighting chance to get through this life with my dignity intact; that, more than anything, I deserve another chance with Mie. And so, in my effort to impress Mie, I now shiver in the chill of an early spring night.
 
   A half block down the street a young man in a crisp white shirt and a black apron tied around his waist passes out discount tickets for a karaoke bar.
 
   Across the street on the corner, two young women, who are dressed to kill, fuss over a middle-aged businessman. He scratches his balding scalp, vacillating between options: going home to a frigid wife, or blowing money he doesn't have drinking with the hostesses. He scratches his head again, and then nods. The women cheer and lead him away by hand.
 
   Several men and women, company freshmen judging by the uniformity of their simple black suits, huddle around a fallen co-worker, who's splayed out and unconscious on the sidewalk. They try to lift him, but he's gone all rubbery from the drink.
 
   And then there’s a darling girl in a ponytail and a tight fitting red and white outfit emblazoned with the CABIN logo across her chest. She stands in front of a cigarette vending machine attempting to dissuade customers from buying other brands. Hell, it works for me. I'd give up Hope—my Hope cigarettes, that is—to share a cabin with her any day. And I mean it. She looks my way and waves. I look around to see who's she's waving at but find no one. She waves again. I wave tentatively back and she smiles.
 
   A customized van with tinted windows, spoilers and bright blue lights under its low-riding chassis rumbles by shaking my fillings loose. The angry music blasting from the van competes noisily with Mister Donut’s cheerful playlist of Golden Oldies. As the van turns off of Oyafukô, a bôsôzoku motorcycle gang rumbles into the narrow street, zigzagging recklessly and revving their engines until they caterwaul like tigers in heat. A patrol car follows lackadaisically behind, protecting and serving none.
 
   Some minutes later, a clapped-out pick-up makes its way down the street. A miserable ditty crackles out from a dirty speaker lamenting, “Warabi mochi . . .Warabi mochi.”
 
   The first time I ever heard this mournful song, I was moved by curiosity to look up the meaning of its enigmatic lyrics in a dictionary only to be further confounded by what I found: bracken-starch dumplings. What the hell is bracken and why is the song selling them so depressing?
 
    
 
   I check my watch again. 8:45.
 
   C'mon, Mie. Where the devil are you?
 
   Fifteen minutes is nothing, though, considering I've already been waiting a half a year for her. Six long, lonely months. I never gave up hope. Doubt may have gnawed that hope to shreds, but I haven't given it up.
 
   You'd think I'd know what I would want to say to Mie after having waited so long to see her again, but I don't. What will she say to me? And how will she act? What are the odds of my getting her back? Do I even want her back after all this time? Now that I am finally here, it occurs to me that I never considered that. It has been too far beyond my limited imagination since she left me to think of the break up as anything other than my having been robbed of a profound and rightly deserved happiness. If only my future self would journey back to this present moment and tell me to open my eyes and take in all the beautiful women passing by, and, with a gentle elbow to my ribs, convince me of the very thing that has been nagging at me since my move: that, maybe, just maybe, I am better off without Mie, and that, starting at this very moment I should take the first step towards moving on with my life by standing the bitch up. Should the future me indeed pay myself a visit, I seriously doubt if I would be very convincing. Again, I'm not much of a salesman.
 
    
 
   I step inside Mister Donut to get out of the chill, and am greeted by a cloyingly aromatic mélange of the “world's best coffee,” month old frying oil, and cigarette smoke. Through the unhealthy miasma a small table in the furthest corner comes into view. It’s the very same table at which Mie and I waited out a sudden downpour on Father's Day last year. Though the donut shop is hopping, “our table” remains empty, as if it's been reserved for us.
 
   I want to take my place at the table and relive that day, to hold Mie's hand as I did then and talk to her about moving to Portland with me. I long to hear the words she spoke to me that rainy afternoon, that there was nothing more in this world she wanted than to live with me in America.
 
   Mie had left her boyfriend for me the night before and was now mine--my girlfriend, my lover. And, looking into her warm brown eyes I thought I knew who the mother of my children was destined to be. Mie was mine, and as the rain poured heavily outside I couldn't begin to imagine that I would ever feel as forlorn, confused, or as bitter as I have been all these months. It was inconceivable that the happiness I was feeling then would be so ephemeral or that four short months later the only thing that would sustain me through the autumn and winter would be the emaciated hope languishing within this miserable heart of mine, the hope that the red string tying us together and which had helped me find Mie was merely frayed, not broken.
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   “O-Kyaku-sama. Anô . . . O-Kyaku-sama,” a young woman behind the counter calls out to me.
 
   “Hai?”
 
   “Gochûmon okimari deshôka?”
 
   Have I decided what to order? I tell her I'm waiting for someone and she makes a slight bow.
 
   When I turn around and look towards the entrance I notice Mie standing on the sidewalk just outside the entrance of Mister Donut. She hasn't seen me yet, so I wait a moment before exiting. She is as beautiful as I've remembered her, painfully so, and every little thing I adored about her rushes back to me, that tsunami of memories washing over me again.
 
   How on earth did I ever expect to move on, let alone fall in love with someone else, when that woman, that unforgettable woman standing there, was the one who had broken my heart?
 
   I have to suppress the urge to run outside and hold onto her so tightly that she'll never be able to leave me again. Taking a deep breath, I take a step towards the automatic doors. As they open I softly call out her name, “Mie-chan.” 
 
   She doesn't hear me. My heart is in my throat, pounding away madly, stifling any sound. I could almost cry. 
 
   “Mie-chan.”
 
   She turns towards me and says, “Oh-chan.”
 
   It’s been months since anyone called me Oh-chan. Tears threaten to well up in my eyes. I take a step towards her, my hand extended. She takes it, the touch warm, familiar and comforting. It’s as if I had been holding it all this time.
 
   “Hisashiburi ne,” I say. It’s been a long time, hasn't it.
 
   “Ne.” She looks me as if to take an inventory of this former lover of hers. “You've lost weight, haven't you?”
 
   It's not the only thing I've lost, Mie-chan.
 
   “And, you've gone and cut you're hair, too. It's so much nicer when it's longer, Oh-chan. It's so . . . “
 
   “Messy, I know.”
 
   “No, no. It was curly . . . Adorable. I really liked it long.” 
 
   I want to hold her and kiss her and tell her how much love her, how much I've missed her, how much . . . But before I have the chance, she turns to beckon a young woman over. 
 
   “I've, um, invited a friend along. Yuki-chan. We work together. I guess I should have told you, but, well, she wanted to meet you.”
 
   “Meet me?”
 
   This Yuki-chan skips over to us, a bright smile on her pretty face.
 
   “Hajimemashite,” I say to her with a slight bow.
 
   “Wow!” she says. “You’re Japanese is really good.”
 
   After introducing us quickly, Mie says, “Ikimashôka,” so we take off down the street past the cute CABIN cigarette campaign girl, the warabi mochi vendor who's now standing behind his pick-up serving a customer, and an Israeli selling cheap jewelry and other tchotchke on the sidewalk. The Israeli nods at me, and Mie's co-worker asks if he's my friend. I reply that I've never seen him before in my life, which the girl finds enormously funny. It keeps her tittering for a while just as it had done to Mie a year ago.
 
   Mie leads us through a cracked tinted glass door into a well-known bar on the first floor of a run-down karaoke building called the Big Apple where the cheap beer and even cheaper women attract South American men and boys up from the Navy base in Sasebo like flies to warm shit.
 
   We sit under a canopy of black lights and neon beer signs on precariously high stools around a narrow table that wobbles. Yuki is wide-eyed and bubbling over with childish excitement. She says she's never been to a gaijin bar and asks if I come here a lot. This is precisely what I'd like to ask of Mie because the thought of her hanging out at grotty gaijin bars like this all these months since she dumped me is disturbing.
 
   “No, I've never been here before,” I reply. While it is a relief to learn that Mie, too, is a virgin of sorts, the unsettlingly vivid image of her hanging out here and flirting with men, particularly other foreign men, is now seared into my mind. I've never been the jealous type; this is a new emotion for me.
 
   “It's just like America,” Yuki says earnestly, compelling me to ask her whether she's been. “Me? No, never. I haven't even been to Tôkyô.”
 
   “Yuki wants to go to America,” Mie informs me. “I told her she should go to Portland.”
 
   “I wanna go, wanna go, wanna go!” Yuki cries. The girl wants to go so badly she can barely contain herself.
 
   Mie asks if I've been home since . . . since, well, you-know-when . . . since we last met.
 
   “To Portland? Nah, not yet.”
 
   “No? I'm surprised to hear that.”
 
   Me, too. Time flies when you're having fun. “It's been over a year now. Thirteen months.”
 
   “Eh? Thirteen months? Aren't you homesick?” Yuki asks.
 
   “Sometimes, yes . . . But, not right now.”
 
   “Ne, have you got a girlfriend,” Yuki says.
 
   The question was bound to come up sooner or later, but now that it has I don't know how to reply with Mie sitting next to me. When I hesitate to answer, Mie tells her, “Oh-chan says he doesn't have a girlfriend, but I don't believe him.”
 
   “No way!” Yuki says.
 
   Whatever.
 
   Yuki, I'm now told, doesn't have a boyfriend, either, obliging me to register similar disbelief at the revelation. “Unbelievable! Yuki, you're much too cute to not have a boyfriend.”
 
   I do try to be polite.
 
   Yuki then says something that surprises me: there aren't enough men in Fukuoka. And as if to refute any doubt she supports this dubious claim with statistics: “You know there is only one man for every eight women in this city? Maybe I should move to Tôkyô.”
 
   Hearing this from someone as adorable as this Yuki here ought to be like music to my ears, but to be honest, all I really care to listen to is that sweet old melody sung once more from Mie's soft lips that dear old Tetsu is no longer a leading character in her life pageant. Unfortunately, Mie seems to have lost her voice.
 
    
 
   I take my box of Hope cigarettes and Mie's Zippo lighter out of my pocket, remove a cigarette and light up.
 
   “Ah, I was wondering where that went,” Mie says of the lighter.
 
   “You left it behind,” I say handing it to her.
 
   “Is it really okay?”
 
   “Of course, it is yours, after all.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it is, isn't it. Thanks.”
 
   “Don't mention it.”
 
   Mie removes a pack of Mild Sevens from her handbag, lights up, and before the two of us can become pensive, Yuki bails us out of the sinking mood by suggesting we order something to drink. Mie says she'll get it and stands up leaving me alone with Yuki.
 
   The girl is still somewhat gaijin struck, giggling like a teenager whenever I look at her. I don't know why it is, but some Japanese just can't help themselves when they meet foreigners. Given half a chance, they'll rattle off an arbitrarily arranged list of silly questions, which form a hurdle you're obliged to clear before something resembling a true conversation can take place. And so while Mie is away fetching the drinks, Yuki asks whether I like sushi or those god-awful fermented soybeans called nattô that smell like old gym socks. She wants know whether I can use o-hashi (chopsticks) or read the hiragana script, and so on until Mie rescues me with a Corona.
 
   Mie shows Yuki what to do with the wedge of lime, then we clink the necks of the bottles together. “Kampai!”
 
   “Natsukashii ne,” Mie says, alluding nostalgically to the times we drank it at her apartment last summer.
 
   “Ne,” I say. Just looking at the slim clear bottle stirs up so many fond memories. The weekends spent with Mie in Fukuoka, the drives to the beach, the evenings drinking in her apartment, the wild drunken sex all night and the mornings nursing our hangover with Pocari Sweat only to do it all over again until Tuesday mornings when it was back to work in godforsaken Kitakyûshû. “Natsukashii ne.”
 
   Yuki asks me why I came to Japan, another standard question people here are always itching to put to me. The Japanese seem to like simple, predictable and preferably concise answers when engaging someone in small talk, communicating abstract ideas or revealing things too personal doesn't quite go down well, so I brush the question courteously aside, “It's a long story.”
 
   “I'd like to hear it,” Yuki says. “Tell me, tell me, tell me!”
 
   “Me, too,” says Mie.
 
   It occurs to me only now that Mie never knew why I came to or what I wanted to do once here in Japan. Oh, I'm sure I must have tried to explain, but a year ago my Japanese was an embarrassment. To her, I must have appeared little more than a shiftless, albeit romantic, wanderer. How different I must have been from her Tetsu who had become a policeman, because, well, his father and grandfather and, who knows, maybe even his great grandfather had also been policemen. If Tetsu’s father had jumped off a bridge, I wonder if he would have taken a swan dive off it, as well? When I had asked Mie, somewhat rudely I later regretted, why on earth she had ever been interested in marrying a cop, she replied matter-of-factly: for stability. Mie often did that to me, offered an answer that would just stop me in my tracks. What about love and romance, inspiration, or even fate, I protested. In this economy, she explained, those are luxuries a woman can't afford, she replied. Once, when I learned that Mie's mother had had her learn the piano and cello as I child, I asked her if she would do the same with her own children. Of course, she would. For shitsuke, she added, and started thumbing through a tattered Japanese-English dictionary.
 
   “For aesthetic pleasure,” I wondered out loud. “In order to develop a deep and long-lasting love of music?” Nah, don't be so naïve, Peador. Finding the word in the dictionary, Mie handed it to me and pointed at the entry: shitsuke, I discovered, meant “discipline.” 
 
   As much as I loved Mie, as painful as her absence has been, it's hard to continue denying what I had already realized but had difficulty accepting: the uncomfortable fact that I never really knew Mie and Mie knew even less about me.
 
   So, I have to go into the long and tired tale of how Peador had wanted to be an architect and designer, but after finishing university, didn't have the means to continue onto a master's program thanks to a mountain of student loan debt accruing at ten percent and unsupportive parents who believed the school of hard knocks would make their son a stronger person despite his pleading that he it wasn't strong that he wanted to be, it was employable. The reason I came to Japan, I then tell my small but captivated audience, was two-fold, that is if you exclude the burning desire to escape from my family and America: to save money for graduate school and, if possible, learn more about Japanese design and architecture. “You know, niseki icchô,” I say in conclusion.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Niseki icchô,” I say again and pantomime throwing an invisible rock at two imaginary birds until I realize that what I'm actually saying is “two stones, one bird” rather than “two birds with one stone.” Though this may be a far more accurate description of my experience in this country so far, isn't quite what I meant to convey, so I correct myself: “Isseki nichô.”
 
   Yuki praises my Japanese, exclaiming how jôzu! it is, but, to be honest, I think she's just dickin’ with me. Mie says she had no idea.
 
   “The problem is, though, my train kind of . . . derailed, if you will. I wasn't able to do any of the things I expected to do during my first year here.”
 
   “Ôen suru ken,” they reply, telling me they'll be rooting for me, so I should “ganbatte!” I shouldn't give up. I assure them that I don't give up easily. I wouldn’t still be here today if I did.
 
    
 
   4
 
    
 
   After drinking the bar dry of Coronas the three of us switch to whiskey and waters. I know I'm going to regret it tomorrow morning, but I'm still hoping for a repeat performance of that first night ever with Mie, hoping that even if words fail me, then perhaps alcohol will succeed as it has in the past in loosening this ex-girlfriend of mine up.
 
   It is unfortunately obvious, though, that Mie has her own ideas of how she'd like the evening to end. She never gets very personal, never lets on to what is happening in her life, whether she is still with Tetsu. Not once does she even drop a hint about our common past. Instead, Mie tries her best to sell me on this co-worker of hers, and even informs me that Yuki has an apartment of her own, a nice place not far from Tenjin, that I ought to visit.
 
   Yuki seconds this. “Yes, yes. By all means, do come over anytime.” She writes her phone number on the back of a business card, and after making me promise to call her, excuses herself to stagger off to the restroom. Mie and I are alone for the first time all evening.
 
   “I think Yuki likes you.”
 
   “Humph, that's nice to know.”
 
   It's hard to hide my lack of enthusiasm. I mean, sweet as the girl is, she just isn't Mie. She can't even begin to compare; this ex-girlfriend of mine set the bar too goddamn high.
 
   “She your type?”
 
   “My type?” I'm almost drunk enough that I could smack Mie for asking. “I think you already have an idea what my type is like.”
 
   “She's a good person. I think she'd make a nice girlfriend for you.”
 
   “Do you now?”
 
   “Yes, I do. I really do think you'd make a nice couple.”
 
   “You really believe that's why I wanted to see you tonight? So I could meet someone new?”
 
   “It's just . . . You sounded so . . . I don't know . . . so sad and lonely over the phone.”
 
   “I was . . . I still am sad and lonely, Mie-chan. But dating someone like your Yuki isn't going to help me in that department.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Why not? What are you, stupid?” I drink the rest of my whiskey quickly. Some of it trickles out of the corner of the glass, runs down my chin and neck. I grab her hand which she's done a fabulous job of keeping out of my reach and taking a deep breath to keep myself from exploding, begin, “I'm sorry, Mie. It's been a long, long, long fucking time since we last met. I don't know how you've spent the last six months, but, let me tell you, I've thought about you each and every day since you left me. And as sad and lonely as I've been, I've managed to carry this foolish hope in my heart that maybe, just maybe if I became a better person or if circumstances changed, if fortune deigned to smile rather than shit upon me for once, then you and I could be together again and everything would be okay. And here we are finally together again and you can't wait to pawn me off on someone else.”
 
   “That wasn't my intention.”
 
   “You know what your friend Yuki is?”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   “She's a consolation prize. She's a consolation prize when I want you, you, you, and no one but you so badly I can barely look at another woman without being reminded of how much I miss you.”
 
   “I feel sorry for you.”
 
    
 
   Yuki returns finding me with Mie's cold, dead fish of a hand in mine and scolds us for cheating, “Uwaki-wa dah-mé!” On whom Mie and I are supposedly cheating Yuki doesn't say. But, Mie takes it as a hint to stand up and give Yuki the seat next to me. Yuki sits then takes my hand and asks me if I like her, “Yuki-chan no koto suki?”
 
   I smile sadly because it reminds me of the very words Mie spoke to me on the floor of her bedroom that first night nearly a year ago when we'd drunk ourselves silly on saké. “I love you. I love you so much I could cry,” I say to Mie, but it's Yuki who hugs me and kisses me and tells me she loves me, too.
 
   The past has been waiting for its cue to burst in through the tinted glass door of the Big Apple and spoil our reunion. I ought to give Mie credit for having known this and tried in her own way to keep the past as far away from the present as possible by carrying on as if our common tragic history no longer had anything to do with us today. But it was an effort that had been doomed to failure when she had extended the invitation over the phone. I am my past, the sum of my disappointments and failures.
 
   Mie tries to maintain a distance from me the rest of the evening. She chain-smokes her Mild Sevens, letting them burned half way, rubbing them out in the ashtray and lighting up again. She smokes as if to save herself the effort of having to talk with me on any level but the most onion-skin thin one. If a cigarette isn't pressed against her red lips, then it's a glass of whiskey, unloading the burden of conversation onto Yuki's and my shoulders. Only when it behooves Mie to do so, will she gesture with a cigarette between those cold, rigid fingers of hers, or add an occasional point to guide the conversation away from her comfort zone, before retreating back into a grating silence that only makes me wonder why she asked me out in the first place. 
 
   Was it to prove to herself that she no longer felt anything for me, that even if her former lover were to stand before her she wouldn’t be moved? Or was she a sadist at heart, inviting me out only to marvel at the damage she had caused, to watch me unravel, like an arsonist watching a house burn to the ground?
 
    
 
   When Mie stands to go to the restroom, I too rise to my feet and silently follow a few paces behind her. I've been far too patient with her this evening and have drunk far, far too much to stop myself from dredging the bottom of my heart and letting the pain that has been festering there finally come to the surface. I know it's a bad idea and I know I really ought to wait, but then I've waited six months already and who knows when, let alone if, I will ever see her again. I stand outside the restroom and when she emerges, she is surprised to see me.
 
   “I want to talk with you,” I say. “Alone.”
 
   Good God, I sound desperate. I am desperate.
 
   There are times when I wish I could dislocate myself from the past, to look back at the things I did and say, “No, no, no. That? That wasn't me. You must be mistaking me for someone else.” If I'd had a knife, big and sharp enough, I would have cut those bits of the past off, amputated entire limbs from my personal history. But then, what would I have had left? A past that looked like a daruma—an atrophied torso with grotesque knobs where the arms and legs had once been. I might still have my dignity in tact, though, which is more than I can say about how I feel about myself now.
 
   She tries to slip past, to return to the carefree distraction her co-worker provided, but I grab her hand and stop her.
 
   “I have to talk to you, Mie-chan. Anywhere but here.”
 
   She makes another attempt to get away, so I pull her roughly to the fire escape in the back.
 
   “I don't want to marry you,” she says in perfect English, the first English she has spoken the whole evening.
 
   “This isn't about marriage. God damn it, Mie, I love you . . . And, and all I've wanted these past months is to understand why.”
 
   “I still love you. But I can't marry you. Tetsu and I will be engaged next month. Our families are going to meet next week.”
 
   “Why?” It's as if someone has just kicked me in the gut. Everything goes white. My knees buckle. “Why?” 
 
   Why did you leave me? Why didn't we talk more so you could tell me how you were feeling? Why did it have to end? Why? Why? Why?
 
   “Why, Mie-chan?” 
 
   My heart is overwhelmed by an all-too familiar weariness. I want to just disappear, to exhale one last time and expire and be forgotten. I can't take it anymore. My grip on her arm weakens, releasing her. Did I ever really hold her? Was she ever mine to begin with? I step aside to let her go.
 
   She starts to walk away, then stops and says, “We had a baby, Peador.”
 
   Tears fill my eyes. “A baby?”
 
   “We killed our baby,” she said.
 
   My jaw drops, the tears fall hard and fast. “I . . . I didn't know. You never told me.”
 
   “I tried to, but . . .”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “But you wouldn't listen to me.”
 
   “I listened to you.”
 
   “You only listened to the words, Peador. Not my feelings.”
 
   “I'm sorry. God, I'm sorry. Mie . . .”
 
   “Apologizing won't change anything, Peador . . . And neither will crying.”
 
   Mie walks back to the table leaving me alone to dry my eyes and regain what little composure I have.
 
   Back at the table, I gather up my blazer and bag, and say good night as calmly and as pleasantly as I can. I search Mie's eyes for a trace of the woman I fell in love with a year ago, but she isn't there. When she broke up with me, she had protected herself behind a chained door, now she has chained her heart shut. As I turn away to head out the door, the two jump to their feet and scramble after me. God only knows why, but they insist that I stay, but I am beyond persuasion. Not even Yuki's suggestion that we all take a taxi back to her apartment can dissuade me. It's an offer I know I'll regret not taking, but as desperate I was to see Mie again, all I want now is to get the hell out of here before I lose it completely.
 
   Sadness grips my throat. I speak in short, difficult bursts to keep from crying again in front of her. “I'm sorry, but . . . I . . . gotta go . . . Bye.”
 
   Mie kisses me affectionately on the cheek, a soft kiss dampened by a warm tear. 
 
   What is that tear for, I wonder. Is it a tear of sadness and frustration, or a tear of anger and exasperation? Did it fall for me or for herself, or for the baby we didn't have? I know what I'm going to cry for. My tears will stream from these burning eyes for all the things I should have understood about her and all the things I should have done for her, but didn't. I know that as soon as I have left Mie’s sight, I will mourn the devastating loss of a woman's love and the demise of the hope that had kept me going all this time. I will drop to my knees under the weight of regrets of horrible mistakes I've made because they can never ever be undone.
 
   I start running, turning off at the first corner, run as fast as my legs can carry me. Finding a telephone booth, I take the Lady Luck phone card from my wallet, and dial the only number I know.
 
   “Moshi-mosh,” Reina says.
 
   “It's me . . . I need a friend,” I blubber into the receiver.
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   REINA
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   “If you're just having sex with me, I want you to stop it,” she says, shoving me away once her hands are free.
 
   Her brown hair is matted against her face and neck. When I try to brush it away, she slaps at my hand.
 
   Her wrists are red, with deep braided indentations in them, and on her tummy are drops of semen, scattered like a broken strand of pearls.
 
   She turns away from me, and faces the wall. The sweat of our bodies has soaked through the sheets to the futon, forming an unnavigable body of perspiration between us.
 
   It's not that I'm “just having sex” with her, but then it's not quite love that I am making, either.
 
   So Peador, what are you doing still screwing her? I don't know. I really don't know. And I don't know what to say to calm her anger or reassure her. All I can do is try to make a gesture of affection, to kiss her tenderly on her back and pull her closer to me.
 
   “But,” she says, softening, “if you want something more . . .”
 
   I kiss her on the lips, then maneuver above her, gently spreading her legs and easing inside her for the third time this morning.
 
    
 
   Reina and I went to the neighborhood yakitori-ya after work the evening following the disaster with Mie.
 
   Feeling as if I'd been pulled emotionally and physically, through a wringer, I didn’t feel much like eating. I pushed the menu aside, and told the master to just bring me a beer.
 
   “Bottle or draught?”
 
   “Draught. Biggest you've got.”
 
   “Futsukayoi?” he said, asking if I had a hangover.
 
   “Hai,” I answered, massaging my temples.
 
   The master laughed heartily and hollered back to the kitchen, “Nama icchô!”
 
   As if on cue, a middle-aged woman in a white kerchief and smock emerged from behind a dingy noren curtain with my personal savior in a tall mug, frosted with ice. I mumbled “kampai” to myself, and started glug-glug-glugging away.
 
   The cold beer soothed my parched throat, tamed the nausea in my gut, and loosened the screws on my temples.
 
   Close, but not quite there yet. Waving the woman in the kerchief over, I gave her the empty mug and asked for another: “Moh ippai.”
 
   Judging by the way Reina eyed me I could tell she wasn't impressed.
 
   “Trust me,” I assured her. “I know what I'm doing.”
 
   “And that's supposed to help?”
 
   “Reina, it is the only thing that does help.”
 
   I had tried their vile little bottles of elixir concocted from turtle blood, deer horn, horse testicles, and what have you, but they didn't do a damned thing except leave a foul taste in my mouth. Beer, glorious beer, on the other hand, worked like a charm. Nothing beat it for the hangover. Of course, I was well aware that pounding beer after beer wouldn’t cancel the previous night's debt. No, all I could hope for was breaking the hangover down into manageable installments.
 
   “You know what we call that in Japanese?” Reina asked.
 
   “What? Drinking when you've got a hangover? Mukaezake, of course.”
 
   “Eh? How do you know?”
 
   “I'm Irish, Reina. Words like 'hair of the dog' constitute a basic survival phrase for my people. And, I'll also have you know, the very first Chinese character I ever learned was 'saké’.”
 
   “Aruchû des'ne,” she said, calling me an alcoholic.
 
   “Hai, aruchû des’!” And, there you have it. I admitted to being a drunk. I was now theoretically one step closer to becoming a reformed alcoholic. But good God, where would the fun in that be?
 
   The woman in the kerchief came to my rescue me with another chilled mug of beer. One step forward, two steps back; the folks at AA would have to start their meeting without me.
 
   Let me tell you, it was with great relief when I first learned of the Japanese tolerance for drunks. Staggering home after three or four too many seemed to be a national pastime of sorts, second only to beisuboru. And, best of all, you didn't have to suffer through the guilt trip “concerned friends” would lay into you the way you had to in the States if you enjoyed the pint too much. No, tell someone here you liked to drink, and they'd buy you a bottle of expensive Scotch or shôchû. Mention that you’re hung over, and they'd kindly offer you mukaezake.
 
   “Kampai,” I said with a little more life in me this time and clinked my mug against Reina’s glass of oolong tea.
 
   “Can I have a sip?” she asked.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She took a healthy swig of beer, let out a long sigh, then started at it again, and ended up drinking half of my beer.
 
   “You want to order one for yourself?”
 
   “I do, but, um . . .” she replied.
 
   “But, what?”
 
   “But, one will just lead to two and . . .”
 
   “And who's the aruchû now, Reina?”
 
   “You are! You should have seen yourself last night.”
 
    
 
   I was hoping we wouldn't have to go down that road, that Reina would have the decency to let me forget about the whole evening.
 
   The details of the previous night were like disconcerting pieces to an incomplete jigsaw puzzle. Every now and then, an image would flicker through the haze just long enough for me to grab it, turn the image around, and try to guess where it fit into the big, incommodious picture.
 
   Though I clearly remembered collapsing to the floor of the phone booth and wailing like a kicked dog after calling Reina, how I had got home was still obscured in a pea soup fog of amnesia. For all I know, I may very well have been beamed up to the Mother Ship, anal-probed, and dropped like a spent cartridge just outside my apartment building. In any event, Reina had been waiting for me at the gate of my apartment, crouched down and playing with a stray bob-tailed cat when I arrived.
 
   “Been here long?” I asked.
 
   “No,” she said, standing up, and straightening her skirt.
 
   The spectacle I had made of myself in front of Mie, however, was burned into my memory. And as I revisited the awful night in my mind, sketchy details I would have preferred to forget started trickling in.
 
   The soup thinned and I remembered collapsing to the floor of the phone booth, banging my head against the glass door, and, staggering--yes, that was how I had got home--staggering, and attacking piles of garbage outside of condominiums, yelling “Why, Mie? Why?” all the way home.
 
    
 
   Each time Reina ordered something, the master would echo her order in a booming voice, then remove two skewers of each from a refrigerated display case before us that ran the length of the counter.
 
   I reminded Reina that I wasn't hungry, but rather than listen, she added okra, asparagus and enoki mushrooms wrapped in bacon, and shishamo (smelt) to the order. And, after a moment's thought, she also asked for grilled rice balls and miso soup, making me wonder how the slim woman was planning to eat it all by herself.
 
   “You told me a lot of things,” She said with a queer smile.
 
   “Oh, did I?” I asked with a nonchalance that belied my unease. Things? What things? I scavenged my brain for any scraps of conversation we might have had, but found none that might explain the smile on my co-worker's face.
 
    
 
   “Mie said she still loved me,” I had told Reina. I had been lying on the floor with my head in Reina’s lap, a can of beer resting on my chest. “She says, ‘I love you, Peador, but I can't marry you.’ What the fuck's that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Do you want to marry her?” Reina had asked, brushing the bangs from my eyes. Every now and then, she would raise my head slightly, and put the can of beer to my lips so I could take a sip, easing the flow of difficult words.
 
   “Yes . . . No . . . I don't know . . . I did,” I had replied. “I still do, I guess . . . But God, she left me twice. Two times . . . And now this. I don't really know anymore . . .”
 
    
 
   “Be a dear,” I said to Reina, “and refresh my memory.”
 
   “I'm not going to tell you,” she sing-songed. “But don't you worry, Peador. All you're little secrets are safe with me.”
 
   “Secrets? What secrets?” Curiosity was eating me. “I have no secrets.”
 
   “No, you don't. Not after last night,” she replied, covering her mouth with her hand and giggling.
 
   In the end, it didn't really matter what I may or may not have told Reina that night in my apartment so long as it enabled me to step away from the disappointing reunion with Mie and begin thinking of the relationship, firmly and unfortunately, in the past tense, rather than continue to pine away in the subjunctive.
 
    
 
   Golden Week began at the end of April with Green Day, a national holiday commemorating the late emperor Hirohito's birthday. Why Green, you might ask: because his majesty the Shôwa Tennô was an avid environmentalist, of course. I suppose it one day be said that Japan's motives in the Pacific War were originally of an ecological nature. But, I digress . . .
 
   With woefully little yen in my postal savings account and air fares prohibitively expensive, I had no choice but to spend the slew of holidays—Green Day, Constitution Day, a generic “National Holiday” and Children's Day—in Japan. While the boss would be away in Hawaii, and Yumi off to a new Dutch-themed amusement park called Huis Ten Bosch, Reina didn't have plans, so I invited her out for dinner. Unfortunately, just as I was doing so, Yumi stepped into the office, putting me in the uncomfortable position of having to extend the invitation to her, as well.
 
   An odd thing happened when I did: the sourpuss sweetened. An uncharacteristically genuine smile, Chiclets teeth and all, cracked broadly across her face.
 
   Hey, Mikey! He likes it! 
 
    
 
   Dinner with a punctured spare tire wasn't half as bad as I had expected. Exfiltrated out of the pernicious shadow of our boss, Yumi wasn't quite her dreary old self. Best of all, she couldn't stay out late. She was leaving early the next morning for, of all things, a Dutch-themed amusement park called Huis Ten Bosch.
 
   Such a pity.
 
   After dinner, Reina and I saw Yumi off at the station. With a bright smile and a double-handed wave, she turned, stepping into and quickly disappearing among the throng of commuters that moved like a tidal surge towards the ticket gates.
 
   “Yumi's certainly in a good mood,” I said to Reina. “What's up with her?”
 
   Reina laughed through her nose.
 
   “What's that supposed to mean?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Then why are you laughing?”
 
   “I promised not to tell.”
 
   “Promised who? Not to tell what?”
 
   “Nobody and nothing,” she answered as she skipped playfully away.
 
   “You and your little secrets,” I said, tagging after her.
 
   It was still early and I was a few drinks shy of where I needed to be to keep the regrets and memories seeping into my mood, so I asked Reina if she would like to join me for another drink.
 
   We made our way to Umie where several beers later Reina spilled the beans: Yumi was in love, madly in love, with dear old me.
 
   “Oh, you gotta be kidding,” I said. “Japanese joke, right? Ha, ha, ha.” 
 
   “No, it's true!” she replied. “Yu-chan was so excited about going out with you tonight she wouldn't shut up about it all day.”
 
   “Funny, but I was under the impression that she didn't care much for me.”
 
   The girl recoiled whenever I came into the office, left annoying memos on my desk rather than simply turn around and talk to me directly, and, worst of all, was constantly tattling on me. If it was love Yumi had been dishing me, I dreaded tasting her scorn.
 
   “I'm serious, Peador. I know men can be obtuse, but you must have noticed how dressed up she was tonight.”
 
   Well, yes, I had noticed that. Yumi had been dolled up, in her own funereal way. The make-up had been more theatrical than usual and her long black hair had been let down rather than pulled back into the thick ponytail she normally wore at work.
 
   Graduating from beer, Reina and I moved onto cocktails, and with each drink moved closer towards each other. Where we had been sitting across a small table from each other at first, we were now side-by-side, legs touching, hands waiting to be held.
 
   There had been chemistry between us from the beginning, a strong affinity that would have brought us together sooner or later. Alcohol merely provided the catalyst.
 
   It was well past two when we left Umie, and the subway had long stopped running. Looking back, it had probably been Reina's intention all along to have sex with me that night, but as decorticated of confidence as I was, I couldn’t take anything for granted. When Reina asked if she could spend the night at my place until the subway resumed service in the morning, I didn't run excitedly through an inventory of the delightfully decadent possibilities; I merely considered myself fortunate that one of the better nights I'd had in a damned long time didn't need to end yet. I took Reina's hand and we walked, chatting and laughing all the back to my apartment. It was the same route that had, only a few nights earlier, witnessed a very different Peador.
 
    
 
   At my apartment, Reina asked if there was something she could change into.
 
   There were, of course, the cotton shorts and tank top that Mie had left, among other things, neatly folded in a sacristy of sorts at the back of my top drawer. It seemed a sacrilege to disturb them and awaken the memories resting with them, so I gave her an oversized T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts, instead.
 
   After changing, Reina lay next to me on the futon, nuzzling into my chest. I put my arm around her slim body, and kissed her broad forehead, her nose, her lips. There was a familiarity in our caresses and kisses, as if we'd been sleeping together for years. And yet, it still came as surprise when she said: “You can have sex with me, if you want.”
 
   Never before had sex been solicited to me so dispassionately by someone. I didn't quite know what to say. Yes, I wanted to have sex. An erection you could crack walnuts with was testament to that. But much more than the sex Reina was offering, I just wanted to forget Mie.
 
   Before I could reply, Reina was already raising her arms above her head and whispering “Banzai!” so that I could remove the T-shirt. She slipped the boxer shorts over her bottom and down her slim legs to her ankles, where she kicked them off, and lay completely naked, stripped even of her modesty, next to me. As the rising sun began to fill my apartment with golden warmth and the chirping of birds filtered through the morning's silence, she undressed me.
 
    
 
   Reina spent most of the Golden Week holiday with me, either at my empty little apartment or hers, having sex--when she liked--two or three times in the evening, once or twice in the morning, occasionally in the afternoon. She would then go on to spend the following weeks, first wondering and later fretting over, what meaning there was in my penis poking in and out of her vagina. A lot happened during those weeks; still, something more important did not. Two weeks into the relationship, I was just as ambivalent about falling in love with the woman as I had been in having sex with her the first time.
 
   “You can love me, if you want,” she would eventually tell me, offering her heart as matter-of-factly as she had first offered up her slim, naked body. Before I could reply, Reina was already raising the bar, whispering, “Peador, aishiteru.” I love you.
 
    
 
   We'd spend our mornings lying on my futon or in her bed, having slow, lazy sex until it was time to get ready for work. Once in the office, we would hide our complicity, try to keep our minds from returning to thoughts about what we had been doing in the shower only hours earlier.
 
   She'd worry that our hair smelled of the same shampoo, our bodies of the same soap. I'd grow increasingly concerned about Yumi and the boss sensing the overly familiar way in which Reina and I spoke to one another or how she would sometimes gaze longingly at me. During a weekend camp with students, Reina and I stole away in the evening to fuck in a bamboo thicket where her ecstatic screams startled, wildlife and our co-worker, Yumi, alike. The following morning at breakfast, Yumi mentioned hearing the screams and being too terrified to leave the room.
 
   “I think someone was being raped,” she said with a gravity that caused Reina and me to burst out laughing. “What on earth could be so funny about being raped?” she asked.
 
   “It was probably just some cats in heat,” Reina replied. “I wouldn't give it another thought.”
 
    
 
   At work, I would sit at my desk, my mind full with the images of the last twenty-four hours. I would see Reina lying below me, wide-eyed with wonder and excitement as I ejaculated onto her breasts. She would play with it, finger it and massage her nipples with it. I would be distracted from my work when I would remember her kneeling before me in the shower, flashing me that charming, slightly crooked, smile of hers before taking me into her mouth and sucking me off. After swallowing, she would say, “You love this, don't you?” I'd nod, too lightheaded to reply.
 
   I did love it. I really did. Trouble was, my heart wasn't into it nearly as enthusiastically as my balls were. I was still missing Mie more than ever.
 
   Reina would eventually come to ask for and eventually demand the contents of my heart, expecting a sentimental treasure to be hidden behind my reticence. She had taken the silence for bashfulness, but, the truth be told, there wasn't anything there. I was bankrupt in that regard. You could no more extract blood from a stone than a warm emotion from my cold heart. I liked Reina, I truly did, but I couldn't bring myself to love her no matter how many times she endeared herself to my cock. I was enjoying the time I spent with her, the bed we were sharing and the sex we were having. And, though I had come to depend upon her for companionship and warmth, I just couldn't bring myself to love her.
 
    
 
   “If you're just having sex with me, I want you to stop it,” she says angrily, shoving me away. She turns and faces the wall.
 
   It's not that I'm “just having sex” with Reina, but during the last three weeks I've never once made love to her. Not even once.
 
   I kiss her gently on the back, put my arm around her and hold her closer to me.
 
   “But, if you want something more . . .”
 
   I do want something more. The problem is that Reina will never be able to provide it. So, the next morning I let her go.
 
    
 
   In the following weeks, I wonder if I've made a mistake breaking up with Reina. Here is an attractive woman, ravishingly sexy, and intelligent. Men are literally tripping over each other trying to woo her with the best they have to offer. Of all the men she could have been with, Reina gave herself, body and soul, to me even though she had found me at my worst—drunk and dejected and broke. But, as much as I came to rely upon Reina to distract me from my loneliness, I know I had little choice but release her from a relationship that would only disappoint her so long as my heart remained on the sideline.
 
   We still talk frankly about the things on our mind, and continue to share the occasional dinner together after work, but an uncomfortable tension has started to grow between us. Humor and small acts of kindness are no longer the palliative they once were.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   One morning on my way to work I see a beautiful, stylishly dressed woman with an infant in her arms leaving one of the luxury condominium buildings that tower like monoliths over my third-class apartment. She descends the short flight of marble steps, and walks towards a Mercedes Benz station wagon parked out front, its hazard lights on. She opens the back door and places her child carefully into a baby seat, then, as I am passing, she opens the driver's side and gets in.
 
   Judging by her face and the clothes she's wearing, she can't be much older than myself, yet she looks so much more mature, so much more complete as a human being than me. Married with an infant child, living in one of the pricier buildings in this affluent neighborhood, and driving a luxury car. How I must seem by comparison--broke as always, living alone in a dump, in dire need of a new wardrobe, and the only transportation I possess are the worn-out loafers I'm wearing and a rusty bicycle I liberated from a train station one shamelessly drunk night.
 
   The woman radiates a satisfaction in life, reminding me how quickly the content I was enjoying only weeks ago has already grown flat. My thoughts return predictably like a pendulum falling back towards the center to Mie, to the pregnancy and relationship she ended. How old would the baby be now if she had carried it to term? Two, three, four months old? Would it have been a boy or a girl? I'm afraid of falling into that yawning gap between all that could have been and the little that actually is.
 
    
 
   One Saturday evening in late May, Reina, Yumi and I, along with another American, Mike, go out for dinner at an izakaya that is having a special on nama biiru, only five yen a beer. Five yen! I feel as if I've died and gone straight to heaven.
 
   Despite my indifference, Yumi is still in love with me and has grown impatient in recent weeks. Her infatuation was amusing at first, but has started to wear on Reina's nerves, all the more so now that we are no longer fucking each other’s brains out. As a result, Reina has in turn been breaking my balls, pleading on a daily basis for me to do something to make Yumi stop hounding her for advice on how to woo me.
 
   And if that isn't enough melodrama for you, Mike is in love with Reina and not the least bit inclined to conceal his feelings. His interest in Reina was like a festering wound we all would have preferred to be bandaged, kept out of sight.
 
   Mike is a head taller than me, and several years older. Yet watching how he behaves around Reina—petting her hand with the tips of his long, hairy fingers, and flattering her in his deep, voice with trite romanticism—strikes me as comical and childish. It's depressing to realize how inexperienced he is when it comes to women. It wouldn't surprise me if I were to learn that at thirty-three years of age, he is still a virgin.
 
   While the girls are in the restroom, Mike says, “Yu-chan likes you.” 
 
   This “cherry boy” speaks knowingly as if he has written the book on women.
 
   “Yes, well, it's no state secret,” I reply.
 
   “She's a nice girl.”
 
   If you think so, why don't you date her? 
 
   It kills me how generous people can be with compliments when they don't have to actually milk the beat up cow their trying to off load.
 
   “Yes, she is,” I say, but so the fuck what?
 
   “Are you interested in her?” Mike asks.
 
   I nearly laugh. “No, I'm afraid I'm a little too preoccupied with myself at the moment to even think about dating someone.”
 
   “Ah, that's too bad,” he says, pursing his lips in a show of genuine disappointment. “You two would make a nice couple.”
 
   Where is he getting this crap?
 
   “Too bad for her,” I correct.
 
   I finish my beer, and ordered another. Waste not, want not.
 
   Mike, by the way, doesn't drink. He's a Seventh Day Adventist or something. No alcohol, no tobacco, no drugs, no pork, no shellfish, no caffeine, no sex before marriage, no fun. The man is a wet blanket.
 
   “So, what about you? I take it you're interested in Reina?” I say.
 
   “Yeah. There's something about her. She's not like other Japanese girls,” he says, his eyes glazing over dreamily. “She's feisty, speaks her mind, you know. She's not afraid to get her hands dirty. So blue collar and down to earth. What's not to like about her?”
 
   A broad, contented smile spreads across his homely face.
 
    
 
   I suppose another person might have been jealous of the way Mike was holding Reina’s hand earlier. But then, I knew Reina wasn't interested in him. Still, I couldn't tell whether she was just being polite, or trying to provoke a response from me. She'll be disappointed if that's the case; it wouldn't bother me in the least if Mike took Reina home and the two of them had wild sex till dawn. But then, knowing that Mike's incapable of giving in to such passion without succumbing to an intense guilt trip afterwards, nullifies any threat he might otherwise pose.
 
   That said, I'm not quite sure whether I want to leave the playing field altogether. Reina was a good lay, and it was precisely her insatiability in the sack (which matched my tendency for priapism) that was helping me keep my mind off the very things I want to forget. Even though I didn't particularly miss sleeping with her, the absence of anyone in my life at the moment has made me reevaluate the relationship Reina and I had and start second-guessing my decision to prematurely end it.
 
   So, I say to Mike, “Don't tell Reina that I mentioned this, but, uh, her boyfriend recently left her and now she seems, well, confused about a lot of things.”
 
   There is some truth to what I’m telling Mike. Reina’s boyfriend of several years did leave her, which is why so little effort was involved in getting into her pants.
 
   “I hear he left her hoping she'd follow him to Tokyo,” I say.
 
   I guess nothing was ever meant to happen between Reina and myself, but after drinking too much and talking too much she probably came to realize that, like me, she too had her own vulnerabilities and loneliness. When you place two people like us together, they’ll burn and burn and burn.
 
   On the morning after we first slept together, Reina confessed that she could fall in love with me. I kissed her on the lips and on her forehead, then spoke gentle words, conveying similar feelings.
 
   The words had been uttered by reflex. Nevertheless, she held me ever tighter and confessed that she was falling for me.
 
   I held on tightly. I wish I could have told Reina the same, but the words were not to be found anywhere within me. I liked her and enjoyed the sex we'd just had. I was fond of her company and I respected her, but I was nowhere near love.
 
   Not even in the ballpark.
 
   It was as if she were sinking, hand raised and praying I would grab onto it and rescue her, but I didn't. In the end I would watch her sink alone, because I was the one who wanted to be rescued.
 
   “Reina is special,” I tell Mike as the girls emerge from the restroom. “Word of advice: Walk. Don't run.”
 
    
 
   After dinner, the four of us part ways. Yumi heads for the train station to catch the last train, and Mike walks away after giving Reina a tight, inviting hug. Reina and I make our way for the subway station.
 
   On the train, we sit close together, shoulders touching. When my stop comes, the door opens with a hydraulic hiss. I ask whether I can spend the night at her place. Reina gives a subtle nod. The bell rings, the doors close, and the train jerks and creaks forward. I offer my hand. It's been weeks since I've done so. She takes it with both hands then rests her head on my shoulder. When I kiss the top of her head, she raises her face and kisses me on the lips.
 
   We walk hand in hand from the station to her apartment not speaking a word.
 
   The apartment is a mess as always, books and magazines on the floor, clothing piled on the table and chairs, open bags of recyclables in the kitchen. Cleanliness is not one of Reina’s virtues. To make matters worse everything, including my bowl of rice the next morning, is covered with her cat's gray hairs. It’s a miracle the cat isn’t bald.
 
   Her bathroom, too, where we've often had sex in the morning is a horror story as always. Black mold has crept malignantly from the base of the walls upward towards and across the ceiling to the vent in the center from where it looks intent upon mounting a moldy raid on the world outside.
 
   Reina pours me a beer then sits down beside me on the living room floor and begins massaging my shoulders. I take an awkward sip from the beer and wonder what Mike is up to, whether he's gone home or is drinking orange juice at The Big Apple. I wonder what he thinks of this night, if he feels as if he's made any progress along the meandering path that leads to Reina’s heart. Despite all the men who adore Reina and want to be with her, I am the one she is with, the one she is massaging, the one she is undressing, the one whose dick she is now sucking.
 
   “The next time you spend the night,” she tells me, “I want you to bring condoms.”
 
   We have unprotected sex not once, but several times throughout the night. I sink so deeply inside her and fuck her so hard that she eventually bleeds. Still, she continues to move her hips above me, back arched, her round breasts flushed and protruding, nails digging into my chest, breaking the skin.
 
   “Don't you love this?” she says as she comes and comes and comes.
 
    
 
   When hints of dawn begin to break through the kitchen window, she falls asleep in my arms. Dust and cat hairs are airborne in the warm light. After a while, I manage to fall asleep myself. I dream of talking Mie out of her marriage with Tetsu. It is so vivid, so believable that when I wake I am disappointed to find Reina asleep besides me.
 
    
 
   Reina and I continue to sleep with each other for another month out of mutual loneliness and convenience. Though she must know the day will come when we no longer share a bed, she continues all the same to search my heart and thoughts for something that just isn't there.
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   A few minutes after nine on Thursday morning the students start to trickle in and the lobby soon echoes with their excited clucking. For many of them, I've been told, my lesson is the high point of their week, an unsettling thought if ever there was one.
 
   Babysitting is provided, so many of the young housewives come with their children. Sleeping infants are strapped tightly like papooses to their mothers' backs. The more bashful of the toddlers fret unless their mothers carry them in their arms, while the naughtier children bolt in with the subtlety of thunder and stir up a perfect storm of mischief.
 
   Although the kids—obvious benefactors of grandparental largesse—are dolled up in pricey outfits, wearing vivid t-shirts with kôan-like[bookmark: _ftnref5][5] sayings, such as “happiness is eating a potato”, the mothers are dowdy, frightfully so. Many of them are the “good wives” of bureaucrats or professors from the prestigious national university, meaning their husbands, like the samurai of the past, have all the status one could hope for, but none of the income. Though only in their mid-thirties, they look and act much older. Their limited experience in society, however, has them carry on like Catholic high school girls. The good kind, that is.
 
   Once they've settled into their seats, the old soft-shoe routine begins.
 
    
 
   I didn't have much time last week to prepare for today's lesson on account that I got stinking drunk at Umie the night before and ended up oversleeping. Only by the grace of God did I manage to scramble out of bed and into the office—unshaven, half-dressed and reeking of whiskey—two minutes shy of getting sacked.
 
   Believe me, this is not the way I'd like things to be, but I couldn't help myself what with Reina away on business. There was little else but the drink to distract me from the depressing fact that, as my twenty-seventh birthday approaches, I am doing absolutely nothing with my life. After two months in Fukuoka, I am not an inch closer to where I want to be and as lonely as ever and I am depressed as hell about it.
 
   Having alarmingly little time to prepare my lesson, I blindly pulled Philip Roth's Professor of Desire off my bookshelf as I sprinted out the door of my apartment. It is, again, only by the grace of God that I didn't puke the contents of my entire digestive system from tonsils to sphincter on the way. After punching in—that is, after having Yumi punch me in because my hands were shaking too much—I ran off several copies of the book's final chapter, then passed them out at the end of the lesson.
 
   Hungover as I was, I could not be bothered with going into the finer points of the novel, so I summarized briefly how the protagonist, David, had come to his decision to marry Claire because, in his words, she was enough. After years of seeking more, more, and yet still more, he came to settle for someone who was enough. I then asked them to read through the passage at home and recall why they had themselves accepted their own husband's proposal. For an assignment I had pulled right out of my hairy arse, I must say, it wasn't bad at all.
 
    
 
   After an animated discussion about David's decision and what they think it means, it's the women's turn to tell me their own stories.
 
   “He was on his way to marry another woman, but she changed her mind at the last moment,” Hiroko begins with a laugh. A garrulous, cheerful woman in her mid fifties, Hiroko's a goofy materfamilias of sorts for this bunch. “He was a friend of the family's, my uncle's friend, and I'd known him since I was a child, so . . . Well, when he came back to our village, he asked me to marry him, instead.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, I said, yes,” she replies with a light-hearted cackle.
 
   I laugh, too, out of disbelief. I find it utterly incomprehensible at times how some people are able to get through life rather happily without putting any thought or effort into it. Is it all a matter of attitude? Am I asking too much out of life? Should I just be content with what I have, that is, with enough?
 
   Eriko speaks next. “I was taking sailing lessons and . . .”
 
   “Sailing lessons?”
 
   “Yes, and my husband was the instructor. One day out of the blue he said ‘I will marry you.’ I wasn't even interested in him and . . . and, hadn't even thought about marrying anyone, let alone him. But, but he asked, so . . . I talked to my parents about it, they agreed and the next thing I knew we were married.”
 
   I’m too flabbergasted to respond. I just blink and gesture for Fumiko to go next.
 
   “I met my husband by o-miai,” she says. “My mother knew his mother and arranged for us to meet and we decided to get married.”
 
   “You mean, several months down the road, right? After you had dated for a while, right?”
 
   “No, no. We decided that day.”
 
   “That day?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you're happily married?”
 
   She just giggles.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   Mie showed up at my apartment in the evening. She was wearing a tight pair of denim hot pants and a red halter-top that threatened to burst open and release those wonderfully breasts of hers.
 
   She looked gorgeous.
 
   Kicking off her sandals at the genkan, she stepped into my kitchen, dropped a canvas bag on the floor, and pulling out a large bottle of saké said, “Let's drink!”
 
   Mie always brought in so much warmth and brightness with her and there wasn't anywhere else in the world I wanted to be but in that ugly kitchen of my miserable apartment in Kitakyûshû because that’s where she was.
 
   I popped my head out of the kitchen window and hollered for Ben to come over and help us with the bottle of saké. More than happy to oblige, he hopped over with one shoe on, the other in his hand, a bag of Calbee potato chips in his clinched teeth. The three of us sat on the old tatami mats of my living room taking turns pouring cups of saké for each other. The lighter the bottle became, the louder our laughter. It was one of the best nights of my life.
 
   Every night with Mie was.
 
   The next morning, Mie, Ben and I packed ourselves into her Ford Escort and departed for the hot spring resort of Beppu, several hours' drive to the east in Ôita Prefecture. After a full day of sightseeing, which included a tour of the "hells" of Beppu, and both Ben’s and my first experience in a Japanese hot spring, we checked into a ryokan, where we had dinner and saké served to us in our room.
 
   We must have still been drunk from the previous night because it didn't take long before the three of us were at it again. Ben tied the obi from the yukata around his head, and stuck chopsticks up his nose making us laugh as if it were the funniest thing in the world. And it was. It really was.
 
   Later in the evening, once we had literally drunk the hotel dry of nama saké, Mie and I took a bath together. She was drunk and sentimental, the way she often became after a binge like that.
 
   “Why you, Peador?” she asked, burying her face in my chest. “Why do I feel this way for you? I've never felt this way about any other foreigner before. Why you?” Then, she began to cry. I held her in my arms and kissed the tears as they fell down her cheek. It only made her cry more.
 
   I gently raised her chin so I could look into those tear-filled eyes of hers and spoke what had been warming my heart that whole day.
 
   “I love you, Mie-chan. It's been so long since I loved someone. I love you. I love you. I love you.”
 
   “Why do you love Mie-chan?”
 
   “Why? Why? Why do you ask why? Can't you see it in my smile whenever we're together? Can't you read it in my letters? Can't you feel it when I kiss you? Mie-chan, I've never loved anyone as much as I love you.”
 
   Two days later and back at my apartment in Kitakyûshû, Mie first suggested what had already been on my mind: that I move to Fukuoka the following spring and live with her.
 
   “I want to move now,” I replied hugging her. It was then that I decided: Mie-chan would be the one I would marry.
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   “What do you think of me?” she asks.
 
   It’s a light question, but it’s been hanging over us the whole evening, as heavy and oppressive as the June humidity, as inevitable as the rain. And, here I am without an umbrella to keep me from getting soaked.
 
    
 
   It is amusing, in a sadistic way I suppose, to recall the rapid evolution of my co-worker's feelings towards me. Within a month of my employment, the house that Yumi's disgust had built would soon be engulfed in a desperately out-of-control conflagration of unrequited love.
 
   At the beginning, I was happily ignorant of both the powerful forces of nature at work and my influence upon them. Each morning, I would arrive at the office to find Yumi in comparatively high spirits, grinning from ear to ear with those dreadful Chicklet teeth of hers. The tide was high, the sea calm, the harbor bathed in the inviting light of another lovely dawn. But, as morning passed awkwardly and quietly, the tide would start to recede, and by the end of the day all the emotional garbage Yumi brought with her to work was exposed, like rusting bicycles in the black silt.
 
   But really, how could I have known the impact I had on Yumi's frail emotions when I was completely absorbed in the struggle to keep my own insanity in check after the debacle with Mie? I was no Mother Teresa. I didn’t have an infinite well of compassion from which to draw sympathy for my co-worker. No, Yumi, I had decided, was going to have to deal with her own infatuation herself, and with the best of intentions, I hoped liked so many others who are cornered that the problem would just go away, were I to ignore it.
 
   My other co-worker, Reina, like me, had initially hoped that by turning a blind eye to Yumi's mood swings, everything would work out in the end. But Yumi, I would learn, wasn't the type to let her misery go unrecognized. She didn't merely dabble in the art of suffering; she was a ham and demanded an audience for her Passion Play.
 
   As Yumi suffered upon a cross to which she had nailed herself--no help from me, not even to steady the nails as she drove them in--rather than ask God to forgive those who did not know what they had done, Yumi chose instead to spread the suffering around. And so, driven mad with jealously, she imparted her wholly unsubstantiated, though correct, suspicions to our boss, Abazuré, that Reina and I were having an affair.
 
   In-company romances are nothing new in Japan; they happen all the time. Japanese television dramas wouldn’t get past two episodes if there wasn’t romantic intrigue between co-workers in the story. And, if you ask anyone where they think the best place to meet a prospective spouse is, they'll probably reply, “At work”. But, what might have only raised eyebrows or inspired some snickering in an ordinary office was cause for opprobrium because Reina was still, scandal of scandals, married. And, unlike in large companies where such dalliances ensured that female staff who met heartbreak or their future husband in the office would resign allowing a new cohort of nubile women to fill their shoes, I was the one who was dispensable. Indeed, unbeknownst to me as so precious little was at the time, Abazuré was always on the lookout for any grounds, however trivial, to sack the fulltime gaijin and replace him with another gaijin, once his contract was up. This was how the bitch operated.
 
    
 
   Once the cat was out of the bag, Abazuré wasted little time in setting the Inquisition into motion. Should I have expected any different? Once again, I was asked to follow Abazuré to the small room she used for her weekly interrogations. We sat at the second-hand dining table facing each other.
 
   There was a fascist vein in my boss and Freon flowed through it. She reminded me of a gregarious, yet sadistic POW camp kommodant, who'd befriend the prisoners one moment only to put a bullet in their head a moment later for the laugh she might find in it. Abazuré could be charming if it served her to be so. The business she ran was testament to this. But, she was also a sociopath, and an alarmingly unpredictable one at that. A volatile gas, the tiniest spark would set her off in a bat of the eye. She could go from fair skies to tempest, reasserting her authority over us with the delicacy of thundering jackboots.
 
   I was on pins and needles my first few months at the school, and if the woman hadn't been AWOL for days at a time, I seriously doubt my employment would have extended beyond June when my contract was up for review.
 
   Not one to mince words when she was furious, Abazuré had little use for the Japanese tendency to hem and haw, to crowd out the message with pleasantries: no sooner had my butt settled into the electric chair than the juice was flicked on.
 
   Rumors were circulating that Reina and I were having an affair, she began with her usual fevered irritation. I had gotten used to seeing her like this, all tensed up, her knuckles white and her hot breath hissing out of flared nostrils. She demanded to know the truth, leaving me with no choice but to give her anything but that. It would have been foolish to appeal to her sense of fairness and reason, because it had become obvious she had none. I looked at the woman I'd grown to despise, at the closely cropped, unnaturally black hair that never ever seemed to grow, at the deep lines etched into her furrowed brow and engraved like parentheses around the scowl. I looked into the steely eyes she had fixed upon me, at the contempt therein, and began to weave a bold tapestry of shameless lies. I had nothing to lose.
 
   It seemed to work. The sun shown again on Abazuré's fickle mood and I soared upon that flying tapestry of deceit through cloudless skies.
 
   I was in the doghouse with Reina, though. For all her usual cheerfulness and blithe indifference to the office politics, Reina was reduced to a smoldering cauldron of vitriol in her apartment later that evening when I told her what had happened.
 
   “I hate those bitches!” She stormed around the small living room, banging her clinched fists against her thighs and kicking up a cloud of dust and cat fur.
 
   “I hate them! I hate them! I hate them! I hate them! I hate them!”
 
   It surprised me how personally she took it. There was no consoling her; anything I said or tried to do just added fuel to her fire.
 
   “I'm going to quit!” she finally decided before breaking down and crying.
 
   It would take a full week before she'd show any signs of having calmed down. Even still, she was adamant in her refusal to talk to Yumi, except when necessity made it unavoidable. After several days of this, Yumi finally came to me and asked with grave concern if something was the matter with Reina.
 
   Oh, Yumi could be a nasty piece of work herself, all right! The audacity! The callousness! The ruthlessness! I could have wacked her, but then I had to be the rare voice of reason in the office, a remarkable position for someone who has a habit of spouting off unthinkingly.
 
   So, I met Yumi in secret after work.
 
   It was a warm evening in late May. The sun had already set, but the sky was filled with a beautiful soft pinkish-orange twilight that made everything seem more distinct and within reach. We walked the perimeter of the small lake in Ôhori Park talking about what Reina and I had been accused of. Yumi feigned innocence of the matter testing my patience again. I took a deep breath, and told her I knew it was she who had spread the rumor, stopping her in her tracks.
 
   “I'm . . . sorry, Peador,” she began. All the air had gone out of her; the words having nothing to carry them were all but inaudible. “I, I, just thought that . . .”
 
   With all the reserve I could muster to keep myself from strangling Yumi, I touched her shoulder gently and smiled. “It's okay. If anyone should apologize, it's me. I understand how you could have misinterpreted Reina and my friendship. At any rate it's behind us, and I want to keep it there because I want the three of us to be friends again.”
 
   I damn near vomited, saying this, but, it had the desired effect on Yumi and she promised to make it up to Reina the following day.
 
   The next day, Yumi bounced into work beaming those awful teeth of hers and greeted me with a rare cheerfulness. While I was out in the afternoon, she and Reina mended fences.
 
   My problems with Reina, however, were only just beginning. When Yumi apologized to Reina she also admitted that she had misunderstood me all along. It was a realization, which would only serve to fan the flames of her love for me anew.
 
   It sent Reina through the roof, and, as the two of us were closing the office down for the night Reina accused me of leading Yumi on.
 
   “What the fuck you talking about?”
 
   “Oh, nothing, nothing at all!” she said. “It’s just that, everything you say is like the word of God to stupid bitch! ‘Peador's wonderful! Peador's perfect! Peador said this and Peador said that . . .’ You like it, don't you? You're leading her on because you like it. Well, you can fuck her for all I care.”
 
   “Get outta here! I'm not interested in her at all. God, all I wanted was for a bit of normalcy to return to the office.”
 
   “Jus’, just . . . don't talk to me ever again!” she said, pushing me away.
 
   I watched her walk away towards the parking lot wondering if she'd come back, apologize and make it up to me on top of my futon, but she didn't. So, I walked back to my apartment alone where I tried to untangle the knot of emotions inside me with a large bottle of saké.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   The following week, it was my turn to be ignored by Reina. If I spoke to her, she’d pretend not to hear. If I needed her assistance, she’d suddenly be caught up in frenetic activity. As for communication, the most I could expect from her was a nod, a shrug or a finger pointed in the general direction of what I was looking for. And that was when she was feeling generous. The rest of the time, all I could do was sit at my desk and silently observe her from behind. The muscles between her shoulders and along her neck were still tense and screaming anger five days on.
 
   After a week, I couldn’t take it anymore and forced her to break the vow of silence by dogging her with invitations to dinner. Naturally, she refused at first, so I asked again politely. When she snubbed me, I asked again. And again and again and again. I pleaded when asking became useless. Begged when pleading didn't work either. I begged until she relented, relented with conditions: she chooses the restaurant; I pay. With payday still a few days off, my postal savings account was like a wishing well drained of its water, a handful of nickels, pennies and dimes lying in the slime.
 
    
 
   We walked to a nearby motsunabe restaurant after work. While a miso-based stew of pork haslets and God only knows what other piggy odds and ends wasn’t quite at the top of my list of things I wanted to eat, let alone flip the bill for, I was happy to have finally plied Reina’s rigid mouth open.
 
   After a few pitchers of beer the words, which she'd been so reluctant to part with, finally started to flow. And, the things I would hear!
 
   Reina was jealous. Jealous of Yumi's feeling for me, jealous of the time we had alone in the office each morning, jealous of how careful I was not to hurt Yumi’s feelings and so on. Jealousy is an ugly disease disfiguring everything in the most grotesque manner and it was my grave misfortune to have two co-workers stricken with it.
 
   It was so absurd, I was about to throw in the towel right then and there and quit. I wanted out, Out, OUT! But, having nowhere else I could go and no money to get me there anyway, all I could do was give Reina the same soft sell that I’d given Yumi earlier in the week.
 
   “There's nothing I can do about Yumi,” I began. “You know as well as I do that she lives in a fantasy world. No matter what I do or say, she’ll use it as just one more reason to fall even deeper in love with me. If I farted, she’d say they smellt of roses!”
 
   “They do not smell like roses!” Reina said laughing. It was the first time in weeks that I’d heard her laugh and it was a relief to have gotten through at last. She was a damn hard nut to crack, Reina. What in the world could have happened to her in her 29 years of life to make her like that?
 
   Halfway through our third pitcher of beer, she rested her head on my shoulder, wrapped her arm around mine then asked calmly, reasonably, convincingly to do something to make that cunt Yumi stop.
 
   There I was claiming to possess the power necessary to douse the fire in Yumi’s heart and, in the same breath, agreeing to let Reina spend the night where she would dig her nails so deeply into my chest I'd carry the scars like the stigmata long after we broke up for good.
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   Several days later, I yielded to the inevitable and invited Yumi out for dinner. Poor Yumi was tickled pink with the prospect and sent Reina up the wall talking about it. But Reina had no right to speak; she was the one who put me up to it. I was instructed to tell Yumi point blank, no holds barred, that she had better graduate from the junior-high-school-girl crush she had on me because there was no way in hell, none whatsoever, that I would ever be interested in her.
 
   I took Yumi to an “Itarian” restaurant of her choice, a small unremarkable place downtown that had been featured on TV recently. After an insipid meal with sour red wine, I broke it to her.
 
   “You remember that evening at Ôhori Park when I told you that Reina and I weren’t having an affair?”
 
   “Yes, of course I do. You . . .”
 
   “I never told you why.”
 
   “You said that Reina wasn't your type.”
 
   I did, didn’t I? Reina wasn't very happy to hear about that. “That wasn't the reason,” I said.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Idiot! If the world were populated with men who only screwed their type humankind would have gone extinct a millennia ago.
 
   “Reina and I aren't having an affair was because I'm still in love with my ex-girlfriend. I still miss her too much to think about someone else.” I wanted to continue, but tears started to flow from Yumi.
 
   “But, I love you,” she whimpered to the table.
 
   Odd that she would have so much faith in those three words as to think saying so could make a difference. Did she sincerely expect me to be moved or to take a second inventory of the barren shelves of my heart and find that somewhere in the recesses, in an overlooked section, covered with dust was the realization that I, too, had loved Yumi all along? What did professing my love to Mie bring to me? A cold steel door shut on my face, and my hopes and dreams locked and chained behind it. Now Yumi loved me.
 
   To hell with love!
 
   Looking at her, at the black mascara streaming down her cheeks, I never felt less attracted to anyone before.
 
   “I love you,” she whimpered once more for effect.
 
   If I were cruel I would have laughed at Yumi, at myself, and at the cynicism and perversity of love. How was it that I could still love Mie whose betrayal had nearly robbed me of my very will to live, who had made me suffer so miserably that I was an emotionally and physically emaciated shadow of my former self, yet couldn't bring myself to even consider for even a moment loving this miserable girl before me who seemed willing to devote the rest of her life to me on her faith in love alone?
 
   I paid the bill, then suggested we leave. There was no use in our trying to talk through the tears. A taxi came, the door opened, and I said good night to her as she struggled wearily into to back seat. Although I could sympathize with how Yumi was feeling, that sympathy wasn’t enough for me to take her into my arms and kiss the sadness away.
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   As the rainy season approached promising unpredictable volatility in the weather, Yumi’s emotions settled somewhat. While the pendulum still swung with broad strokes, the reach and breadth of her emotions were less and less extreme allowing me to deal with her as one might deal with, say, an adult rather than the lovesick, trouble-making bubblehead she’d been. In the meantime, Reina and my affair continued to bump along, not so much on the strength of our commitment to each other than on the unspoken agreement that we not make too many demands other than sex and friendship. From my perspective it was one of the healthiest relationships I’d had in a dear long time. It was exactly what I needed at a time when, feeling bankrupt of emotions, I had little love to invest in a relationship.
 
    
 
   But as my twenty-seventh birthday drew near, things started to unravel. Like most things in life, you never really know what’s going on until it’s too goddamn late to do anything about it.
 
   The fewer the days separating me from the day I came kicking and screaming against my will into this godforsaken world, the tighter the noose around my neck grew.
 
   Yumi, who had been painting delicate strokes in subdued tones, was about to start splashing on violently passionate colors onto her canvas and fill our little office once more with a vile miasma of anger and jealousy.
 
   With the days ticking away, and Twenty Seven stalking me, Yumi went to great pains to plan her assault on my heart. Reina, who was privy to our co-worker's machinations, would leak what she knew to me. Though she had never held much more than a dim opinion of Yumi, she had come to harbor such animosity towards “Yu-chan” that she started to take sadistic pleasure in telling me the details of our co-worker’s plan, usually while laying naked next to me and trying to arouse another round of heated, angry sex out my cock.
 
    
 
   According to Reina, Yumi had prepared a bottle of red wine, glasses and a corkscrew and was now waiting with increasing impatience for the right opportunity to ask me out. It seems Yumi, having failed to impress me earlier with the depth of her feelings towards me, was now ready to booze me into submission.
 
   To Reina's malevolent delight and Yumi’s repeated frustration, I avoided committing myself for several weeks. An incorrigible procrastinator at heart, I would have continued doing so had Reina not started complaining that Yumi’s recent dip back into the bleak depths of despair was getting on her fucking nerves.
 
   Full diplomatic pressure was imposed: Reina threatened me with an embargo—no sex—unless I did something about Yumi. The thought of not sharing Reina’s bed and the sex, which was starting to get exciting, was an acid that easily ate through the hardest of intransigence. I gave in and accepted Yumi’s invitation to have dinner on the eve of a national holiday celebrating at long last the Crown Prince’s wedding.
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   It was a disaster in the making. Not the Crown Prince’s Wedding, mind you, my date with Yumi. A date which would go down in the annals of my personal history as one of the very worst, not so much for what occurred that night than for what would come to pass afterwards. It was my own Apocalypse Now, after which I could do nothing but grip my sweating brow and mutter a self-pitying, “The horror, the horror.”
 
   I really should have had more sense than to give into to Reina’s demands and accept Yumi’s invitation. And yes, it was irresponsible of me to have drunk myself under the table. But it was an unforgivable mistake to let Yumi follow me home. And most of all, it was reprehensible of me to try to fuck her.
 
   The horror, the horror.
 
   My recollection of the night was mercifully cloudy, limited again to an random collection of images: sitting at a bar counter slamming shots of Lord knows what; standing at the gate of my apartment building not sure how I got there, nor knowing why Yumi had followed me all the way like, the Japanese say, shit trailing out of a guppy's arse; inviting her up for a drink; sitting on the floor of my apartment next to her, our backs against the wall; and kissing. Kissing! Yes! Kissing! And groping, groping, groping! God, help me, I groped! My maladroit hands plunged through the buttons of her blouse! They had a will of their own, those goddamned hands of mine, and climbed up her skirt where they found a girdle! A girdle? Yes, a girdle! Good God, a girdle! And, there the rest of the night is truncated by the deepest, blackest absence of recall.
 
    
 
   Early the next morning, the doorbell rang, jolting me awake and sending a bolt of panic up my spine.
 
   My God, did we fuck? No, no, no! God, why did I have to drink so goddamn much? What the fuck was I thinking?
 
   The doorbell rang again, followed by a quick series of knocks. Silence. Knocking again.
 
   Go away, go away, just go a-way!
 
   At that time of the morning and with that kind of determination, it couldn't have been anyone but Yumi. There was nothing I could do but remain quietly where I lay and hope that she and the spare change of memories jangling in my head would just go away and leave me alone.
 
   After ten minutes of laying motionless in bed, and holding my breath, I could hear the click of her pumps as she descended the steps. After the gate downstairs closed with a loud metallic clash, I peeled the sheets slowly off and discovered to my relief that although I was undressed from the waist up my trousers were still on, belt buckled and, as they say in Japanese, society's window was shut. I got up, tipped-toed to the door, which was unlocked and looked out the peephole. Finding no one there, I gently turned the bolt and locked the door.
 
   Telling myself, I’ll never make that mistake again, I returned to bed to try to sleep off what was promising to be the mother of all hangovers. I would miss the royal wedding altogether.
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   A nine-months pregnant silence hung over the office the next few mornings. I should have said something, should have apologized for my deplorable behavior, but then I wasn’t sure what had actually happened. Pathological optimism encouraged me to judge my co-worker’s determined reticence as meaning she would prefer to just forget the whole affair and move on.
 
   The silence didn’t last, of course. Just as I was beginning to enjoy how peaceful the mornings had become without Yumi’s overly rehearsed and pained attempts at conversation, the pregnant silence went into labor. Before long a fat, ugly and screaming baby would enter our lives. But, not quite yet.
 
   Yumi, contrary to my expectations, my hopes, my dreams, and my desires, was not the type to forgive and forget. She had little need for the Lord’s Prayer and its hope that we may forgive the trespasses of others, something which has sustained me through a lifetime of mistakes like an open credit line for a degenerate gambler.
 
   No such luck; Yumi was a Buddhist.
 
   Her imagination had given birth to a fantasy as ridiculous as it was dangerous, and she held it close to her breast, nursing it with a vengeance so that she could get as much mileage out of it as possible. After we had closed the office down for the weekend and I'd gone home, she mentioned off-handedly to Reina that she'd gone back to my apartment Tuesday night.
 
   Reina, it goes without saying, wasn't particularly delighted to hear that. She was even less amused when I waffled that there was a possibility, albeit extremely small—so small that it wasn’t really worth our time—that in the thick, thick, pea soup fog of drunkenness, I may have tried to—the thought, I must say, ha ha, sickens me—may have indeed tried to . . ., em, kiss Yumi. Nevertheless, she took it like a sport: as soon as I’d apologized for my stupidity, she retuned me to a state of grace below her by fucking the penitence out of me.
 
    
 
   The doorbell startled us awake early the next morning. It was Yumi again ringing the bell and knocking on the door like a bill collector. How she managed again to get past the locked gate downstairs was a mystery, but one I could ill afford to ponder when I made the distressing realization that I’d failed to lock the door—again. God, what an idiot I could be at times! Reina, sharing the sentiment, mouthed, “Baka!” at me.
 
   When the commotion subsided, I made an elaborate series of military hand signals to Reina, who, butt-naked, tip-toed as quickly and quietly as humanly possible towards the kitchen where she squatted down in the corner, with all of her belongings bundled up in her arms. I then moved with the silent agility of a ninja to the genkan where I picked up Rika’s shoes made my way back to the kitchen where I handed them to her. When one of the shoes fell to the floor echoing like cannon announcing noon and causing Reina to let out a small yelp, the doorbell began ringing again. It left me no choice: I answered the door in my birthday suit.
 
    
 
   It's not easy to describe the look on Yumi’s face when I opened the door. It was contorted with both delight and horror, aversion and compulsion: she didn’t quite seem to know whether to plunge in and be willingly ravished or run away screaming. And so, she stood before me, her eyes fixed upon my dingdong, speaking in tongues.
 
   “Sorry, I was sleeping,” I said, scratching my balls.
 
   She turned abruptly and scurried down the stairs in a panic, a string of gomen-nasais[bookmark: _ftnref6][6] trailing behind her like a vapor trail. On the landing she had left a large bag containing my birthday present and several well-choreographed hopes.
 
   “That stupid bitch,” Reina said as she emerged cautiously from the kitchen. After checking that the door was bolted, she kneeled before me and started to blow me.
 
   I had no complaints with Reina 's fellatio skills, but as she was sucking me off, my mind wandered through all the muck I'd been through over the year since my last birthday when Mie and I first made love. As attractive as Reina was, as sexy as she was, as full of energy and life as she was, and as good as she was at polishing my knob, I still missed Mie.
 
   Reina stopped sucking, and motioned for me to sit down, and when I did, she straddled me and slipped my cock into her.
 
   “I want you to say my name when you come,” she said as she began moving her hips.
 
   She was wetter than usual. The anger had become built up sexual energy and before long she was off to wherever it is that women like her go to when overcome by pleasure. Between quick, shallow breaths, she’d call out my name, each time louder and louder, each time with more and more violent thrusts of her hips, as if she were impaling herself on my cock. 
 
   Distracted by the year-old memories that were filling my head, I just couldn’t come, couldn't have come were a gun pressed against my temple, so I let her continue screwing with blind abandon. Each time my cock slipped in and out of that dripping, wet hole of hers, I wondered what I was doing and why I was with her and not someone else. Why was Reina moaning above me, fucking me and asking for me to call out her name when I came? Why did I have to pretend that there was any meaning in what we were doing when in fact, after a month of fucking, there still wasn't anything to it? We were two people who, thrown arbitrarily together, ended up having sex because it was easier to fuck than to feel.
 
   Moving in and out, as natural as the tide, crashing against her crotch like the waves against a breakwater, just as cold, just as regular, just as insignificant. There was a time when the act had made sense, when for sentimentality’s sake I could say that I was making love, but what was I really doing here? Only one thing: each time I drove myself into Reina, I was putting in another nail in Mie’s coffin, burying someone I loved by fucking another I cared less and less for each day.
 
   “I want you to come into my mouth,” she said after yet another monumental “fuck you, Yumi” orgasm.
 
   “What”"
 
   Gasping for air, but not quite ready to give up the fight, she repeated with some difficulty what she had said and for her sake, I acquiesced.
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   The next day at work Yumi apologized sheepishly for having woken me and promised never to go by my place again uninvited. Not that I would ever invite her, but that was besides the point.
 
   I told her not to worry about it then offered to take her out the following evening. I didn't want to, but I felt I owed it to her for the way I had behaved the last time we had gone out. Besides, she had left her birthday present at my front door and, no matter how irritating I found her, I didn’t have the heart to open her present without her. She flashed her Chicklet teeth at me, and agreed to wait around in the office until I was done.
 
    
 
   For expediency’s sake, we went to an awful Italian restaurant a few blocks away from our office. God only knows how it had managed to keep from going bankrupt.
 
   I brought along Yumi’s present of wine and glasses. There would be no more returning to my apartment blind drunk and horny tonight. No, enough unspoken damage had already taken place. So, I took the bottle out of the bag, looked at it and smiled. It was one that I liked, one I must have mentioned liking to her though didn't remember when. She had, no doubt, jotted the name down and gave it a starring role in her scheme to woo me. Returning the bottle to its bag, I thanked her.
 
   “I, I, I thought it would be nice if we might go somewhere and drink it, um, together,” she said.
 
   “Yes, that would be nice, but . . .” But, then I had no intention of letting that happen. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not in a million years. “It's been a long day . . . I'm tired. It would be a waste to drink it tonight.”
 
   Once she realized her plan was starting to crumble she grew as dark as the heavy black clouds in the evening sky outside. I no longer had the energy nor the desire to try to cheer her up, not when she'd been, as Reina often reminded me, an insufferable bitch.
 
    
 
   We finish our dinner in silence, and, after splitting the bill, walk out into the humid night and head towards the subway station. At the entrance, she pauses before descending the stairs, looks up at me and asks the question that she's been eager to ask since that awful night at my apartment.
 
   “What do you think of me?”
 
   I inhale the thick air. My arms are sticky with sweat, my back soaked through the shirt. The rainy season started a week ago according to the Meteorological Agency, but today is the first day you can really feel it.
 
   I look away from Yumi, out at the soft halos around the streetlamps caused by the humidity. A year ago I was so deeply in love, now I am so far from it. I don't like this Yumi, and not just for the bad teeth, the acne, or the girdle. I don't like her because in a way she reminds me of myself, forlorn and groping for anything to believe in, anything to give her hope that her heart isn't irreversibly broken. I search the heavy mist for the words that hurt the least, but the trouble is they all hurt if they are at all truthful, and she needs to hear the truth.
 
   “Yu-chan, I'm sorry, but . . . to be honest . . . there's . . . nothing . . . in here for you.” I touch my chest for effect. There used to be a beat there, but now there's only a dead, cold hollow calm. “I really appreciate how you feel for me and the kindness you've shown me, but, but . . . I'm not in love with you. And frankly, . . . I don't think I ever will.”
 
   Tears collect around her eyes, then fall. That all too common stream of mascara and foundation starts trickling slowly down her cheeks. She smiles, but it's not the kind of smile that you’d ever want to see.
 
   “I'm sorry, Yu-chan.”
 
   She shakes her head, then waves me off as I step towards her. She no longer wants to have anything to do with me, or my sympathy. Without saying goodbye, she turns and descends the stairs. No hug, no friendly kiss on the cheek. She’s gone. Then the tide comes rushing in, washing my ankles and knees and engulfing me with the chill I feel every time the loneliness is palpable.
 
   As I head for my apartment, the heavens open up and the rain falls. It falls so hard that it no longer seemed to be falling, becoming instead a solid wall two hundred yards thick of water that I have to swim through to get back to my apartment. In the two minutes it takes to get home I get so thoroughly wet that there's not a dry corner on my body. My shoes are soaked through to the socks, the socks soaked through to the skin and undressing is like peeling the linen from a fresh wound. Everything is sopping wet with Yumi’s tears.
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   YOKO
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   Listen:
 
   In Japanese, Jimé jimé is that unpleasant, sticky feeling during the rainy season when humidity's got its clammy hands all over you; mushi mushi when it damn near smothers you.
 
   To the Japanese ear, potan is the sound of a drop of water plopping into, say, a bucket; pota pota, the tune a leaky faucet sings; and jah jah, water gushing out of a pipe.
 
   The Japanese will hear potsu potsu as raindrops start falling upon dry ground; shito shito, when it drizzles; and zah zah when it pours.
 
   Strong winds howl with a byoo byoo making the windows of your apartment rattle, gata gata. And, thunder, when woken by the pika pika of lightning, will grumble loudly with a goro goro.
 
   While nuru nuru describes the slimy feel every surface has when it’s been balmy for days on end, beta beta is how your sweaty skin feels on uncomfortably jimé jimé days.
 
   You're dripping with sweat if you’re dara dara; drenched to the skin if you're bisho bisho.
 
   And, while niwaka amé, you may recall, means a sudden shower, a doshaburi is a downpour; and oh-amé, a torrential rain. Konuka amé means a light mist; and kiri samé, a drizzle.
 
   Confused already? This is not even a potan in the baketsu. There are 1190 rain related words and phrases in the Japanese language.
 
   One more! Though Yûdachi, which literally means evening stand, refers to a late afternoon summer shower, you shouldn’t assume that asadachi, or morning stand, means an early morning shower. Far from it, an asadachi, my friend, is sure as shootin’ the Morning Woodie.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   There’s been no let up to the rain since Tuesday evening’s doshaburi when Yumi’s hopes were dashed and another crack was added to that fragile little heart of hers. From then on we’ve had torrential downpours and light showers, drizzly mornings followed by thundery afternoon squalls, and night after balmy night of the rain falling, falling, falling down to an inundated earth.
 
   Another day of this, and I’d better start drawing up plans for an ark.
 
    
 
   Early this morning, I was jolted to attention by the clamor of timpani and snare drums. Leaden raindrops fell like birdshot against the tin roof of the storage container atop my building; the heavens pealed with thunderous profanity.
 
   I've heard that the Japanese hide their belly buttons after a thunderclap to keep them from being stolen from the Kaminari Gami. Why the God of Thunder has a navel fetish is just more proof that even among the kami, it takes all types.
 
   After the second peal of thunder I rolled over in my futon and tried covering my head with my pillow, but it was no use. There would be no sleeping with the racket Nature’s marching band was making.
 
   Moving listlessly to the bathroom, I took the first what would be three cold showers that day, rinsing a night’s worth of sweat off my body. 
 
   Because the laundry refused to dry—it still hung droopingly from hangers like the wet standard of a defeated army—I dressed casually. Thank God I didn’t have to wear a suit and tie to work like the losers teaching at the big English broiler houses like NOVA, GEOS and AEON.
 
   That was about all I could be thankful for, though; the weather had made it hard to get fired up about anything. Eating, too, had become a chore, so I was skipping breakfast more often than not, which was just as well; the only scrap of food I had in my kitchen nook was a loaf of bread, green with mold, and soggy potato chips.
 
    
 
   With the sun eclipsed behind a sullen sky for so long, every surface had become wet and slimy, treacherously slick, so I made a cautious descent down the steps of my apartment building, one hand gripping the banister, the other brushing the wall in case I lost my footing.
 
   At the bottom of the steps drowning in a muddy puddle on the ground was the teru-teru bôzu doll I’d seen the boys downstairs hanging outside the door of their apartment yesterday. The paper doll and the prayers that accompanied it were supposed to coax a recluse sun out from hiding. Lesson learned: you should never underestimate the power of prayer to disappoint.
 
    
 
   Outside, while the morning traffic lumbered along the black, wet asphalt like a funeral procession, children covered in hooded parkas stomped through and splashed about the giant puddles as they hurried off to school. One small boy, stepping off the curb into the growing pond where an intersection once was, sank up to his bare knees, cool water flowing over the tops of his yellow galoshes. He couldn't have looked happier, but I’m sure his mother would chew him out for it when he returned home with muddy socks. That’s what mothers do the world round.
 
   I had to zigzag all the way to work, creeping along the eaves of houses, circumnavigating puddles, ducking under shop awnings and staying close to foot of buildings, just to keep from getting drenched. But, halfway there my pants were already soaked to the knees, shirt sleeves wet to the shoulders, and the hole in my flimsy convenience store umbrella did a bang-up job of directing a steady dribble of cold rain water down my back.
 
   Though our small corner of the world was thoroughly inundated, I found Yumi predictably dry when I got to work. As dry as dust. After toweling myself off, I decided to take a stab at some small talk and proclaimed myself to be bisho-bisho, sopping wet, as I walked into the office.
 
   No response. Yumi just continued her morning routine of organizing flash cards into neat little piles, labeled with color-coded slips of paper.
 
   “How do you do it, Yumi?”
 
   “Do what?” she asked, head still down and fingers busily walking through the cards.
 
   “How do you manage not getting wet?”
 
   “I'm Japanese,” she replied flatly, implying, I suppose, that I was an American boob.
 
   I was about to try to pry another answer out of her, but she stood up and flitted off to her classroom where she started banging around.
 
   It was just as well. I wasn't very keen on talking to her either. Still, I knew that after Tuesday evening, I had to put in at least a token effort at trying to return to her good graces, because there was no telling what she would do if allowed to stew. That was what worried me most. I knew her quiet stoicism was nothing but the calm before storm; that she would eventually unload the burden of her heartache onto the nearest warm body in the office, and it has kept me on tenterhooks.
 
   Would she tell the boss? Or would it be Reina? Either way, I'd be in the fucking doghouse.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   After my Friday morning lesson, the students, my boss Abazuré and I crammed ourselves and our dripping umbrellas into two small taxis and drove off to of the student's home a few minutes away in an exclusive and surprisingly ostentatious neighborhood in the hills southeast of Ôhori Park. There's a saying in Japanese seemingly lost on my student which goes minoru hodo kôbe no tareru, inaho kana. The more a rice plant grows the more it bends, meaning that the greater a person becomes, the more humble and modest he should be.
 
   Once inside, the women made a big show of lavishing praise upon their host. One woman let out such a squeal of excitement upon entering the living room that brought the other women scrambling in after her and gushing just as loudly.
 
   It was an impressive spread, but to tell the truth, the woman had gone and ruined it by decorating the room with the same kind of heavily ornate Italian furniture and rococo finishing you'd expect to find in the home of a nari-kin, that is to say, a nouveau-riche.
 
   When asked what I thought, I kept a civil tongue in my head and made appropriately courteous noises. Urayamashii, I said. I so envy you, Yoko-san. I was no ingrate, especially now that I was feeling peko-peko, or hungry.
 
   After ooh-ing and ah-ing, the women got down to what this chauvinistic society believes women do best: donning aprons and disappearing with their small, slippered feet into the kitchen.
 
   Another polite smattering of compliments emanated from the kitchen. From where I was in the living room it sounded like the cooing of sexually agitated pigeons.
 
   I'm no mooch, mind you. Had I been told it was a mochiyori party I'd been invited to, I would have gladly brought a culinary treat myself instead of milling about, hands dug into my pockets, and feeling as useless as the husbands the women lived to complain about.
 
    
 
   Thirty deliciously fragrant minutes later, the bustle and commotion dies down and the dishes are brought out to the dinning room which is, thank God, considerably more modest and homey than Yoko's garish living room.
 
   She's done a nice job setting the table. Where I expected to see a gaudy hodgepodge Royal Copenhagen china, silverware, and Venetian wine glasses, I am surprised to find the table has been tastefully set with Japanese ceramics and bamboo baskets. The placemats are also made of birch and bamboo. And, at the center of the table is an elegant arrangement of violet irises.
 
   The women have gone all out in the presentation. There's an array of sashimi served on a bed of crushed ice in a dish carved from a bamboo stalk and garnished with green Japanese maple leaves, filets of sole meunière, laid out in an elongated Arita porcelain dish with a delicate pattern of mauve hydrangeas, tempura in a bamboo craftwork tray, katsuo tataki on a Koishiwara earthenware plate, piis gohan (rice cooked with peas) sit at the end of the table in a lidded tub known as a ohitsu made from Japanese cypress, and firefly hashi oki to rest our chopsticks on, and so on.
 
   They have also prepared a stir-fried pork and ginger dish known as shôgayaki, spicy, crisply fried chicken wings, a bean salad, another stir-fried dish I've been told is an Okinawan specialty called goya chamburu which is made with tofu, bean sprouts, carrot, egg and, I kid you not, Spam.
 
   “Spam?”
 
   “Yes, Spam. It's very popular in Okinawa,” I'm told.
 
   “Well, I guess it was bound to popular somewhere.”
 
   “Don't you have Spam in America?” one of the women asks.
 
   “Yes, of course. Spam is the very pride of America. Why, it is every pig’s ambition to end up as a can of Spam one day.”
 
   “Oh? I didn't know that. So, I take it, Spam’s popular in America, too?”
 
   “Popular?” I say, laughing. “Popular isn't quite the way I would put it.”
 
   
“Peador, please try some of it,” Yoko says, taking my plate and giving me a healthy serving.
 
   “Oh, Yoko, you needn't . . .”
 
   “Oh, you needn't be so polite, Peador. Please, eat up.”
 
   With all eyes on me, I am overcome with a spell of cataplexy, chopsticks twittering slightly above the . . . what the hell was it called . . . the goya chamburu.
 
   “I'm curious,” I stall. “What is this green, um, whatever?”
 
   “That's goya.”
 
   “Ah, yes, of course it is. But, what exactly is it.”
 
   “Nigauri,” my boss explains unhelpfully. “Niga,” my boss says quickly tracing a Chinese character in the air with her crooked finger, “means bitter. And uri,” she adds with another meaningless wiggle of her finger, “means gourd.”
 
   “Bitter gourd?” I place my chopsticks down on the firefly hashi oki and shrug. It's a long way to Tipperary.
 
   Yoko snaps her fingers; she's got an idea. She turns around and draws the curtain open to show me a leafy vine growing up the wall outside. Mammoth, bumpy cucumbers that look like monstrously studded green dildos hang from the vine. “That,” Yoko tells me, “is a goya.”
 
   I overcome my initial trepidation and take the plunge, and I must admit for studded dildo and Spam, it ain't bad, ain't bad at all.
 
   As we are eating, a miracle of sorts happens. After four days of endless rain, the sun breaks through the clouds, the rain stops. The dining room is filled with a long missed brightness and a few moments later chirping of small birds can be heard outside. Yoko opens the sliding glass door behind her. A refreshing breeze has picked up, a glass wind chime hanging outside clanks away like ice in a glass of chilled water.
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   After a dessert of chilled amanatsu, jelly served in the half peel of the summer orange it was made from, Abazuré says she has to return to the office. Several others take the opening my boss has given them to say they, too, have to hurry home before their children came back from elementary school. So, I'm left alone with Shizuko and our hostess, Yoko. As Shizuko fills my choko with reishu saké, Yoko brings in a basket of cherries she says arrived from Yamagata just this morning.
 
   “Did you try the sashimi, Peador?” Yoko asks placing a handful of cherries on my plate.
 
   “Uh, no, I didn't.”
 
   “It's out of this world,” she says. “Very fresh.”
 
   “I'm sure it is,” I say.
 
   “Where did you buy it, Shizuko?”
 
   “I didn't. It was a gift from one of my husband's patients.”
 
   “You really must try it, Peador,” Yoko insists, reaching for a fresh plate behind her.
 
   “Please, I'm fine. I . . . I've really had quite a lot to eat already.”
 
   “Mottainai. What a waste. C'mon, just a little.”
 
   “It's, um . . . It's just that . . .” Should I tell her I'm allergic? That I am a vegetarian? No, that won't work; I've been eating meat all afternoon. On a Friday, no less. Religion? Nah, the only religious bone I have in my body is the asadachi I stroke reverently every morning. “I'm afraid I'm not that crazy about sashimi.”
 
   Yoko wags her finger at me. “Tsk, tsk. You'll never be able to marry a Japanese woman, Peador.”
 
   “Oh? And why's that?”
 
   She takes a long sip from her wine glass leaving a dark red smudge on the rim before speaking. “I don't think two people can be truly happy together unless they grow up eating the same food. I know a couple. Oh, you know him, Shizuko, what's his name? The Canadian . . .,” she says snapping her fingers as if to conjure him up.
 
   “John,” Shizuko says. “John Williams. Works at Kyûshû University.”
 
   “Yes, well, John married a Japanese girl,” Yoko continues. “When he met the family for the first time, they served him sashimi. They asked, ‘John-san, can you eat sashimi?’ And of course he says, he loves sashimi, but actually he couldn't stand fish. Like you, Peador.”
 
   “I didn't say I . . .”
 
   “So, the poor girl's parents think ‘Yokatta, he's just like a Japanese!’ After the marriage, though, this John won't eat a bite of fish and, yappari, now they're getting divorced.” Keiko takes another long drink, leaving another red smudge on the rim of the glass. “No, if you don't eat the same food, you’ll have all kinds of problems. And that’s why foreigners and Japanese don't get along well. I mean, if they can’t eat the same food, how do they expect to be able to do anything together, desho?”
 
   She concludes her argument as she often does with a smug look and a broad sweep of her hand slicing through any disagreement.
 
   After all I’ve eaten and drunk, I don't have the energy to argue. Besides, people like Yoko, who love dominating conversations, tend not to listen to anything but their own sweet voices.
 
   “I really like these hashi oki,” I say to myself. “I didn't know you could see fireflies around here.”
 
   “You know, international marriages are bound to fail because the cultures are so different,” Shizuko says. “You know that JAL pilot, Barker-san[bookmark: _ftnref7][7], don't you?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Yoko says putting her wine glass down. “I had him and his wife, the poor girl, over last week.” You get the feeling Yoko’s home is in a perpetual state of hospitality, inviting and feeding guests, then assuring them to come again. Once gone, however, they become the fodder for that red-lipsticked, tirelessly booming cannon of hers.
 
   She picks up a cherry, removes the stem with her long bony fingers then sucks it into the venomous red hole in her gaunt face. “I didn't tell you, Shizuko, but while Barker-san and my husband were out getting a massage, I talked with his wife. She said she didn't know what to do with him. ‘He always wants to do something on his day off . . . go out, jog or hike . . . All I want to do is stay home and rest.’ And just as the poor girl was sighing, Barker-san and my husband came back. And Barker, he went right up to his wife, gave her a big hug and kiss and said, ‘We're so happy together!’” Yoko fills my choko with more saké, and shakes her head. “I felt so sorry for her.”
 
   “So, the fireflies . . .,” I say. “Know any good places I can see them around here?”
 
   “The problem with young people today,” Shizuko says with contempt, “is that they want to marry for love.”
 
   This surprises me enough to bring me back into the conversation, and I ask Shizuko if she loves her husband. The two women laugh at me, making me feel foolish for asking. I didn’t know the question was so silly.
 
   “Love,” Shizuko scoffs. “Tell me, Peador, why do half of all Americans get divorced?”
 
   I could offer her a number of reasons. Many really. But, I'm really not in the mood to go head to head with these two half-drunk, half-bitter housewives.
 
   “It's very important to know the person you're marrying,” Shizuko warns. “Love confuses you.”
 
   “Do you want to marry a Japanese girl?” Yoko asks me.
 
   “I haven't given it much thought, to be honest. Anyways, marriage isn't the object. It's the result. If I find someone I love, who also happens to be Japanese, who knows? Maybe I'll marry her.”
 
   “You'll never be able to marry one,” Yoko says refilling my choko. “You have to eat miso and rice and soy sauce as a child.”
 
   Maybe I'm blind or a sentimental dolt, but, somehow, I just cannot accept the idea that what went wrong between Mie and myself was rooted in my dislike of sashimi.
 
   “Everyone wants to marry someone funny and cheerful,” Yoko continues spilling a drop of wine onto her linen tablecloth. “Tsk, tsk . . . She’s cheerful but she couldn’t cook if her life depended upon it. She buys everything from the convenience store and puts it in the microwave. Ching! Boys want girls that are fun, but they don't understand that what they really need is a wife who can cook real food and take care of children. Young people these days!”
 
   It was almost as if she was speaking specifically about Mie. My Mie who woke early in one morning, and walked in her pajamas to the nearest convenience store to get something for our bento. She wasn’t as hopeless as Yoko might contend; she fried the chicken herself, then packed our lunches and bags before I had even gotten out of bed. When I finally stopped knitting my nightly dream, put down my needles and woke up everything for our day at the beach had been prepared.
 
   “It's a shame what some of the mothers fix for their children at the International School. My daughter used to trade her tempura that I woke early to make because she felt sorry for her friends. They were eating sandwiches!”
 
   It was an outrage.
 
    
 
   When I woke, Mie was gently stroking my head. I pulled her into my arms and kissed her soft lips. She laid down upon me, legs to each side of me, then punched the remote to invite Vivaldi into bed with us. As the hot morning sun began to brighten up the room, we made love, made love throughout the Four Seasons.
 
   Later that morning, we drove with the top of her car open, windows down and music blaring to Umi-no-Nakamichi, a long narrow strand of sand and pines that continued for several miles until it reached a small island forming the northern edge of the Hakata Bay. Pine sand and sea lay on either side of the derelict two-lane road. We arrived at a small inlet, which had been roped off to keep the jellyfish away and paid a few hundred yen to one of the old women running one of the umi-no-ie beach houses. Passing through the makeshift hut with old tatami floors and low folding tables we walked out to the beach which was crowded with hundreds of others who had came to do the same.
 
   By eleven the sun was burning down on us, burning indelible tans into the backs of children. The only refuge was either the crowded umi-no-ie hut or the sea, so Mie and I took a long swim, waded in each others’ arms or floated on our backs in the warm, shallow water.
 
   Although I’d eventually get such a severe sunburn that I’d lie awake at night trembling in agony, it was one of my happiest day in Japan. On the way back to Mie’s apartment with my lobster red hand resting between her tanned thighs, I sang along to the Chagé and Aska songs playing on her stereo, making her laugh the whole way.
 
   “I love you,” she’d tell me with a long kiss when we arrived.
 
    
 
   “What men need,” Yoko repeats, “is a woman who can cook and take care of the home. Someone like your Yu-chan in the office.”
 
   I’m slapped out of my reverie by the absurdity of what Yoko had just said. Yumi, grayest of gray, as cold and bitchy as they came, may make a suitable Eva Braun for an Al Hitler, but suggesting that she’d make a good wife for me, that was insulting.
 
   Yoko, reading the disagreement in my face, says, “See, Yu-chan’s gloomy and, well, she isn’t much to look at, but she really would make a very good wife for you, Peador. You just don't know it yet.”
 
   Good grief!
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   REINA
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   Reina is in one of her moods again when I get back to the office later in the afternoon. Something has obviously happened, but I don’t know what. When I try talking to her, she gives me the cold shoulder.
 
   There is nothing I’d rather do more after work than to lie down on my futon with the air conditioner blasting away and drift off to sleep, but I can’t. Earlier in the week I accepted an invitation to dinner by Kazu, a friend of Reina’s. A paper of his I rewrote for him has apparently been accepted by some scientific journal in the States and he is eager to show his appreciation. I wish he’d show his appreciation by letting me go home and sleep.
 
   Fortunately, this Kazu is a lot of fun. For a doctoral student in engineering at Kyûshû University, the prestigious national university in town, he is refreshingly down-to-earth, vastly different than the stuffy academic deadbeats I've met up to now. It was Kazu himself who once told me that in Japan, the better a university is, the worse the students. Kyûshû University, he said, was filled with otaku who were brilliant at taking tests, but didn't know shit from Shinola.
 
   Tall, handsome and gregarious, when Kazu enters a room, all eyes are on him, and, if you aren’t laughing soon, well then you probably just aren’t getting the jokes, because the guy’s a riot. Kazu, like Reina, has an infectious and enviable charisma making it difficult not to like or want to be with him. If I only I possessed a fraction of Kazu’s congeniality. It was Kazu, incidentally, that Reina was talking about when she told me a friend of hers had spent all his money at a soapland and felt as if he had died and gone to heaven.
 
    
 
   Kazu picks us up in his Mini Cooper and the three of us cram inside, me in the back, my chin resting on my knees, and drive off to a pub he frequents near the university.
 
   Something about the levity in Reina’s voice and demeanor as she speaks to Kazu reminds me of the warm spring evening when the two of us took a walk around Ôhori Park after work. I couldn’t have been at the company for more than a month, so it was only after we had just started dating or whatever it was that we'd been doing. We bought several cans of beer from a vending machine on the way, then wandered along the string of islands and arched bridges that divide the shallow black waters of the large pond in half until we had found an isolated bench to sit on. We opened one can of beer at a time and shared it, and talked and talked and talked. On the opposite shore someone was playing the Tennessee Waltz, badly, on a saxophone. A gentle breeze also rustled the young leaves carrying the occasional moan of young lovers screwing in the woods, making us titter like children.
 
   Reina often told me stories of the men in her life, men like Kazu, who had come right out and confessed his love to her. When she refused, he joked that he was willing to pay her for sex. Many others, though too shy to be as bold as Kazu, went to great efforts to get the point across. It never ceased to amuse her, and she loved them all, wanted to “eat the all up”, as she liked to say.
 
   I slept with her that night, the windows open to the sounds of cats in heat. She lay on her side with her face resting on my chest. Sweat beaded her upper lip, her shoulders and arms were flush. I thought about how so many men adored her, and yet, how she still managed to harbor a deep insecurity that could drive her from time to time to jealous apoplectic rages.
 
   I couldn’t deny that Reina was a lovable person, but I couldn’t find it in myself to love her or to fall for her the way so many others had. I found it depressing to consider that I would eventually have to choose between confessing my love to her or ending the relationship outright.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   We sit down at the counter of the yakitori-ya. Aside from a few dowdy men sorely in need of haircuts and a small group of rambunctious otaku playing drinking games at a low table in a tatami room in the back, the pub is empty. Seeing our expression, Kazu tells us not to worry. He assures us it’s great place.
 
   The master serves us tea in cups that are painted with irises and fireflies.
 
   “You know,” I say, “I've been seeing this kind of thing all day. I take it you can see fireflies now. Any idea where?”
 
   “Yeah,” Kazu replies. “Along pretty much any river that's clean.”
 
   “A clean river in Japan? All the rivers I've seen in them have got rusting bicycles and old washing machines and . . .”
 
   “Yu-chan told me everything,” says Reina abruptly.
 
   Everything, I think. What's everything? “W-what did she say?”
 
   “She said you tried to rape her.”
 
   I could almost laugh, half from embarrassment, half from the absurdity of such a claim. Though my recollection of the evening of that regretful evening remains fuzzy, one thing I do clearly remember is that I categorically did not want or try to have sex with that woman. Yes, my hands, inspired by the copious amount of alcohol I had consumed, did find their way into the sweating dank recesses of the girl’s reinforced panties, but, thank God, I had the good sense enough to pass out before things got out of control.
 
   “I don't remember,” I reply pathetically. “I blacked out. I don't even remember how I got home that night.”
 
   “That's not what she said,” Reina shoots back. It seems as if she has prepared what she is going to say, knowing beforehand the very kind of flimsy excuses I’d offer up in my defense and how exactly to blow them down. “Yu-chan said you didn’t look drunk.”
 
   “C'mon. You know better than that. If anyone should know that, it's you.”
 
   “I know, I know. I told her that you often get drunk, do stupid things and don’t remember the next day.”
 
   “Er, thanks a lot.”
 
   “You don’t even know the half of it, Peador. She wanted to go to Abazuré. She said she could have you fired just like that if she wanted to, but I talked her out of it.”
 
   “Have me fired? For what?”
 
   “She says you lead her back to your apartment . . .”
 
   “I didn’t! Look, if I remember anything, I do remember that she followed me back to my apartment.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t remember.”
 
   Oops, she does have me there.
 
   “I don't,” I protest. Relax. Breathe. Inhale, count to ten, exhale. “Look, I don't remember much. The whole night's a blur.”
 
   “She said you told her to come over. You invited her.”
 
   “Ah hell, I could have told her anything. I do that when I’m drunk. I could have asked her to marry me, for all I know. ‘You’re the most beautiful girl in the world, Yu-chan! You’re the only one for me, Yu-chan.’”
 
   “Do you remember kissing her?”
 
   “No!” I gasp, but it is with deep remorse that I do indeed remember kissing Yumi and I wish to God I could get that awful image out of my head.
 
   “Did you French kiss her?” Kazu interjects playfully.
 
   He’s been silent the whole time, but finding this opportunity to poke a little fun, proceeds to jab me with embarrassing questions. He asks if I copped a feel of her breasts, whether they were as big as he imagined, whether she had huge nipples or not. Kazu pretends to lick Yumi’s breasts, causing Reina howl with laughter.
 
   Much as I want him to give it a break, I can’t deny that if it weren’t for him, the atmosphere would be entirely unbearable, and I’d have to suffer the full brunt of Reina’s anger.
 
   “Did her nipples stand up?” he asks, sticking his thumbs out from his chest and making Reina nearly choke on her beer.
 
   Even after Reina has regained her composure, she continues laughing. It’s a searing, contemptuous laughter, one not so much responding to Kazu’s sense of humor, so much as to ridicule me and drive me back into the hole from which I’ve only started to emerge. And the longer she laughs, the more it starts to wear on my nerves.
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   In the mornings as the sun would break through the curtains and set the dust and cat fur into flight, Reina would be in the kitchen, the sound of her knife tapping rhythmically against the cutting board as she chopped vegetables up for our morning soup. It was that steady tapping and the smell of miso to which I often woke at her apartment. When breakfast was served, I’d extract myself from her bed and sit half awake at the small table near her balcony and lazily stuff my gob with food.
 
   She’d tell me how a boyfriend of hers had once proposed to her because he loved the mornings they had spent together. I’d reply that I could easily see why and kiss tenderly her on the cheek.
 
   After breakfast we would shower together where she would wash my back, chest arms and legs with a course cloth until my skin was red and sore, then rinse the thick lather from my body. And just as she had always made breakfast for me, she'd make love to me in that shower or, if she was having her period, would kneel before me and suck me off. She’d ask, “Don’t you love this?” and when I came into her mouth, I’d reply that, yes, yes, I did.
 
   Once dressed, she’d see me off at the door with a kiss on my cheek. And if I ever forgot, she’d remind me gently to kiss her in return. As I left she would then tell me to have a great day. And, thanks to her, I often would.
 
   I would hurry to the station, then take the subway into town and hope I didn’t bump into Yumi arriving from the other direction. She never did catch me sneaking back in the morning, nor did she ever know about the Sundays Reina and I had spent with each other, the dinners we had shared, or the videos we had watched together on her bed.
 
   In the early days of our affair, I thought it was almost possible for me to fall in love with Reina. To say the least, when so many men where chasing after her heart, I counted myself fortunate to be the one she was sleeping with.
 
    
 
   4
 
    
 
   Reina pushes herself away from the bar after she and Kazu have had yet another belly laugh at my expense and walks towards the toilets in the back. I excuse myself and follow after her and wait until she comes out.
 
   As soon as she emerges, I stick my face into hers and say, “Look I’m getting really fucking tired of you and Kazu laughing at me.”
 
   “I have nothing to say to you,” she snaps back with a tone I’ve never heard before. “You're like a goddamn dog! Who you gonna to try to fuck next, Peador? Huh? Our boss?”
 
   There isn’t anything I can say.
 
   “You know, you always tell me that you think Mie left you because of this reason or that, but you're wrong, Peador. The reason Mie left you is because you’re an arsehole!”
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   TATAMI
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   I don't know how Japanese businessman do it, slogging away at their kaisha[bookmark: _ftnref8][8] six days out of seven, week in, week out, with nary a holiday to break up the monotony.
 
   After three months of my own six-day week work routine, I’ve come to the quick conclusion that I’m not cut out to be a salaryman. If it weren’t for the long afternoon breaks, three to four lovely hours out of the crosshairs of Abazuré and my co-workers, I probably would have thrown in the towel a month ago.
 
    
 
   I punch out at a minute after twelve and as I’m leaving, Yumi takes a stab at sarcasm, saying it must be nice to always have the afternoons off. The bitch, dressed in black from horns to hooves, has to stay in the office until five. 
 
   I say, “Yes. Yes, it is. Very much so,” and hurry out the door. I drop by my apartment and change into something more comfortable, then leave for the station where I’m supposed to meet Tatami at half past. On the way, I pop in the neighborhood kombini, the Sebun-Irebun (7-11) next to the fire station, to pick up some snacks and drinks.
 
   At the drinks cooler, a lovely girl stands next to me. She giggles when she sees the contents of my basket—full of snacks and beer. I have a look at the content of hers—a bentô, a bottle of oolong tea, and pantyhose, and have a laugh myself. Oh, how I’d love to blow Tatami off and take this girl back to my place for a proper Show-and-Tell, but, after weeks of being treated like a mangy dog by the girls at work, I haven’t got the confidence to do so. I smile, nod, mouth konnichiwa, and scurry off towards the register, itchy tail between my legs.
 
    
 
   Incidentally, a middle-aged student of mine who works part-time at one of these Sebun-Irebuns while her kids are away at school told me something that was surprising. The clerk punches in a variety of information about each customer before ringing up the sale—male or female, approximate age, and so on. This along with information about what has been bought and other data is immediately beamed to Sebun-Irebun’s headquarters where it is collected and analyzed by computers seeking to further increase the convenience store’s sales and, presumably, put the Lawson convenience store a block away out of business. The information by these mini-surveys is used to maximize the efficiency of the convenience store’s layout and display. Salty snacks are placed near the beer cooler so that the shopper unwittingly picks up a pack of potato chips when all he came in for was a can of beer. To get to the checkout counter, shoppers have to pass by the bentô where they will, more often than not, drop a small packet of prepared food into their basket. Gum and mints and other unnecessary, but inexpensive items compulsively bought are within easy reach before the register, and the cigarette rack tempt you at eye height as you pay for your stuff. No stones are left unturned in order to part the customer from his hard-earned yen. So, in the name of recalcitrant consumerism, I’ve considered trying to gum up the system by making irrelevant purchases, such as buying feminine hygiene products with beef jerky, condoms with Ribon, a manga for young girls, and a toothbrush with wasabi paste.
 
   Once my data has been beamed to 7-11's GHQ, I head to the subway station where Tatami is waiting for me, overdressed as always. Today, she is wearing an odd-looking dirndl reminiscent of a Tyrolean fraulein. It wouldn’t surprise me if she were to jump up, slap the heels of her feet, and yodel.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   After Reina and I split up for the nth and final time, I was at a loss what to do with myself. Not that I was melancholy about the break up, but I wasn’t exactly dancing a jig on the grave of our relationship either.
 
   I was missing out on more than just the kinky sex. For one, I never did get to see any fireflies, or hotaru as they’re called here. It was like trying to pry state secrets from hardened spies to obtain any relevant information about the damned bugs. Oh, I did learn that Auld Lang Syne was known as Hotaru no Hikari, or The Glimmer of Fireflies in Japanese, that Ken Takakura who had starred in my primer on Japan, Black Rain, had also starred in the Kamikaze classic film, Hotaru. I also learned that there was an anti-war animated film by Hayao Miyazaki called Hotaru no Haka (Grave of the Fireflies). But no one could offer me any advice on where to see them, other than to schlepp up some river after sunset. In a city with hundreds of rivers, streams, creeks and brooks, that was no help at all.
 
   No longer spending time with Reina after work or at weekends also brought home once again how utterly alone I was. It wasn’t Reina I missed, or the crazed animal sex we had, for that matter. What I missed hadn’t changed: having someone I cared for in my life, someone to fill the gaping hole Mie had tore open in me.
 
   With nowhere in particular to go and no one in particular to see, I started wandering around town alone, exploring on foot whenever the weather permitted. Since we were apparently having one of the dreariest rainy seasons on record, my excursions were few and far between, but when I did get out, the things I discovered—the architecture, the gardens, the hidden parks, the historical buildings—provided the distraction I was starved for, and encouraged further perambulation.
 
   Many of the more interesting sites in Fukuoka are fortunately within a short walk from my apartment: the castle ruins with its maze of stone ramparts, and Ôhori Park, which has a beautiful Japanese garden. A Noh theatre and art museum are also located in the area, as is Gokoku Jinja and a martial arts center called Budôkan.[bookmark: _ftnref9][9]
 
   Gokoku Jinja, like Tokyo's infamous Yasukuni, is a shrine dedicated to those who died defending Japan. Had I known this little fact before visiting the shrine, I may have been moved in an altogether different way. Instead, I was inspired with a deep sense of awe, the very awe which was sorely absent when my father would drag his unwilling brood at an ungodly hour every Sunday morning and stuff it into the first two pews of our dimly lit, dusty old house of worship where we’d reluctantly take part in that hebdomadal morose pageant, Mass.
 
   No, if the divine and mysterious were to be felt anywhere, it was in shrines such as Gokoku, a serene island of ancient trees, expansive lawns and painstakingly raked gravel. It’s a spiritual oasis in the heart of a frenetically bustling desert of asphalt and condominiums and if you’re not moved to the core when visiting the shrine, then you have no core. With the Catholic church, the nearest I ever got to appreciating the power of the Almighty was at the coffee and donuts bonanza after Mass when dutifully sitting-standing-genuflecting automatons were resurrected with copious amounts of caffeine and sugar.
 
   After a purifying ablution of my hands, I passed between a pair of komainu statues and through a towering wooden torii gate, entering the shrine. At the end of a long the broad path of combed gravel was the shinden, a long, one storey golden structure with a gracefully sloping roof at the edge of a lush and verdant woods. Iron lanterns and straw braiding hung along the eves, and a young woman, her black parasol leaning against the offertory box, bowed her head in prayer. Drawn by both curiosity and a spontaneous reverence, I made my way along the gravel path, ascended the short flight of steps and offered up a pray, myself.
 
   One day my father will ask cynically, “So, now you’re a Shintôist, are ye?”
 
   I'll reply, “When was I never one?”
 
   What did I pray for? Happiness, of course.
 
   With the change in my pocket, I bought an o-mikuji, a small folded strip of white paper with my fortune written in Japanese on one side, and, to my surprise, in English on the other.
 
   “Your flower is heather,” the o-mikuji told me. “It means lonely.”
 
   Wonderful.
 
   “You are introverted and like to be alone,” the prognostication continued.
 
   Not really.
 
   “But man cannot live on without others.”
 
   Hah! No man is an island! Plagiarism!
 
   “Let people into your heart, and you'll be happy.”
 
   Bingo!
 
   Regarding my hopes and ambitions, I was told to “make efforts, and try to be friendly with a lot of people.”
 
   By gum, try I will!
 
   “You studies will be all right, if you keep calm.” I took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly, releasing a small fart, redolent of sour milk.
 
   Any more relaxed and I'd be dead.
 
   I was advised to be cheerful, but to not aim too high when looking for a job. It was also suggested that being quiet on dates wasn’t always the wisest thing to do, and, because I was, again, too introverted I must “behave cheerfully.”
 
   Dutifully noted!
 
   Not particularly impressed with this fortune—it was only shokichi, a four out a scale of about six—I tied it onto a narrow branch of a nearby tree and left the shrine.
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   It was around this time in my life when I was wandering aimlessly around Fukuoka in the constant drizzle that Tatami entered my life. Of the seventy or so people I taught each week, Tatami was the only one near my age. This was an entirely and regrettably different situation to what I’d been used to in godforsaken Kitakyûshû where the vast majority of my students were young women. Granted they had been, for the most part, what the Japanese call potato girls—small town girls with small town ambitions—but I would have gladly settled for those potatoes over the old yams and tatter tots I was currently teaching.
 
   It may have been nothing more than this sustained dearth of nubile women within my proximity, but Tatami charmed my socks off when we first met. So much so that after our first lesson together, I made the mistake of mentioning to that sour puss Yumi what a nice girl I thought Tatami was.
 
   “She's not just some nice girl,” Yumi chastised me. “She's an o-jô-san.[bookmark: _ftnref10][10]”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “She's from one of the richest families in Fukuoka!”
 
   I suppose that was meant to impress me, but I couldn’t give a sour milk fart. So much is made, not only in Japan, of an individual’s status vis-à-vis what their parents or grandparents have achieved as to overlook the fact that the person in question is often a profligate, underachieving arse.
 
   I wasted little time and slipped Tatami a simple note inviting her out for lunch after only her second lesson. It wasn’t that I found the thirty-year-old “girl” particularly attractive—screwing the o-jô-san hadn't even entered my mind—but, for some reason or another I was drawn towards her. Something about her gentle innocence, the delicacy of her mannerisms and words made me want to know her better. The fact that her father was a professor of architecture at Kyûshû University also had nothing to do with it. 
 
   Honest. No really, I mean it. Okay, it did. A little.
 
   Tatami replied by post a few days later, sending me a short letter written on beautiful summer stationery with a gold fish motif. After apologizing effusively for writing, rather than phoning, she confessed that she’d been surprised, but happy with my invitation and was looking forward to having lunch with me the following Tuesday after the lesson.
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   My long walks continued. I’d been coming down with such a severe case of cabin fever that even the heaviest of showers was no longer enough to keep me inside. I’d even traded in my flimsy convenience store umbrella for one from Paul Smith costing ten times as much, just so that I could get out of my apartment and out of my head, as often as possible. Call me Thoreau; Fukuoka, my Walden.
 
   One afternoon, as I was returning from one of my longest walks yet that had my shins and arches aching with a dull, throbbing pain, I dropped in at the Budôkan to see what kind of martial arts were taught there.
 
   At the entrance was a bulletin board with a schedule of classes. On Saturday evenings, big boys in diapers pushed themselves around a clay circle. Sumô wasn’t really my cup of tea, which is just as well; of all my blessings, girth is not one of them. Three evenings a week, the kendô members met to whack each other senseless with bamboo sticks. That wasn’t quite what I was looking for either.
 
   I walked over to a small window, stuck my head in, and said excuse me in Japanese, disturbing three elderly men from their naps.
 
   “You really gave my heart a start,” said one of the men as he approached the window.
 
   “Um, sorry about that.”
 
   “Wow! You're Japanese is excellent.”
 
   “Tondemonai,” I replied reflexively. Nonsense! “My Japanese is awful. I’ve still got a lot to learn.”
 
   “Oi, Satô-sensei. This gaijin here says his Japanese's awful, then goes and uses a word like, ‘Tondemonai!’”
 
   Satô rubs the sleep from his eyes says, “Heh?”
 
   “How can I help you?”
 
   “I'm, um, looking for a kick boxing class. You got any?”
 
   “Kick boxing? No, I'm sorry we don't. We do have karate, though. Tuesday and Thursday evenings. And there's Aikido on Wednesday and Friday evenings.”
 
   “Nothing in the afternoons?”
 
   “No, only in the evenings.”
 
   “Well, what about jûdô?”
 
   The man's eyes lit up. I was in luck, there was a class in session now, he said pointing to a separate building across the driveway.
 
   “That building?” I said. I had my doubts.
 
   “Yes, yes. Just go right over there. Tell them you're an observer.”
 
   I wasn't sure the old man had heard me correctly, but I went to the adjacent building all the same, and removed my shoes at the entrance. As I stepped into the hall, two women in their fifties wearing what looked like long, black pleated skirts and heavy white cotton tops minced past me, their white tabi'ed feet[bookmark: _ftnref11][11] sliding quietly across the black hardwood floor. A similarly dressed raisin of a man, upon seeing me bowed gracefully, then glided off to the right from which the silence was broken with the occasional “shui-pap!”
 
   “Anô,” I called out nervously. “I was told to come here. I'm, um, interested in learning jûdô.”
 
   “Jûdô?” the elderly man asked.
 
   “Yes, jûdô.”
 
   “This isn't jûdô,” he said, eyeing me warily. “It's kyûdô.”
 
   “Kyûdô?” What the hell is kyûdô?
 
   He gestured nobly in the direction the “shui-pap!” sound had emanated from and encouraged me to follow him to a platform of sorts overlooking a lawn at the end of which was a wall with black and white targets.
 
   “Kyûdô,” the man told me again. The Way of the Bow.
 
   He instructed me to watch an old woman who had just entered the platform carrying a bow as long as she was short. She bowed before a small Shintô household altar, called a kamidana, then minced with prescribed steps to her place on the platform. Her posture was unnaturally rigid: her arse jutted out, spine curved back. Her head was held high. With her arms bent slightly at the elbows she raised the bow upward, bringing her arms nearly parallel to the floor. She then adjusted the arrow, stabilizing the shaft with her left hand and fitting the nock onto the string with her right hand. She turned her head ever so slowly, and, fixing her gaze on the target some thirty yards away, raised her arms, bringing the bow to a point above her head.
 
   Inhaling slowly and deeply, she extended her arms elegantly, pulling the bowstring back with her right hand, and pushing the bow forward with her left, such that the shaft of the arrow now rested against her right cheek. The old woman paused momentarily before releasing the arrow. The string snapped against the bow with the “shui-pap” I had heard before, and the arrow was sent flying majestically right on target. It fell ten yards short, landing in the grass with a miserably anticlimactic “puh, sut!”
 
   A small, nervous laugh snuck out before I could stop it. The old man at my side gave me a nasty look then went over to the woman who had just delivered the lawn a fatal shot and praised her effusively. She remained gravely serious, bowed deeply, then bellowed: “Hai, ganbarimasu!”  I'll do my best! All the other geriatrics there suddenly came to life and also shouted: “Hai, ganbarimasu!”
 
   When the old woman had minced away, another man came out onto the platform and went through the very same stringent ritual. He ended up shooting his arrow into the bull’s-eye of the target . . . two lanes away. He, too, was lavished with compliments by the old man, whom I’d only just realized was the sensei, the “Lobin Hood” to these somber “Melly Men and Women”, if you will.
 
   A third man walked onto the platform with the very same gingerly steps and bowed as the others had in front of the kamidana. Standing with a similarly unnatural posture, he went through the movements before releasing his arrow. To my surprise, the arrow actually hit the target. No bull’s-eye, mind you, but close enough for a cigar. And just as I was thinking, “Now here’s someone who finally shows a bit of promise,” the sensei marched over and ripped the man a new arsehole. His form was apparently all-wrong. The poor bastard looked thoroughly dejected as he slinked off the platform.
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   “You know, it’s my patron saint’s feast day today,” I said to Tatami as our bus approached.
 
   “Your patron saint?”
 
   “Yes, Saint Peter. The twenty-ninth is his feast day.”
 
   “Feast day?”
 
   “Yeah, it's a kind of memorial day.”
 
   “For whom?”
 
   “For Saint Peter.”
 
   “Saint Peter? Who’s that?”
 
   “My patron saint.”
 
   “Your patron saint?”
 
   “Ugh, never mind, it’s not that important."”
 
   “Are you religious, Peador?”
 
   “Ha! Does the Pope poop in the woods?”
 
   “I’m sorry? Poop?”
 
   “No, no I’m not. Not at all,” I said. If my strict Catholic upbringing succeeded in anything it was this: it had turned me completely off the faith. To this day, I remain a gleefully recalcitrant, devout apostate. “I just thought you’d find it interesting is all.”
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   “And neither do my parents.”
 
   We had lunch in a small Malaysian restaurant in Nishijin, and, when we were finished dining on beef satay with a deliciously sweet peanut sauce, spicy chicken tomato curry and nasi goreng, Tatami asked me why I had written her the letter.
 
   Letter, what letter, I thought. All I did was slip the girl a simple note inviting her out for lunch. Why had I written? Because I didn’t want to have lunch alone is why.
 
   Before I could answer that I hadn't really put that much thought into it, she began to dribble on melodramatically about how happy the letter had made her. She’d been going through a difficult, sad period in her life, she explained but gave no details. Then, once more she asked me why I had written her.
 
   I still didn’t have much of an answer to give her and was beginning to feel guilty for unwittingly leading her to believe differently. I had met a nice girl I was interested in becoming friends with. I wrote her a simple not telling her so. What was there to explain?
 
   “I don't know, Tatami. I guess I just felt . . .”
 
   “But of all people, you wrote me. Have you written anyone else? No? See! So, why did you write me?”
 
   “I, uh . . . I, just . . .” All I could do was look at my reflection in the tabletop and smile defeatedly.
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   I went back to the Budôkan the following day to begin kyûdô lessons in earnest, not so much out of a burning passion for the martial art itself as a consequence of an adherence to the Taoist doctrine of wu wei—the art of letting be, going with the flow: I'd got this far, and was curious where it might take me. It was a mistake, but I didn't know it at the time.
 
   With Tatami, it wasn’t much different. She phoned one night and launch into a series of apologies for the rudeness of calling.
 
   “This is why people have phones, Tatami.” I’d only had mine installed a few weeks earlier after buying the line from an America who needed cash—quick. He didn't say so, but I got the impression that he’d knocked someone up and had to pay for the abortion.
 
   “Yes, but . . .”
 
   “Tatami, it’s quite all right. I'm just . . .”
 
   “But, surely, you must be busy . . .”
 
   “I’m not busy. And don't call me ‘Shirley’.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Tatami, I am not, I repeat, not busy.”
 
   “You're not studying?”
 
   “Studying? No, no, no. I’m just watching TV . . .”
 
   “Oh, I’m so sorry to disturb you.”
 
   “Tatami, you’re not disturbing anything. It’s just the news and I can barely understand it at that.”
 
   “I can call back later if you like.”
 
   “No, no, no! What is it?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said with a nervous laugh, then started drilling with questions me about work, the situation with my co-workers, and so on. Then, just as I expected, she started in with the letter business again: “Peador?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Why did you write me?”
 
   I banged the receiver against my head. “Why are you making such a big deal out of nothing, Tatami? I liked you, so I wrote you a letter. End of story.”
 
   “Yes, but why do you like me? I think I'm just an ordinary, a very, very, typical Japanese woman. Why do you like me?”
 
   God help me.
 
   The woman was impervious. No matter what I said, no matter how I tried to explain that I'd found her amusing was interested in being friends, it always came back to:
 
   “But, I'm afraid I don't have a confidence to be your ‘special’ friend.”
 
   There was a pause, a silence which conveyed more than all the words she’d uttered in Japanese and English until then. I sighed a long “ahhh” like a tire gradually losing its air when it finally dawned me what she was trying to get at in that irritatingly circumlocutory manner of hers.
 
   Before I could step on the breaks and bring this careening jalopy of ours to a screeching halt and tell her in no uncertain terms that I was not interested in her in that way at all, she began to repeat what she had said at the Malaysian restaurant about how happy my letter had made her.
 
   “I have another ‘special friend’, he is so gentle and kindly. I told you about him. I told you he is a gay . . . When he first told me, I felt so dirty and I cried for many, many months. I didn't want to see him again . . . But gradually, little by little, I came to accept him. I accepted that he is a gay . . .”
 
   “Gay.”
 
   “He is a gay.”
 
   “He’s gay. I’m gay. We’re all gay.”
 
   “Oh no! You’re a gay, too?”
 
   “No! I’m just trying to correct your English, Tatami. It's not ‘a gay’, it’s just ‘gay’.”
 
   “Oh, I see, thank you. I accepted that he is a just gay.”
 
   Somebody stop me before I go and strangle the girl.
 
   “And we have become good friends,” she continued. “You know, after he told me, I was very sad. I thought I could never have a chance to marry. I gave up and decided to open my own, very small, flower arrangement class and not marry . . . But then you wrote me and it made me so happy . . .”
 
   Dear Lord in heaven! No, no, no!
 
   “I would like to be a ‘special friend’ for you but I don't have a confidence.”
 
   “I don't have confidence,” I corrected out of habit again.
 
   “Oh, you, too?”
 
   “No, no, no. ‘Have confidence’. ‘Confidence’ is an uncountable noun so you don’t need the indefinite article ‘a’.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “Just ‘confidence’.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” she said. “I would like to be a ‘special friend’ for you but I don’t have a just confidence.”
 
   Agh!
 
   Tatami went on and the more she spoke, the more I felt I was being drawn into playing the part of a frustrated suitor. No matter how absurdly remote from the truth that was, I couldn’t get a word in edgewise to unravel the myth she had so painstakingly spun like a cocoon around herself.
 
   The truth was far more prosaic than her elaborate, but cozy homespun fiction. All I’d wanted was to meet people and make friends who could distract me from all the punishing gauntlet of anniversaries of my time with Mie lined up. I didn’t want to keep spending my days alone, brooding over past mistakes and contemplating all the “what if’s” that made me clutch like a drowning man at the impossible wish of going back in time and undoing all my mistakes—saying yes when I had said no, turning left where I had turned right, breathing in when I had breathed out.
 
   Yes, I wanted a girlfriend, wanted one so desperately I could barely see straight, but I never even toyed with the idea of Tatami becoming the one. Why did I write her? Because she was . . . available. Close to my age, somewhat fluent in a just English and, being a good girl from a good family, she didn’t have to fiddle with bourgeoisie things like a job, so she had oodles of time on her hands. Love or sexual attraction had nothing to do with it, yet here I was being told like a naughty lap dog to behave.
 
   “Tatami, you . . . don’t . . . quite understand,” I interrupted in vain. No, she was determined to make sure that what might have been should never be allowed to happen. She explained further how her father would never understand; he would rip the plant out by the roots rather than wait for any buds of a romance to appear on its branches.
 
   “So,” Tatami concluded, “I'm afraid I cannot give you my phone number. You mustn’t call me because my parents would never understand.”
 
   I was forced into a corner, and the only way out was to accept that the two of us could never be anything more than casual friends. For Tatami’s benefit, I ended up pretending to search within myself the strength to acquiesce, and then feigned disappointment. It was the least I could do.
 
   When she finally hung up, two goddamn hours later, I realized that I hadn’t managed to communicate a genuine and honest thought to her. So, I tried again. I sat down and wrote in the simplest, unambiguous way that my original desire to ‘just be friends’ had meant precisely that and nothing more, that she had been mistaken in thinking I had been interested in her in any other way.
 
   A day later, she replied in kind with an apologetic letter promising me that she would “try her best” to be a good friend to me. I didn’t know if I should be happy or not.
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   I didn’t want the other members at the Budôkan to think of me as a mikka bôzu, that is a-three day monk, which is what they called quitters here, but of all the martial arts I could have ended up doing, kyûdô must have been the worst. Being pushed around by big boys in diapers in the sumô ring would have been a vastly more entertaining.
 
   My training progressed with unnervingly small baby steps with each visit to the dôjô. During the first several lessons, I was not allowed to even touch a bow. Instead, I was made to practice how to step properly into and then walk within the staging area. Oh yes, and how to bow reverently before the goddamn kamidana.
 
   After weeks of mincing effeminately, I was allowed to move on to the next stage which involved going through the elaborate ritual of holding the bow, threading the nock with the bow string, aiming and releasing the arrow. Problem was, I had neither bow nor arrow and was asked, rather, to rely on my fertile imagination. Several days of this humiliation were followed by at last the opportunity to hold a bow and practice releasing imaginary arrows at an imaginary target. After the hour-long practice, I would have tea with my imaginary friends.
 
    
 
   In the meantime, Tatami still had reservations about dating me, so we ended up using our mutual studies as a ruse to meet regularly. Not at my place, of course—that was unthinkable—but, at coffee shops or in the Mister Donut near the park. Though I couldn’t have been happier with this arrangement—I needed more friends like her who’d patiently listen to me as I butchered the Japanese language—Tatami continued to fret about her inability to be there the way she had convinced herself I wanted her to be and worried that she was wasting my time.
 
   I couldn’t understand what Tatami was carrying on about half the time. And, to be honest, I didn’t really care. I just figured she would eventually come to her senses and accept our relationship free of any troubling nuances. In the meantime, I fell into an odd habit of encouraging and assuring Tatami that I appreciated her friendship, however constrained, exactly as it was. And each time when the poor girl faltered, I would raise her up, by reminding her, “I need your friendship, your companionship, and your help.” But you know, the funny thing is the more I told her this, the more I started believing it myself.
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   One rainy afternoon we went to a wonderful coffee shop near the park. Like many of the better restaurants and bars in the city, you could easy miss this coffee shop if you weren’t led by the hand and pushed through the door.
 
   I fell in love with the place as soon as I entered. There was a long counter covered with black straw mats, running the length of the narrow coffee shop. The interior walls were made of dark mud with specks of straw and the wall behind the counter was made with Japanese roof tiles with water trickling down through them.
 
   “I love this place,” I enthused as I looked over the hand-written menu. “Not crazy about the prices, though. Ouch!”
 
   “Do you have coffee shops like this in America?”
 
   “Ha ha . . . No.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No. For one, I don’t think you’d find many Americans who’re as fussy about details as you Japanese are, or Americans capable of appreciating the attention paid such details. And, two, there’d be a riot when they saw how much the coffee cost.”
 
   “Oh, is this expensive?”
 
   “My dear Tatami, eight bucks a cup ain’t what you’d call cheap.”
 
   Speaking of “three-day monks”, Tatami had worked a sum total of two days her entire life. She had entered a major Japanese company upon graduating from college but was so disgusted with the men in her office that she quit. There was no way she could possibly relate about money. I ordered a caffé con frecce, a kind of Vienna coffee made with brandy. It was excellent, and, well, at twelve bucks a pop, it damn well better have been.
 
   Though we usually spent our afternoons together chatting, we actually did get down to studying from time to time. On this particular day, Tatami had brought a pile of assignments from the translation school she was also attending every week, and I’d taken my kanji drill book and several grammar worksheets along that I needed to prepare before my next lesson at the YWCA.
 
   As I scribbled down kanji in the drill book, Tatami worked on her homework, occasionally interrupting me to ask what this word or that word meant or whether her choice of words was correct, and so on.
 
   When she wanted to know what “hard-of-hearing” meant, I asked her whether her grandparents were still alive. They weren’t, she answered, and reached for her Genius English-Japanese dictionary. It was the size of a honey-roasted ham. I, too, had brought my set of Takahashi Pocket dictionaries. A bit of a misnomer as so many things are in Japan, the set was so large that the only pockets they could have possibly fit in were those of the pants of a rodeo clown.
 
   Did she have any elderly aunts and uncles? Yes, but she’d go on to tell me that they all could hear fine. Then, I asked if she knew what ‘deaf’ meant. She did. “Right, ‘hard-of-hearing’ is when you’re not quite deaf, but you’re getting there.” She said she thought she understood, but continued looking up the entry in her honey-roasted ham all the same.
 
   “Atta. atta! Hard-of-hearing is mimi ga tôi in Japanese.”
 
   “I think I’ve heard that before. ‘With distant ears’.”
 
   “Can you also say ‘hard-of-seeing’?”
 
   “Nah, I don't think you’ll find are any other ‘hard-of-somethings’ in your dictionary.”
 
   “Hmm,” she said looking at the entries in her dictionary. “A hard nut to crack; hard-of-hearing; hard-on . . . Oh dear!”
 
   When I noticed how red Tatami’s face had become, I almost lost it, but then it dawned on me that this may have been the closest the o-jô-san had ever gotten to an actual erection. Had I laughed, she would have scurried out of the coffee shop tormented with shame.
 
   The dictionary, I discovered that afternoon, was a minefield of sorts that needed to be trod with care. If you ran in carelessly after a “hung jury” as Tatami also did that afternoon, you’d step on the explosively lascivious phrase “hung like a horse”. “Cunning” is never far from “cunnilingus”, a “fellow” always chases after “fellatio”, and “fuchsia” is colored by the word “fuck”.
 
   When it was getting time for me to return to work, I settled the bill, which left me about fifty dollars poorer.
 
   “Sheesh! Remind me the next time to only have one cup of coffee.”
 
   “I’m awfully sorry about that.”
 
   “Ah, don’t be. It’s a great place, Tatami. I’m really glad we came. Thanks.”
 
   “Here,” she said holding some bills out. “Please. I insist.”
 
   “It’s okay, Tatami. It’s my treat.”
 
   “But, I insist.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   “But I feel bad.”
 
   “Tell you what, Tatami, you get the bill the next time we meet.”
 
   “Okay. But promise you’ll let me pay.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “No. Promise like this,” she said, holding out her pinky and hooking it around mine. “Yakusoku?”
 
   “Hai, yakusoku shimasu,” I promised.
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   When Tatami called a few days later, I suggested having dinner the following Wednesday.
 
   “Wednesday?”
 
   “Yes, Wednesday evening,” I said looking at the sumô calendar a student had given me. It featured the Hawaiian yokozuna[bookmark: _ftnref12][12] Akebono striking a menacing pose. “Wednesday. Wednesday, the seventh.”
 
   “The seventh?”
 
   “Yes, the seventh of July.”
 
   “But, I don't think it's . . .”
 
   “If it’s the time you're worried about, I’ll finish earlier than usual next Wednesday, so it’s not . . .”
 
   “No, no, it’s not that. It’s just that . . . I think that . . . maybe it’s not such a good idea to meet in the evening. Especially, on the seventh.”
 
   What was the deal with the seventh, I wondered. I knew I’d have to ask half a dozen people before I could get something resembling a straight answer, so I didn’t press the issue with Tatami.
 
   “But . . . I can meet you in the afternoon,” she added brightly.
 
   “The afternoon, huh? Yeah, that's fine, but I won't have as much time as I usually do. See, the schedule's a bit different next week.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. That was very inconsiderate of me . . . I didn’t know you were busy.”
 
   “Tatami! Give it a rest, will you! I am not busy, but I'll only have about two hours off.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what! I'll prepare bentô for us.”
 
    
 
   So, we meet at half past noon at the station, and, like I’ve said, she’s wearing an odd Alpine dirndl dress of sorts.
 
   “Guten Tag, Fräulein,” I say.
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Wie geht’s?”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “Roll out the barrels, we'll have a barrel of fun?”
 
   “Peador, are you feeling unwell?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry, I’m just teasing you.”
 
   “Moh! You’re always teasing poor Tatami.”
 
   “I can't help it. You bring out the worst in me.”
 
   Tatami leads me out of the station, saying there’s something she wants me to see.
 
   “We’ve got lucky with the weather,” I say once we are outside. Not the sunniest of days, but at least it isn’t raining.
 
   “If we're lucky we’ll be able to see the stars tonight.”
 
   “Stars?”
 
   “Orihime and Hikoboshi.”
 
   “Ah, right, those stars.” I have no idea what she's talking about.
 
   Tatami opens her parasol and we begin walking along Meiji Boulevard toward Ôtemon where the main gate of the former castle stands across the moat at the end of a tree-lined causeway. The moat itself is teeming with lotus plants, huge, floppy leaves the size of sombreros sticking a good five feet above the surface of the moss covered water. Here and there, white lotus flowers as large as cabbages tower on long narrow stalks above the leaves. Dragonflies rest on the flowers.
 
   We sit down on a bench near the causeway overlooking a small pond bordered on the far side by the Ôtemon Gate, one of the four remaining structures of the ancient castle. Half of the pond is covered with low-lying lily pads and a different kind of lotus flower, deep yellow in color and floating on the water. A family of ducks waddles across a grassy bank towards us when Tatami removes the bentô from her basket. She's wrapped the urushi lunch boxes in a furoshiki cloth which has a simple design of purple morning glories.
 
   “What did you bring?” she asks me.
 
   “Oh, just some drinks and snacks,” I reply, taking the contents of my 7-11 bag and placing them onto the furoshiki. “I didn't know what you liked, so I just bought a little bit of everything.”
 
   Between us on the furoshiki are cans of Asahi beer and bottles of Pocari Sweat, oolong tea and Calpis. There's a Woody candy bar, sugarless Titles breath mints, Baked Chunk cheesy puffs, Men's Pocky and . . .[bookmark: _ftnref13][13] 
 
   “Pecker!” Tatami says.
 
   “You like Pecker?”
 
   “I love Pecker!”
 
   “I bet you do.”
 
   She makes a go at it, but I grab my Pecker first.
 
   “Tsk, tsk, Tatami. This is my Pecker, and you can't have it.”
 
   “But, I want your Pecker! I want your Pecker! I want your Pecker!”
 
   “Tatami!”
 
   “Give me your Pecker, Peador!”
 
   So I give it to her. When a woman begs for your Pecker as shamelessly as Tatami does, what’re you gonna to do? You gotta give it to her.
 
   “Are you happy now?”
 
   She nods happily as she opens the box and starts nibbling like a rabbit on the pretzel sticks.
 
   Tatami, exceeding my expectations, has prepared a small, delicate feast packed so neatly into the urushi bentô boxes that it almost a shame to disturb it.
 
   She has prepared onigiri rice balls, some wrapped in nori others sprinkled with black sesame, another with a big pink kishû umeboshi pickled plum in the middle. She has packed the bentô with fried chicken, sausages, edamamé, cubes of tôfu and stewed pumpkin. There are also slices of peach and melon and a small basket of cherries.
 
   “Boy, Tatami, you’ve really gone all out. Thanks!” I say. She lowers her head and smiles.
 
   After an hour of gorging myself, the bentô boxes are empty shells, most of the snacks, too, are gone.
 
   “You want some ‘Baked Chunk’?” I ask Tatami.
 
   “No thank you.”
 
   “I don't blame you, Tatami. I don't know what I was thinking when I bought it.”
 
   “You want some mugi cha?” she says, taking a small thermos of barley tea from her bag.
 
   “Already had some,” I answer showing her the crushed cans of Asahi beer, making her laugh.
 
   “You'll take the Japanese proficiency exam, won't you?” she asks.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t expect to do well. I’ve still got so much to learn.”
 
   “I think you already study very much now. I respect you for that. Shizuko-san says we should all study English as hard as you study Japanese.”
 
   Shizuko is one of the other students in Tatami’s class.
 
   “Yeah, well, that’s very nice of Shizuko-san to say, but, really, she hasn’t got the slightest idea what my study habits are like . . .” Not that it really matters. Compliments in Japan are like verbal abuse in the US. Everyone says them; few really mean it when they do.
 
   “You had better not forget to apply for the test,” Tatami says seriously.
 
   “Oh, do I have to so soon?”
 
   “By the end of September.”
 
   “The end of September?”
 
   “Yes, September.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this now? In July? There’s oodles of time.”
 
   “Noodles?”
 
   “Not ‘noodles’, Tatami, ‘oodles’. It means ‘plenty’.”
 
   “Yes, but you had better not forget.”
 
   “You know, I have a funny feeling that you’ll be reminding me again,” I say. “So, when’s the test?”
 
   “I'm not sure, but I can call Kinokuniya and ask. They will know.”
 
   “No, no, no. That’s quite unnecessary. I just wanted to know if had you got a rough idea when it was held?”
 
   “I think, but . . . now, I cannot be too sure . . . um, I think, maybe, it will be held at the beginning of December.”
 
   “And that’s a Saturday? Or a Sunday?”
 
   “Sunday,” she answered. “The exam is always held on a Sunday.”
 
   “Sunday. Early December. Perfect.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Oh, nothing, really.” I say. “I'm just thinking of going to Thailand in December.”
 
   “You're going to Thailand?”
 
   “No, Tatami, I said I was thinking of going. I haven’t made any plans yet”
 
   “When did you decide this?”
 
   Ugh! I tell her I haven’t decided.
 
   “But you said you were going to . . .”
 
   “No, Tatami. I said, ‘I was thinking of going.’”
 
   “So, when did you start thinking of going?” she says, suppressing a giggle with her right hand.
 
   “You like irritating me, don't you?”
 
   Nodding, she says, “You deserve it for teasing me all the time.”
 
   “So, I do. So, I do. Last year,” I admit. “Last year, some friends of mine . . .”
 
   “Oh? What friends?”
 
   “It's not important. They went but I was too busy looking for a job, so I couldn’t join them. If I’d had the money, I would have gone during Golden Week.”
 
   “I didn't know you went during Golden Week.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “I didn’t know you went during Golden Week.”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “But you just said you did.”
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Yes, you did.”
 
   “Did not.”
 
   “Did to.”
 
   “Tatami! I said ‘If I'd had . . .’”
 
   “I see. I see.”
 
   “Do you really?” I eye her doubtfully. “Anyways, I've wanted to go for a long time, so I’m thinking of going this December.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “During the winter break.”
 
   “After the test?”
 
   “I suppose so, yes. During winter vacation.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “Two weeks.”
 
   “Two weeks?”
 
   “Yes, only two weeks.”
 
   “Only? I think two weeks is quite long.” This is coming, mind you, from a girl who hasn't worked more than two days her entire life.
 
   “No, Tatami, two weeks is not long, but it's long enough.”
 
   “Who are you going with?”
 
   “I don't know. Maybe a . . .”
 
   Before the word “friend” has time to settle, I know what her next question will be. Every time I introduce a new character into our silly little conversations, Tatami subjects me to a string of intrusive questions. For all her gentle sweetness, she would make a hell of an interrogator, breaking the will of even the most determinedly reticent suspect by virtue of her annoying persistence. A girl?
 
   “A girl?” she asks.
 
   “No,” I correct. “A man.”
 
   “What's his name?”
 
   “Does it really matter?”
 
   “Um, no I suppose it doesn't, but I want to know.”
 
   “Alex. His name’s Alex.”
 
   “Alex?”
 
   “Yes, Alex.”
 
   “And is he an English teacher?”
 
   “No, he isn't.”
 
   “Oh? What does Alex-san do?”
 
   “He's a student.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Hell if I know.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I don't know! I want my lawyer!
 
   “And Alex-san lives in Hakata? So, you met him here?”
 
   “No. Tokyo.”
 
   “You met him in Tokyo?”
 
   “No, he lives in Tokyo,” I say.
 
   “And you met him in Tokyo, right?”
 
   “No, I've never been to Tokyo. I met him here. He used to live . . . "
 
   “And you became a good friend when he lived here.”
 
   I place my finger on her lips to shut her up. “Tatami, let me finish. Alex used to live here in Hakata . . . a while ago. Don't ask, I don't know. And now, he sometimes comes to Fukuoka to visit friends. I only met him for the first time at a party about two months ago.”
 
   “What party?”
 
   I raise my fist at her and threaten to pop her in the nose. She apologizes demurely, bowing her head slightly, the palms of her hands resting on her lap.
 
   “I met him at a wedding.”
 
   “Who's wedding?”
 
   “Oh, for the love of God, Tatami! Is it important?”
 
   “Well . . .”
 
   “No! It's not important.”
 
   “Yes, but I want to know his name.”
 
   “Dave! His name is Dave! Happy now?”
 
   “Debu?”
 
   “Not Debu. Dave.” Debu means fatso.
 
   “Ha ha ha. And Debu-san is a good friend.”
 
   “Well, er, not really.” I hardly knew the guy and was surprised to be invited to his wedding. It was only after I accepted the invitation that I began to suspect the only reason I’d been invited was so that Mr. Fatso could have one more sucker to collect a gift of cash from.
 
   “So you and Debu-san will go to Thailand together.”
 
   “Alex.”
 
   “Alex, too? Will his wife come?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Alex-san is married. Is his wife . . .”
 
   “No, Alex’s single. Happily so.”
 
   “You just said Alex got married recently.”
 
   “I did not.”
 
   “You did, too.”
 
   “Did not.”
 
   “You said . . .”
 
   “Tatami, I’m sorry to say this, but you’re not a very good listener.”
 
   “And I think your Japanese is not very good.”
 
   Tatami finds this immensely amusing and sits next to me tittering for a full two minutes during which time I untie my right shoe, remove the lace, and begin to strangle her.
 
   “Let’s try this again,” I say and retell the whole non-story without pausing to listen to or answer any of her silly questions, which bubble up like carbon dioxide in a glass of soda with each sentence I complete.
 
   “I see,” she says when I have finished.
 
   As we are cleaning up, collecting the garbage and stuffing it in a plastic bag and wrapping the empty bentô box back up in the furoshiki, it starts to rain. Heavy raindrops fall with a thud onto the damp soil and splatter against the lily pads. Before long, it’s pouring and Tatami and I have to scramble up onto the causeway and duck under the long drooping branches of a willow tree to keep from getting drenched. I open her parasol and we huddle under it, her hand on my arm, her cheek resting lightly against my shoulder.
 
   Were it anyone but her, I’d be thanking my lucky stars, but with Tatami, I just feel uncomfortable. I suggest making a dash for the Ôtemon Gate at the end of the causeway and waiting out the rain there, but Tatami embraces me and says, “I like it her. I wish we could stay here all day.”
 
   Good God, what have I done?
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   SHINOBU
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   “You look thin,” Shinobu says when I walk into the hotel lobby. “Have you lost weight?”
 
   “A bit yes. It’s this heat.”
 
   I sit down in the beige leather Egg Chair next to hers, and settle into a comfortable slouch.
 
   “Nice chairs, aren’t they?” I say. “They’re an Arne Jacobsen originals,”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Arne Jacobsen.”
 
   “Aru . . .?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “Peador, you really have lost weight,” she says taking a better look at me. “Is everything all right? Are you eating?”
 
   I shrug. Who could eat with this humidity? I haven't had an appetite in weeks and when I do manage to eat, it just goes right through me as if I'd been slipped an Ex-lax Mickey Finn.
 
   “You really should eat,” she insists. “Ah, so, so, so! Doyô no Ushi is coming up next week.”
 
   “Doyô no what?”
 
   “Doyô no Ushi. It's a special day for eating unagi.”
 
   “Eeuw, eels? Thanks for the warning, Shinobu. I'll be sure not to accept any invitations to dinner that day.”
 
   “Peador, it’s wonderful. You really must try it.”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, it was good . . .”
 
   “See?”
 
   “But!”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “That was before I actually saw what an eel looked like.”
 
    
 
   On that very first night out with Mie exactly a year, two months and two weeks ago today, which ended with us drunk and half naked rolling around in each others’ arms on the floor of her bedroom, I was taken to a hostess bar in Nakasu, Japan’s version of Sodom and Gomorrah. In addition to the usual yatai lined up along the Naka River where drunk salarymen stuffed their faces with ramen and yakitori, there were several stalls with games. They would become a familiar sight at the festivals I’d go to over the coming year.
 
   Mie took me by the hand to a shallow tub of water filled with aimlessly swimming goldfish and suggested I give it a shot. The old, weather-beaten woman running the stand took Mie’s money and handed me a small paper paddle.
 
   “Koh, koh,” the old woman said, flashing me a toothless smile.
 
   “Like this? Koh?” I said, dipping the paddle into the water. It immediately disintegrated like toilet paper. I turned to Mie and said, “Is this supposed to be fun?”
 
   She just laughed and passed the old woman some more money.
 
   The woman, making a gentle scooping motion just above the water’s surface with her hand, told me to keep the paddle at an acute angle and dip it in as a goldfish swam by. Trying this new approach, I managed to catch two fish, causing Mie, the old woman, and several others watching me to explode with applause and laughter.
 
   The woman put the two fish into a plastic bag with water and gave them to me. Although one died within a few days—no doubt from the trauma of being repeatedly paddled senseless by drunks like myself—the other, whom Mie named “Guppy-chan”, would still swimming blissfully around and around a small fishbowl when I was dumped five months later.
 
   As we were walking away, I noticed another stand with deeper tubs of water. Curiosity compelled me to take a closer look. I wish it hadn't, for slithering in the murky oily water was a tangle of black eels. A twig for a skinny old man who ran the stand held out a short fishing pole. A slimy hook hung at the end of a string. “Piece a cake,” he said as if it was the difficulty of the task that was holding me back rather than the disgust. And though I needed no convincing, he gave me a demonstration, dipping the hook into the dirty water and pulling an eel out by its gill. Any desire I may have still harbored to ever try the delicacy again was arrested by the sight of that long black cock dangling before me.
 
    
 
   “I really do think I'll pass, Shinobu.”
 
   “Well, you really should try to eat something, otherwise you'll get natsubate.”
 
   “Well, I’m afraid, it’s a little too late for that,” I reply. The summer has already taken its toll, my appetite being the first casualty. And now, just getting up and walking to the toilet in the morning taxes the little energy I have after nights of sweaty, fitful sleep.
 
   She insists that I eat, so we leave the air-conditioned comfort of the hotel lobby and go back outside where it’s so muggy you practically have to wade through the humidity. She takes me to a famiri resutoran, or a “family restaurant”, that is just across the street.
 
   Without looking at the menu, Shinobu tells a darling of a waitress that she’ll have the “lady’s setto”. And though I really can’t be bothered to eat, I go ahead and order the Caesar sarada and minestrone suppu.
 
   “Is that all you’re going to eat?” she asks.
 
   I shrug. Considering I would have been satisfied with a lovely pint of ice cold beer, I thought ordering soup and salad would be welcomed as a generous concession. Alone as I am in this country, Shinobu’s really all I’ve got at the moment: she’s my best friend, my confidante, my big sister . . .
 
   “No meat?”
 
   . . . and my surrogate Jewish mother.
 
   “There should be some bacon in the salad, Mama.”
 
   Our table is near the window offering us a view of the tree-lined boulevard outside, along which a seamless parade of beautiful young women tortures me. I ought to be encouraged by the prospect of so many pretty girls, but I know I would still be paralyzed, prevented from reaching out to them, even without a windowpane separating us.
 
   How in the world did I ever get to be so frustratingly timid towards the so-called weaker sex?
 
   Selective recollection easily convinces us that we were once more charming, athletic, intelligent and capable than we truly were. But, I can’t remember a time when it was ever more difficult for me to meet women, to go up and ask someone I was interested in out on a date. It was never a problem for me to close the deal. Even back in the eighties when everyone was scared celibate because of AIDS, my batting average was still fairly high. Since Mie dumped me, however, I’ve been relegated to the bench in the equivalent of dating’s farm league. When another heartbreaker passes by the window, all I can do is sigh dejectedly.
 
   “Have you met anyone . . . special?” Shinobu asks.
 
   “Special? Not really . . . No. No, I haven’t.”
 
   “What about that co-worker of yours? Are you still seeing her?”
 
   “Already old history, I’m afraid. She doesn’t talk to me anymore.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” she says. “Anyone you’re interested in, then?”
 
   As if on cue, our waitress brings my minestrone soup. “Well, since you ask, I wouldn’t mind taking sweetheart here home in a doggy bag.”
 
   “You’re terrible.”
 
   “No. I’m honest.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “What’s the deal with the Seventh of July?”
 
   “It’s Tanabata,” she answers. “The Star Festival.”
 
   “Let’s pretend for a moment, shall we, that I’m not some stupid gaijin fresh off the boat. I know it’s Tanabata. What I want to know is, does the day have anything to do with dating? I mean, is it unlucky or something?”
 
   “No, no. Quite the opposite,” she says, then indulges my curiosity by telling me the legend of Orihime and Hikoboshi.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   According to legend, the sky god Tenkô was concerned that his daughter Orihime was wasting her youth away. The poor girl did nothing but weave cloth day in, day out and it was high time the girl got out and had some fun. Tenkô knew of a humorless lad across the Amanogawa (lit. “Heaven’s River”, Milky Way), a workaholic cowherd by trade named Hikoboshi who was also in dire need of a life, and set the two of them up.
 
   Orihime and Hikoboshi were a match made in heaven, literally. The two fell so madly in love with one another that before long they were unbearable to be around: Orihime with her incessant “Hikoboshi this, and Hikoboshi that” and Hikoboshi strutting around as if he suddenly were god’s gift to women. It was enough to make the heavenly bodies want to barf. To make matters worse, the star-crossed lovers began neglecting their chores: Orihime couldn’t be bothered to weave anymore; Hikoboshi, let the cows roam free.
 
   With the cattle succumbing to disease, and the gods’ kimono getting shabbier and shabbier, Tenkô had had enough. In a fit of rage, he forbade his daughter from ever seeing Hikoboshi again and banished the good-for-nothing cowherd back across the Amanogawa.
 
   Tenkô thought that would put and end to things, but his daughter, Orihime, was inconsolable now that Hikoboshi was out of her life. The girl wouldn’t speak to her father, wouldn’t eat, and she definitely wouldn’t weave even though the gods’ clothes were worn to rags by now. Tenkô’s own kimono was in such sad shape, you could see his Almighty arse through a rip in the backside.
 
   Tenkô tried reasoning with his daughter, but to no avail. He pleaded and begged. When that didn’t work, either, he had little choice but to admit defeat. He gave into his daughter’s desire to see the cowherd. There was, however, one condition: he would only permit Orihime to meet Hikoboshi every year on the seventh of July if the star-crossed lovers were attentive to their duties.
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   “So what does that have to do with anything?” I ask.
 
   “Some people find it romantic.”
 
   “Romantic? What’s romantic about having only one day off from work a year?”
 
   “It’s romantic because the two lovers are able to meet.”
 
   I can’t quite appreciate the romanticism in the legend. If anything, I find the whole story dubious and wouldn’t be surprised if Hikoboshi took to schtupping the occasional heifer.
 
   “The reason I ask is that I thought Tanabata was just about writing your wish down on colored paper and hanging it on a bamboo branch.”
 
   “Well, yes, that is part of the tradition, but it’s also a popular evening for dates.”
 
   “I suspected as much.”
 
   “Oh? Did something happen?”
 
   “There's this girl. Girl? What am I saying, she's thirty . . .”
 
   “So there is someone.”
 
   “No, no, no, no, no. Shinobu, it’s not like that at all. Tatami, she’s just . . .”
 
   “Tatami? Odd name.”
 
   “An appropriately odd name for an odd girl.”
 
   The waitress comes with Shinobu's “lady's setto” and my Caesar sarada. The girl serving us is a real doll. She asks if we need anything else and I’m thinking yes, your name and number and that charming smile of yours in my life.
 
   “So?” Shinobu presses me.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Tatami?”
 
   “Ah, right! Boy, where to begin? All I wanted was to be friends with the girl.” I say as I attempt to relate to Shinobu the exacerbating tale of a relationship sown in the fertile soil of misunderstanding.
 
   “It’s not always easy for men and women to be friends,” Shinobu cautions. “It’s especially difficult for someone like your Tatami. I mean, if she’s from as good a family as you say, it’s impossible. People would think . . .”
 
   “Shinobu, I don’t care what people think.”
 
   “I know you don’t, but Japanese do. Anyone who sees the two of you together will naturally assume you’re a couple. And, anyone who knows anything about her family is going to conclude that you intend to marry her.”
 
   “Perish the thought,” I say, but what Shinobu is telling me makes sense. It explains why Tatami always frets and worries.
 
   “Tell me. You honestly aren’t attracted to her?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No. I mean, it’s not as if she's a dog.”
 
   “A dog?”
 
   “Ugly.”
 
   “Heh? But, dogs are so cute.”
 
   “Whatever. Like I said, it’s not as if Tatami’s hideous or anything. I mean, she can be quite charming. Cute in her own way. And funny. But, she’s not quite my cup of tea and, well, it never even occurred to me to . . .”
 
   “Never?”
 
   “C'mon, Shinobu. I think you know me better than that.”
 
   “I suppose I do. So, what gave her the impression that . . .”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   “You wrote her a letter, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And, nothing.”
 
   “What did you write?”
 
   “Beats me. It was well over a month ago. But, you can be damned sure I didn’t tell her I loved her.”
 
   “Did you tell her you liked her?”
 
   “In the letter?”
 
   “Yes, in the letter.”
 
   “I don't know. Maybe.”
 
   “Maybe?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe, indirectly. But, so what?”
 
   “Well, there you go, Peador.”
 
   “There I go what? I like this Caesar salad, but good as it is, I’m not gonna exchange wedding vows with it.”
 
   “Peador. You write a letter to a girl you’ve only just met. You tell her you like her. What do you expect?”
 
   “That this isn’t junior high school. That I can tell a woman I find her interesting and want to become friends and it not being big deal is what.”
 
   “Have you considered that Tatami may never have had a boyfriend?”
 
   “She’s thirty years old, for chrissakes.”
 
   “She’s an o-jô-san, Peador. For all you know, she might still be . . .” She looks around the restaurant to check if anyone is listening, then whispers: “She might still be a virgin.”
 
   “A virgin?!?!”
 
   Now, everyone definitely is listening.
 
   “Yes, a virgin, Peador,” Shinobu says in a hushed voice.
 
   I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I’m utterly speechless. I open my bag, pull my day planner out and check the year embossed on the cover. Just as I suspected, 1993. I spin my day planner around to show Shinobu.
 
   “It could be 2013, Peador, but a family like hers would still be old fashioned.”
 
   “Good God, where’s the fun in that? You know, when I heard her father was a university professor, I just assumed he’d be this laid-back hippy. A jungle of Maui-wowie growing in the garden.”
 
   “Which university?”
 
   “Kyûdai.”
 
   “That explains it then.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
   “Well, first of all, Kyûshû-danji . . .”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “A man from Kyûshû.”
 
   “Ooh, new word! Let me write that down. Kyûshû dango?”
 
   “No! Not dango . . .!”
 
   “I know, I know. I'm joking.” Dango means “dumpling”. “Kyûshû-danji.”
 
   “Kyûshû-danji are notoriously conservative. But, rich and a Kyûdai professor, to boot?”
 
   “To boot? You picked that up in England, didn't you?” She flashes me a self-satisfied smile. “Well, I guess that makes sense in a nonsensical sort of way. I’m telling you, this Tatami’s a real piece of work. I mean, she just flipped out when I told her I wanted to meet her father.”
 
   “You what?”
 
   “I told Tatami I wanted to meet her father.”
 
   “Baka! You know, you’re an intelligent man, Peador, but sometimes, sometimes you can be really, really stupid.”
 
   “W-w-what?”
 
   “One, you don’t tell a girl you’re dating . . .”
 
   “We aren’t dating.”
 
   “Whatever. You don’t tell a girl that you want to meet her father. That, that’s practically the same thing as proposing to her. Bakamé!”
 
   Good Lord.
 
   “Why, Peador? Why on earth would you ever tell her that?”
 
   I’ve always harbored the suspicion that coming to Japan was a mistake. But, desperation rising from a dearth of viable options, coupled with morbid curiosity, silenced the doubts long enough for me to jump on board without considering where the train would take me. And, once in Japan, despite the frustrations and the alarming conviction that my life was now way off track, inertia alone kept me barreling ahead on a collision course with Mie who would eventually derail me. Why did I tell Tatami I wanted to meet her father? “He's a professor of architecture is why.”
 
   “Oh,” she says, confronting the method to my madness. “You haven’t given up, have you?”
 
   “Of course not. Why the fuck would I?”
 
   “It’s just that . . .”
 
   “It’s just what?”
 
   “You’re such a good teacher. Everyone says . . .”
 
   “Ah, Jesus Christ, Shinobu! You can’t imagine what an insult it is for me to hear that.”
 
   “Gomen. Hontôni gomen.”
 
   “Oh, don’t apologize. Maybe, you’re right. Maybe I am a good teacher, but . . . but, God, every time someone tells me that, I can’t help but feel like a complete loser.”
 
   “I haven’t heard you talk about it, so I just assumed you’d . . .”
 
   “I’ve been a bit preoccupied.”
 
   “Only a bit?”
 
   “Obsessed, I know. And, I’m sorry. Gomen ne.” No one understands this better than dear old Shinobu; it’s on her damp shoulder that I often cried, so to speak.
 
   Thanks to Mie dumping me, I was a basket case the first half of the year this year. It wasn’t until my birthday last month that it finally dawned on me how much time had been wasted. You can’t go back and recoup a loss of time like you can with, say, money. You can’t retrace your steps like you do to recover a misplaced wallet, can’t go to the neighborhood kôban, fill out a police form and hope some Good Samaritan will find it for you. No, time moves with relentless abandon forward, each day giving up the ghost at midnight, never to be resurrected again. What is lost can never be recovered. All that remains of those twenty-four hours is a haunting memory that, if lucky, will terrify you into trying to make the most of the days yet to come.
 
   When I found out that Tatami’s father was a professor of architecture at supposedly the best university in the region, naturally I was keen to meet the man. Here’s a chance to get back on track, I thought, a chance to get into some kind of research program at the university, to study more about architecture, hell, maybe even intern with a firm, get my hands dirty working part-time as a carpenter, anything to make my stint in Japan meaningful. It hadn’t occurred to me that Tatami would end up misinterpreting everything I would do or say in the context of love.
 
   “I’ve really stepped in it this time,” I tell Shinobu.
 
   “It sounds that way.”
 
   “It gets worse,” I say. “As much as I would still like to meet her father, I’ve tried to put some distance between us lately.”
 
   “That’s smart.”
 
   “You’d think so, wouldn’t you, but now I can’t get rid of her. Tatami’s constantly slipping these dainty letters and rice balls in my mailbox, and I swear everywhere I go, she just magically appears.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “I’m not kidding, Shinobu. I go jogging around Ôhori Park and there she is sitting on a bench with her parasol, smiling and waving at me each time I pass. I go to the beach to play volleyball with some guys and as I’m about to serve there she is again strolling on the boardwalk with that damned parasol and a dress right out of the Victorian era.”
 
   “Peador, I, um, I hope you don't mind my suggesting this, but why don’t you just go back to America?”
 
   “I’d love to, but . . .”
 
    
 
   But what is there to go back to? My predicament is, as vexingly clear as always, money. Money, that is, the persistent and pernicious lack thereof which very nearly kept me from graduating university. Were it not for the generosity of my university extending me loans in the form of IOUs, I would never have completed my final year. Unfortunately, these very same IOUs have become a ransom of sorts, keeping my transcripts hostage, bound and gagged, in the registrar’s office, and preventing my application to graduate school.
 
   Credit must also be given to George H.W. Bush. Though he put in a stellar performance bombing the bejeezus out of uppity Darkies, his song and dance routine about the economy getting better was less convincing. “Staying the course” with the Voodoo Economics meant there weren’t many entry-level jobs available for new graduates when I finished school.
 
   None of my friends, including the more talented, well educated of the bunch, had anything resembling careers. We were called Generation X'ers or slackers as if the employment disappearing act had been our own fault. But let me tell you, during the recession, dare I call it a depression, my BS in Architecture was what Vonnegut might call “ornamental” in a country that had stopped building.
 
   My parents with their “just go down the street and apply for a job at McDonald’s” attitude were no help, either. If anything, they fueled my desperation. They were mad to think I would ever be able to pay off all that debt by standing behind a counter and saying, "Would you like fries with that, sir?"
 
   So, it was in search of much greener pastures that I packed my bags and came to this country. It was boom time in the Land of the Rising Sun, and the Japanese were buying up America as quickly as the U.S. could pawn itself.
 
   I had a simple plan with modest goals: stay for a year or two, pay off the university debt, do some research on Japanese architecture, master the language, and, what the hell, fool around with the geishas. Then, with my pockets full of yen, I would head back to the States, go to graduate school and have an illustrious and well-compensated future. Sixteen months later, where am I? Broken hearted, speaking broken Japanese, and as broke as fucking ever.
 
    
 
   “I’d love to go back, Shinobu, but even with this new guy, Clinton, I don't know. The economy’s still . . .”
 
   “The economy’s bad here, too.”
 
   “So, everyone tells me, but I’ve got a job that pays scandalously well considering how little I work.”
 
   At a time when most of my friends back home think that going from manning the cash register at a Starbucks to being the barista is a career move, that is saying a lot.
 
   A friend in Portland sent me a depressing letter a few months ago. He'd been beat into such abject submission by the lack of opportunities in his field of design that he was now gleefully chasing after a miserable little carrot: the benefits package managers at Starbucks enjoyed.
 
   “Whaddaya think,” his letter asked. “Better pack your bags and come to Japan,” I wrote back.
 
   “Well, whatever you do,” Shinobu said after some thought, “don’t sleep with Tatami.”
 
    
 
   The waitress comes to remove our plates once we’ve finished. She asks my friend whether she’d like aisu kôhi or hotto. Shinobu says she’ll have the iced coffee, I order a cup of the hot.
 
   “You mind if I smoke?” I ask.
 
   She doesn’t, so I light up.
 
   “Mild Sevens?” Shinobu says, noticing I've changed brands.
 
   “I've given up Hope.”
 
   The waitress brings our kôhi along with a ceramic bowl filled with small plastic containers of non-dairy creamer. Knowing how much I hate the crap, Shinobu asks if they have fresh cream. They do. And, when it’s brought to our table she takes my cup, adds two and a half spoons of sugar and the cream, then stirs it with an economy of movement evocative of the tea ceremony.
 
   “Arigatô, Shinobu.”
 
   After almost a year and half, Shinobu knows most of my fussy quirks, knows how sullen and difficult I can be at the best of times, but still she dotes on me. If only I were attracted to her. If only I could look into those forlorn eyes of hers and feel what I once felt when I looked into Mie’s, I'd probably get down on my knees and propose to Shinobu on the spot. But, I don’t. And so, like a divining rod seeking water, my gaze returns to the beautiful women flitting by like exotic butterflies outside the window.
 
   Just then a peach-faced New Zealander by the name of MacDoogle passes. He walks on the tips of his toes, the heels barely gracing the asphalt, as if his weight were being aided by cherubim.
 
   “Aitsu s’kan,” I grumble, snubbing out my half-smoked cigarette. I can’t stand that guy. “M’neem’s Pollyenna. I love ay-vry-thing end ay-vry-one end ey-vry-weer in Japayn. Lah dee dah! Lah dee dah! Fucking Kiwi!"
 
   “His name’s Pollyanna?”
 
   “No, his name’s MacDoogle. Can’t remember his first name, but, if I’m not mistaken, I think it was Shithead.”
 
   “You’re terrible, Peador.”
 
   “I am. I am. So, I am.”
 
    
 
   I’d been having a bad day, at the end of a very bad week in the middle of another bad month when I first met Shithead MacDoogle. So, when I listened to him speak so glowingly of Japan, I just snapped. I couldn’t help but take it as a blasphemous attack on my zealous discontent. I damn near crucified the guy. Not surprisingly, whenever we pass each other on the street now, he ignores me, acts as if I’m not even there. Who could blame him? Seeing Shithead skip by, the stupid smile on his face as always, I now realize the only reason I’ve hated him so is that I envy him his contentedness.
 
   “Have you been able to make any friends?” Shinobu asks.
 
   “Not really. It's hard, really hard, to get to know people here. Japanese or gaijin.”
 
   “It’s difficult for Japanese, too.”
 
   “I mean, I know faces, even know some names that go with those faces, but I don’t really know anyone.”
 
   Four months. I’ve been in Fukuoka for four months and the only person I could possibly consider a friend, Alex, doesn’t even live here. If it weren’t for the crazy Russian blowing unexpectedly into town every now and then from Tôkyô, I’d surely go mad.
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   I was dead tired as I walked home from work last Thursday. I’d woken up in the middle of the night so that I could go to the Yamakasa, a festival in which teams of bare-arsed men schlepp one-ton mikoshi shrines around the old town. All I wanted to do was collapse on my futon and sleep, sleep, sleep.
 
   Hearing a low rumble of a testosterone-fueled engine, I turned around to find Alex riding an old chopper and wearing a Nazi Schutztaffel helmet.
 
   "Sieg Heil, mein Freund,” he said. “Let’s go drinking?”
 
   How could I say no?
 
   Later, Alex’s friend, Nobu, drove the three of us in a rust bucket of a station wagon to a small bar in Nakasu called Anchor. The bar was located on a squalid back street in a building packed like a broiler house with small bars. I expected Anchor to be a typical dive with the usual contingent of the gaudily dressed, outrageously coifed hostesses pumping water into the whiskey, and drunk salarymen belting out maudlin enka songs. Boy, was I ever wrong.
 
   Stepping into Anchor from the dimly lit corridor I felt as if I’d been transported fifty years back in time to the bridge of a Pacific War era battle ship. Behind the counter, Anchor's master was dressed like an admiral, straight as a ramrod and decked out in a crisp white Imperial Naval officer's uniform. As we entered, he removed a silver whistle tucked into his breast pocket and blew with ceremonial flare announcing our coming on board.
 
   Most of the customers were gravely serious, more like right-wingers or yakuza types than salarymen. There wasn't a woman in the bar, or a hostess, for that matter. The karaoke system crackled with rousing martial songs, accompanied by a video highlighting Japan's military prowess. Had I mistakenly stumbled into the bar on my own, I would have made a quick about-face and retreated, but Alex and Nobu seemed to be regulars. The Admiral directed the three of us to the counter.
 
   After we’d polished off a large bottle of shôchû, the Admiral came from behind the counter and led me to a clothes rack filled with old military uniforms. He pulled one of the uniforms off the rack, then helped me into it. Brown overalls, a flak jacket and leather pilot’s cap complete with goggles. As a finishing touch, he wrapped a long white silk scarf around my neck, and with a burnt cork added a Red Baron mustache to my face. He then lowered a backdrop showing the deck of an aircraft carrier with a Zero fighter ready to take off.
 
   “Hai, cheezu,” the Admiral said, aiming a Polaroid camera at me.
 
   “Cheese,” I said, trying my best to look like a dead serious kamikaze pilot. Ah, if only my parents could have seen me!
 
   After the shenanigans at Anchor, Nobu led us from one small hostess bar to the next, where we’d drink whisky and water and pick up a hostess coming off work before moving on to the next bar. Before long, the three of us were completely drunk, each of us with a girl hanging on our arm.
 
   Though in recent weeks I’d been relegated to the dating world's equivalent of fetching Gatorade and sunflower seeds for more talented players, I managed to end up with the youngest and prettiest of the tag-along hostesses, sitting on my lap as we drove back to Nobu’s house deep in the woods of Nishi Kôen (Nishi Park). Alex and Nobu went upstairs with their women, leaving the girl and me downstairs in the guest room.
 
   She, for I never caught her name, lay down on a bed in the corner; I sat on the floor drinking shôchû. When she asked why I was sitting so far away, I put my shôchû down and sat on the edge of the bed. She motioned for me to also lay down, so I did, facing her.
 
   She was pretty, not a blemish to be found in her lovely ivory countenance. Tracing her soft features and full lips with my fingers, I told her she was beautiful and kissed her.
 
   When I woke the next morning, she was gone. All that remained was a tussle of damp sheets redolent of her fragrance and the image of her gorgeously plump body, ghostly blue from a distant streetlight outside, moving slowly and silently like a specter above me.
 
   At a time when I’m panhandling for friends, Alex is the only person I’m able to call a friend without cringing with embarrassment. That is saying a lot when you consider the sad excuses I’ve had the pleasure of meeting over the months.
 
   First off, there’s Dave, the guy who rented me a room in the condominium in the middle of nowhere when I moved to Fukuoka from Kitakyûshû. A degenerate gambler and womanizer, the only time he ever calls me up nowadays is when he wants to separate me from my money. “Hey, P, how’s it goin’? We oughta get together for a beer,” he’d begin affably.
 
   “Sounds great, Dave.”
 
   “By the way, do you need a couple of ceiling fans?”
 
   Ceiling fans? Is he high? I can’t imagine what I’d do with one, let alone two, ceiling fans. “No, not really.”
 
   “No? Ah, that's too bad. They’re a real bargain. Well, I’ll catch you later, P.”
 
   Then there’s the Canadian I met a few weeks ago.
 
   “Wow, you can speak Japanese,” he said, overhearing me chat up a Japanese girl at the Big Apple.
 
   “Not very well, I’m afraid.”
 
   He was fresh off the boat and as overwhelmed by everything as I had been a year earlier. I took him to Umie for a beer, where we ended up talking for hours. It had been months since another foreigner opened up to me, confessing all the things that were confusing and worrying him. I reciprocated by relating my experiences, the good, the bad and the miserable. I gave him my number and encouraged him to call anytime.
 
   As the Canadian was leaving, one of bartenders asked me if he was my friend. I looked towards the exit as he was walking out. Blond curls poked from under a gray baseball cap. “Yeah,” I replied. “Yeah, he is my friend.”
 
    
 
   To my happy surprise, the Canadian rang me up a week later and we arranged to meet at the Big Apple. He wasn’t there when I arrived, but I had expected as much: they don’t come much “looser” than Canadians.
 
   I sat down at a table by myself and started drinking, drank until I’d become drunk, continued drinking some more until the good mood that had accompanied me to the Big Apple had fizzled away. Only after I had become thoroughly useless with drink, barely able to manage the stool I was teetering on, let alone a conversation, did the jerk arrive. He was two and a half hours late, beaming like an idiot. I was two and a half hours deep into my cups, careening precariously.
 
   “How ya doin’, Pete?" he said, and flitted off into the crowd of dancers before I could tell him my name wasn't “Pete”.
 
   I left the bar alone, staggered down the street to Umie and hid in the comfortable anonymity of a dark corner where I sulked over two more beers. With my wallet running on fumes, I finally stood up and with uneasy steps began the long walk home.
 
   As I passed Big Apple, I caught sight of the Canadian, bent over and straining to tongue a chubby girl half his height.
 
   Good for you, I thought. Nice one!
 
   I considered continuing on, going home where the promise of a clean toilet to puke in awaited me, but decided, instead, to say good-night to the man whose invitation had coaxed me out of my caliginous hole in the first place. I wanted to give the friendship a chance, wanted to meet some other night when we could talk without having to worry about the time or without trying to get laid, talk until he had exhausted his curiosity and more importantly until I’d exorcised a demon or two.
 
   “Hey, Pete,” he said, finally coming up for air. He’d been going at it with piggy for so long, I was sure the two of them would asphyxiate.
 
   I tried to tell him I was heading home, but the words came out in an awkward slur. When I began to ask if he had plans for next weekend, he separated himself from the chick, and took a few steps towards me.
 
   “Oh man, this is all I do, y'know? I mean, the only reason I come here, eh, is for the cheap beer and that,” he said with a nod towards the girl. The little piggy leaned against the wall with her head down and fiddled with her bangs. “Man, I dunno, Pete. It’s like I can’ really give you the kinna friendship you're lookin’ for, know what I mean?”
 
   I could have punched him, but drunk as I was I probably would have missed.
 
    
 
   “Most of the foreigners here are flakes,” I tell Shinobu. “And the Japanese, I’m sorry, but the Japanese are cold.”
 
   “It’s difficult for Japanese, too,” she reminded me.
 
   “You know what? Before I came to Japan, everyone said it was so easy to meet girls in Japan. ‘Girls just walk up to you,’ they said. ‘It’s tough to have a steady relationship because you keep getting lucky,’ they said. But I’m telling you it’s not easy to meet people, let alone someone you really care about.” Shinobu’s hands are on the table next to mine. “God, Shinobu . . . I was so lucky with Mie. But, you know, I didn’t realize it until it was too late.”
 
   “You still haven’t gotten over Mie-chan, have you?” she says, her hands retreating to the edge of the table. “It takes time,” she assures me, placing her hands on her lap. “You just need to be patient. But, in the meantime, you should ‘play’ with girls.”
 
   With no prospects on the horizon to “play with girls” as Shinobu suggests, I rent an adaruto bideo[bookmark: _ftnref14][14] on my way home and play with myself, instead.
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   I find myself at Umie again, same barstool up my arse, marinating my liver with the same cheap drinks in the hope that the proper combination of variables, like an alignment of heavenly bodies, will have Nekko-chan rubbing her body against mine and purring once more into my ear, the way she did two weeks ago.
 
    
 
   With nowhere to go, no one to meet and nothing to do after work last Saturday, I headed straight home.
 
   A few days earlier while I stared out a window at all the lovely young OL’s who were returning home from their offices, I grumbled to myself how nice it would be to not have to work until eight-thirty every evening, to have a life of sorts that involved dinner at six and dates and loafing in front of the television. Yumi, who overheard me, reported my grievances to our boss, as she often does, causing me to be summoned to the small classroom for my weekly reprimand.
 
   “I hear you’re dissatisfied with the schedule?” Abazuré began.
 
   “W-what?”
 
   “If you’re unhappy here, Peador, we can always find someone to replace you . . .”
 
   After assuring my boss that I was indeed quite satisfied with my job, and with the schedule, in particular, she got up and left.
 
   “What a feckin’ Nazi.”
 
   "What was that, Peador?" Abazuré asked, sticking her head back into the classroom.
 
   “W-what frightfully n-nasty weather we’ve been having lately.”
 
   “Yes, well, it’s supposed to clear up this weekend.”
 
    
 
   And so it did. On Saturday morning, I could hear the song of the cicada, long and steady, signaling that the rainy season was finally coming an end.
 
   Grumble as I did about not having weeknights free, the truth is when the weekends do come round, I am, more often than not, at a loss for what to do with myself. It isn’t the work that’s killing my social life: it’s me. It is as if I am attempting to commit suicide one bleakly unfulfilled day at a time.
 
    
 
   2
 
    
 
   Crawling out from mossy darkness beneath the small shrine in front of my apartment building was the bob-tailed stray cat I saw Reina petting that night so many months ago when I staggered home, drunk and dejected.
 
   
“Here, kitty-kitty,” I called. 
 
   The cat stopped in its tracks. I kneeled down and called out again. To my delight, the cat seemed to understand the blessed Mother Tongue and hesitantly approached me, pausing a few feet away, before coming closer and rubbing his arched back against my leg. I scratched it between his ears, eliciting a happy purr.
 
   “Why don’t you come up to my apartment, huh?” I said.
 
   The cat stiffened, the purring stalled.
 
   “What, you wouldn’t like that?”
 
   The cat looked at me and ever so slightly, yet unmistakably, shook his head, “No.”
 
   “Well, I can’t blame you. I’m not all that keen on hanging out at my place, either. Besides, you’re a stray. Move in with me, you’d lose your identity.”
 
   The cat closed his eyes and nodded.
 
   “You’d lose your freedom, too, I guess. That’s pretty much what it comes down to, doesn’t it: freedom? Out here, you can come and go as you like, drink with the boys, get a pussy so hot she screams all night. Granted, you aren’t really the wild, wandering type now, are you? Always lolling about this shrine here.”
 
   The cat hissed and moved stiffly away from me towards the small shrine.
 
   “I know. I know. It’s the principle.”
 
   He turned slightly to look at me, bowed his head gracefully, and ducked back into the mossy shadows below.
 
   “It’s the principle,” I said to myself. “Or, a deep attachment to those marvelous balls of yours. Move into someone’s home and, the next thing you know, it’s snip-snip and a gay collar around the neck.”
 
   As I stood up, a rapid succession of distant explosions coming from the west echoed heavily off the walls of the apartment towers, silencing the cicada in my neighbor’s garden.
 
   “What the hell was that?”
 
   Turning, I found a bevy of pretty, young girls dressed in colorful yukata. As they walked by, their wooden geta[bookmark: _ftnref15][15] scraped against the asphalt, making the following sound: karan koron, karan, koron.
 
   I called out to the girls and asked if there was some kind of matsuri going on, a festival I didn’t know about. Being in the doghouse ever since Reina and my break up, I had been left completely out of the loop. Murahachibu’ed—ostracized from the village, as it were—I didn’t know what’s going on half of the time anymore.
 
   One of the girls replied that there would be hanabi at Seaside Momochi. Fireworks at the beach. I would have loved to ask the girls if I could join them, but I just stood silently in their wake, watching them mince away.
 
   As I have said, I had no plans for the night, no one to meet. It was a pathetic state of affairs when on a Saturday night all I had to look forward to was the writing of vapid letters, the study of arcane kanji, and the reading of pulp fiction. Sadly, ever since Reina had said sayonara to me, that was pretty much all my weekends had amounted to.
 
   Well, now I had something to do.
 
   Like tributaries flowing towards the sea, thousands of matsuri-goers walked, drove or pedaled down any road or path available. I made my own way in the slowly gathering dusk towards Seaside Momochi via the normally quiet neighborhood of Tôjin Machi, which had come alive with a festive entrepreneurial spirit. Food stalls selling beer and other refreshments had been set up and were manned with gravel voiced barkers trying to drum up business. The rows of red lanterns hanging from the eaves of izakaya had been turned on, noren curtains placed above their entrances, and the appetizing smell of yakitori was now wafting from the pubs. Most people, however, just kept on moving towards the beach.
 
   Interestingly, this neighborhood was once an enclave of Chinese and foreign residents during the Heian Period (794-1192) over a millennium ago. Besides the name, literally Chinese Town, the only hints that remain of the area’s historical past are the impossibly narrow, barely navigable streets which meander like a warren among modest, tightly packed houses and old wooden temples.
 
   As I squeezed myself down one of these constricted arteries, I noticed that the tarpaulin and scaffolding around one of the larger temples had been taken down, unveiling a garish, vermilion-colored five-storied pagoda. In this post-bubble economy, it seems the only industry that is thriving anymore is the business of death: funeral parlors, Buddhist altar retailers, cemeteries and charnel houses like the one this red eye-sore was supposedly advertising.
 
   I passed through a narrow alley overgrown with ivy and purple morning glories that opened onto the main boulevard running parallel the coast. Traffic in both directions of the thoroughfare had been brought to a standstill, with pedestrians overflowing the banks of the sidewalks and moving between the cars like water over and between pebbles. It served the drivers right for being silly enough to take their cars.
 
   A convenience store had recruited a small army of high school girls, dressed in coloful yukata and jimbei[bookmark: _ftnref16][16], to sell drinks and snacks to passersby. The girls, however, were whipped up into such a frenzy, screaming like banshees at the pedestrians, that they were doing more harm than good. Most of the pedestrians high-tailed it past the convenience store to escape the noise. My boss before I came to Japan often told me that the worst kind of employee you could have was a hard-working idiot and I could see that he was right.
 
   Risking permanent hearing loss, I approached the Sirens and scooped out three cans of Kirin Lager from a kiddy pool filled with ice and water. Then, after paying an inflated matsuri price, I drifted back into the unstoppable river of sweating bodies flowing towards Momochi. 
 
   It was amazing how many other people were doing exactly what I was trying to do, and the following day I would learn that several hundred thousand people had descended upon the beach and its environs that evening. Many of them, stuck in gridlock, would end up watching the fireworks from their cars.
 
   After walking for thirty minutes through the bustling crowd, I found a clearing on the promenade encircling the Dome, and with beer in hand, watched the ninety-minute-long fireworks and laser light show run its impressive course. 
 
   As good as it was, and it was admittedly far better than anything fireworks display I had ever seen before, the thing that I found most intriguing was the hundreds upon hundreds of beautiful young women who were dressed up like dolls in their colorful yukata. With their dark hair pinned up and lovely necks exposed I wanted to kiss them all. And yet, I couldn’t help feel like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner who lamented:
 
    
 
   Water, water, every where,
 
   And all the boards did shrink;
 
   Water, water, every where,
 
   Nor any drop to drink.
 
    
 
   Women, women, women every where, nor a single one to call my own.
 
   Oh, what I would have given to have one of them on my arm, fanning me with her uchiwa and helping me laugh away the insufferable loneliness that had accompanied me to this, my first Japanese fireworks display. All I had to do was reach out and try to speak to one, but the shyness that I had been wearing like sackcloth and ashes silenced me.
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   After the show, I returned to my apartment where I paced my small apartment like a caged tiger. With nothing to do, I tried to reconcile myself to another night alone with a bottle of Glenfiddich and some individually wrapped, bite-sized chocolate baumkuchen a student had given me as an omiage, a souvenir, from a trip she had taken to the city of Kôbe.
 
   I drank the scotch straight, one warm glass after another, until the alcohol seeped like ether into every cell of my body. And yet, the itch remained. Saturday nights weren't supposed to be spent like this.
 
   I took another baumkuchen out of the bag and looked at the wrapping. Like most sweets, it carried a cheery message written in English: “You get the feeling that the Bluebird of Happiness is going to bring a little your way, too.”
 
   Whatever.
 
   Checking the contents of my wallet, I was disheartened to discover that I only had a few thousand yen left, hardly enough for a wild time on a Saturday night. More alarmingly, it wouldn’t be nearly enough to keep my belly full through to payday. But, in the end, future hunger pangs yielded to the itch to go out, and so with a quick change of clothes, I was out the door, heading once again for Oyafukô.
 
    
 
   I went to the only place that promised the slim chance of running, if not into my Bluebird of Happiness, then at least into an acquaintance, someone I could talk to: Umie. However closely my life may have resembled death, that thin sense of familiarity between myself and the other patrons of Umie provided me with the modest reassurance that I could still, though tenuously, be counted among the living.
 
   I entered the bar, no bigger than a shipping container, squeezed past a group of young women on the dance floor, climbed the short flight of steps to the L-shaped counter and planted my arse on a vacant stool. After ordering a Heineken, I glanced back towards the people dancing or chatting below and recognized a number of fellow barflies. Among them was Kazuko, the butch-dike who had introduced me to Umie back in April.
 
   Seeing me, Kazuko hurried up the steps to greet me. “Mistah Oh Really-san. I’m seeing you, berry, berry surplised!!!”
 
   Kazuko’s two year’s abroad had done wonders: no one could butcher the Mother Tongue as fluently as this struggling linguist could. Lord only knows how her English had been before the trip.
 
   “I’m surprised to see you, too, Kazuko.”
 
   “What doing?”
 
   “What am I doing here?” I waved my bottle of Heineken.
 
   Not sure why, but Kazuko found this terribly funny and burst out laughing. She could be as charming as a mule’s back hoof.
 
   “You funny man, Mistah Oh Really-san,” she said with a thwack to my back just as I was taking a swig of beer. Beer dribbled from the corner of my mouth past my chin and down my neck.
 
   I thanked her for that.
 
   “Oh! Solly, solly!”
 
   “No problem.” Then, pointing to the army surplus pants she was wearing, I said, “Nice fatigues.”
 
   “Oh, sankyu, sankyu,” she replied happily. She then went on to utter the following barely comprehensible series of words: “Souss irandoh, Okinawa . . . recycle shoppu. . . I botto,” suggesting to me and the Glenfiddich running wildly through my system that Kazuko had bought the fatigues at a second hand store on the southern island of Okinawa. Really, if only Kazuko would speak Japanese, things would be so much better. I might find that I enjoyed speaking to this person rather than search for the nearest exit.
 
   Kazuko introduced me to her friend, who, like Kazuko, had all the femininity of a gym sock.
 
   The friend, whose name I can't for the life of me remember, saddled up next to me and proceeded to riddle my patience with the usual bullets: could I eat sushi and nattô, could I use chopsticks, could I read Chinese characters, and so on. Once she had exhausted her ammo—Questions-to-Ask-Gaijin—a welcomed silence fell between us. I considered being an arse, to throw the questions back at her, asking whether she liked hamburgers and hotdogs, or could use a knife and fork, but then I had already wasted enough time entertaining her as is. I might have been lonely, but, good God, I wasn't that lonely.
 
   I went to the beer cooler, took out a Heineken, paid the bartender, and returned to my bar stool where Kazuko’s friend was looking through some pamphlets on diving and windsurfing.
 
   “Are you my Bluebird of Happiness?” I asked.
 
   “Happy? Me? No,” she answered gloomily. “If I had more time, I’d like to take lessons.” She added that she was currently working ten hours a day, often six days a week.
 
   Ten hours a day, six days a week. Christ! I hated working the six days a week that I did, but I was still only putting in a grueling four hours or so a day. I confronted the unique and enviable dilemma each day of having far too much time on my hands. Much more than was good for me, because all I did with that time was stew, and stew, and stew, on my discontent. Being as busy as I had been last year in Kitakyûshû was a mixed blessing of sorts. I thought I was going to die like a proper Japanese salaryman of karôshi, death from overwork, but I now realize it was the only thing that kept me from dislocating myself from this world.
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   Before I could comment on Kazuko’s friend’s lamentable situation, an explosion of laughter like a tangle of firecrackers going off distracted me. Turning to my left, I discovered an attractive young woman, no a girl of eighteen or nineteen, sitting a few places down at the counter, between two men in suits. She had a lovely, narrow face with a broad smile, and large friendly eyes, eyelashes like brooms. Adorable and aware of it, she flirted shamelessly with the men at her sides and the narcissistic bartender who had stopped preening himself to lean in toward her.
 
   So much life and energy radiated from the girl, causing those lucky enough to be near her to cast long shadows. God, how I wanted to be with her rather than sitting with Kazuko’s friend who was giving my already cramped style the Mother of all Charlie horses.
 
   Kazuko’s friend tried her best, but inevitably failed, to draw me into a conversation. She mentioned music, the bands she liked, and, making the common mistake of assuming that having come from America would have favorably biased my tastes in such a way to provide the common ground upon which to walk together. She asked if I liked this band or that one. I replied, “No”, or “Not really”, or “You’ve gotta be joking, them? Hell no!”
 
   Even the most aggressive of women would have packed up her bags and moved on, but this woman was unrelenting. Now that I think about it, Kazuko's friend must have been even lonelier than me.
 
   As I was grunting my way through another series of questions, I watched the girl as she dismounted her barstool. To my surprise she was rather short, her shoulders just level with the counter. From the way she had carried herself, drawing the attention of the men around her, I had expected her to be much taller, as physically striking as her presence was. The unexpected contrast only aroused my interest further.
 
   She was wearing a tight-fitting cream-colored crepe dress that revealed the modest, yet soft curves of her slender body. As she made her way towards the restroom at the rear of the bar I’m sure I watched her like a starving animal kept its eye on its prey.
 
   The two men who had been sitting beside her, stood up, descended the half flight of steps, passed through the crowd of people below and left. When the girl emerged from the restroom I assumed she would leave, as well, but she didn’t. She returned to her place at the counter, and, turning towards me, asked over the loud music where I was from.
 
   “America,” I shouted back, leaning over the bar towards her. “Amerika. Amerika no Oregon Shû.”
 
   “Oregon Shû des'ka?” she asked, then turned to the bartender and asked where Oregon was.
 
   The bartender shrugged, so I explained with elaborate gestures where the mossy state lie in conjunction to sunny California.
 
   We chatted for a while, and boy, what a charming lad Peador can be when properly motivated! The very same questions which Kazuko’s friend had me bored to tears with were now as welcome as a break in the rain. Could I use chopsticks? Why, of course, I could. I picked up the pair of waribashi chopsticks on the counter before me and fumbled clumsily with them, producing another explosion of firecrackers. And could she use a knife and fork, I asked, eliciting more of that cloud bursting laughter.
 
   And, just as I was starting to worry that I might exhaust the limited resources of my poor Japanese, the DJ, God bless him, put The Doors’ “Light My Fire” on the turntable and made the chance encounter one I may never forget. So happy I was to hear the song and so full of Glenfiddich and Heineken that I began crooning along with my old pal Jim.
 
   The girl climbed off her stool and walked over to the cramped DJ booth, and, standing on the very tips of her toes, said something to the DJ.
 
   Looking at her figure from behind, her slim, naked legs below the hem of her dress, her narrow waist and the bare shoulders, I slid off of the barstool and stepped over towards her. “I take it, you like the Doors?”
 
   “I like Doahzu!” she replied with evangelical zeal.
 
   She asked if I, too, liked The Doors, and when I replied that I did, she squeezed my hand and kissed me on the cheek. This was followed by several more questions which when affirmed were rewarded with playful kisses on the forehead, the nose, and, before I knew it, on the lips. Needless to say, I quickly grew into the habit of providing Yeses to her questions, like a dog salivating at Pavlov’s bell. She could have given me the same list of horseshit bands Kazuko’s friend had just asked me about and I would have leapt up clapping singing the praises of Bon Jovi and Mr. Big if only to get one more kiss from her.
 
   When the DJ put on The Doors' “Touch me”, she meowed like a cat, and scratched playfully at my face. “You like Doahzu?” she asked again.
 
   “Of course. I love them!”
 
   “You like me?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   She kissed me softly, slowly on the lips, then asked: “You love me?”
 
   Pulling her into my arms, I whispered into her ear that I did, and returned the kiss. It was no lie. I loved the way she looked, the smell of her long dark brown hair, the softness of her lips. She was exactly what the baumkuchen wrapper had promised, with the only exception that instead of a bluebird I’d been visited by a cat.
 
   “Call me Nekko-chan,” she said, arching her back and meowing.
 
   “Nekko-chan.”
 
   “Nyao.”
 
   “Meow.”
 
    
 
   5
 
    
 
   I’ve always found it easy to forget where I am and how much time has passed whenever encapsulated in the cocoon of alcohol and lust. Nekko-chan and I carried on like cats in heat and, if Kazuko hadn’t tapped me on the shoulder to announce that she and her friend were leaving, I would have gleefully fucked the girl right there on the spot against the beer cooler, bottles of Heineken and Asahi Super Dry rattling away, the fluorescent light flickering madly. Reluctantly, I removed my tongue from Nekko-chan’s throat said my good-byes and nice-meeting-yous, but once Kazuko and her friend were out the door, Nekko and I were back it, as shameless as Adam and Eve before the apple.
 
   After being under for only Lord knows how long, Nekko-chan and I finally broke to the surface and breathed in the stale, smoke-filled air of the now half-deserted bar. Most of the customers at the counter had left, the heat of their arses on the bar stools having cooled, and below on the small, dimly lit dance floor only a few girls remained, jerking mechanically like dashboard hula dolls to the music.
 
   Nekko-chan bought two Coronas, then taking me by the hand led me out of Umie and onto the crowded street. I sat down on the hard corner of a large concrete planter, overgrown with weeds.
 
   Nekko-chan hiked her dress up and, straddling me, revealed thighs so white the blue veins shown through the ivory veneer of her skin. I put my hand on her knee, traced the skin up and under the skirt the edge of her panties. Following the line downward with my thumb, I found a few hairs and toyed with them.
 
   She tapped my arm, saying, “Dah-mé, dah-mé.”
 
   Having been on second base, sucking each others faces dry, for, I checked my watch, well over an hour, I was eager to round third and steal home.
 
   “Ah, zannen,” I replied. What a pity.
 
   “Mah-da, mah-da.”
 
   Not yet? What was that supposed to mean? Not yet, tonight? Not yet, here on the pavement? Not yet, in this lifetime?
 
   She asked again me if I loved her.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Nande?”
 
   “Because, you're my Bluebird of Happiness.”
 
   Corny as it was, it was the truth. Thanks to Nekko-chan, I was able to stop thinking about Mie for once. Kissing her was a far stronger anesthetic than the alcohol I had been drowning in all these months. Nekko-chan kissed me on the lips and hugged me so tight I nearly fell off the planter.
 
   “I love you, too, . . . Namae wa nani deshtakke?” (What was your name again?)
 
   “Peador.”
 
   “Pay-doh-roo?”
 
   “Hai, Pay-doh-roo.”
 
   “I love you, too, Pay-doh-roo, demo . . .”
 
   “But what?”
 
   She brushed the hair from my eyes, kissed me tenderly on the nose and said, “We can’t date.”
 
   “Nande?”
 
   “Gaijin dakara.”
 
   “Because I’m a foreigner? Nekko-chan, to me you’re the gaijin.”
 
   I suppose it could have hurt to be told such a thing, but then I knew where she was coming from. Even Mie had worried that people would consider her a “yellow cab” for dating a gaijin. Besides, I wasn’t really pinning my hopes on Nekko-chan being The One. A Pentecostal moment with her naked and screaming in tongues above me, however, would not have been a bad consolation.
 
   But, therein lay the rub. How was I going to whisk Nekko-chan off my lap and into my futon? It may not have been the Bataan Death March back to my apartment, but it was still quite a hike back, especially for a woman in heels. I didn’t have the money for a cab, let alone for a “rest” at one of the love hotels nearby. And, like most good Japanese girls, even those who drink themselves silly in bars and pick up the first warm gaijin they meet, Nekko-chan, I assumed lived with her parents.
 
   I asked if she did and she nodded her head. So, there would be no going back to her rabbit hutch, either.
 
   Still, what with me being mad out of it, and Nekko-chan sloppy with the drink, I was determined to get her back to my miserable little apartment, even if I had to piggy-back the girl the whole damn way.
 
   “Uchi ni konai ka?” I asked. (Wanna come back to my place?)
 
   “Iya.”
 
   “No?” I asked again, but she was dead set against it.
 
   Well, that didn’t work, and neither would trying to ply her with more alcohol; Nekko-chan was full as a boot already.
 
   She dropped her Corona, the bottle crashing against the pavement and sending shards of glass and foam everywhere. As we were standing up to go back into Umie she knocked over a bicycle. When she stopped abruptly to hug me in front of the bar, she bumped into a scooter, sending it rolling slowly off the curb and toppling into the street. No, another drink was a not a good idea: it would only have her scurrying off to the jakes, genuflecting before the porcelain altar, rather than getting down on her knees before me.
 
   So, we ventured back into Umie, back into the darkness, back into the noise. But, rather than ascend the steps and return to the counter, we parked ourselves on the lower level, just off the small dance floor, in a darkened corner which promised to conceal our affections better than the fluorescent brightness of the beer cooler had.
 
   Nekko-chan dragged a stool over, and patted the seat. Once I sat down on it, I lifted her light body up, and set her down on my lap. Then, brushing the soft black hair away, I kissed her forehead. I kissed her small nose, her cheeks, her lips, and nibbled at her lovely slender neck.
 
   Blame it, if you like, on the courage of the alcohol that was coursing though my veins, or humor me by accepting that a man could be so enamored of the beauty of a woman in his arms as to blindly stretch the taunt ligaments of propriety until they snapped. Had it been any other night, with any other girl, anywhere else on this whirling merry-go-round of ours, I doubt I would have done what I did that night with Nekko-chan on my lap in a dark corner of Umie. Spreading her legs slightly, I moved my hand tenderly up her leg until I touched her panties.
 
   Women have a way of letting you get within a diving chance of home before they come to their senses and tag you out, ending the game without a run. I expected the same from Nekko-chan. But, rather than push my hand away, she spread her legs further. Leaning back, and tilting her lovely face upward, she opened that wonderfully broad mouth of hers and sucked me in. And, so that I would not misinterpret the cabbalistic nuances of the female language, she grabbed onto my family jewels and began buffing away. 
 
   Gauche from excitement and drink, I tugged clumsily at her panties, as you do, managing to yank them with the delicacy of a blitzkrieg over her small bottom, down to just above her knees.
 
   Nekko-chan adjusted herself on my lap, and invited me to venture further into her garden, to pick the flowers, so to speak.
 
   There beyond the gates, the soil was in good tilth, fertile and wet. Running my hands through it like a furrow, a tremor rocked through her body. I removed my hand and inhaled her fragrance on my fingers. Nekko-chan took my hand, and with a seductive purr, motioned for me to continue.
 
   Hidden among the dewy folds of sepal and calyx was her flower, a lovely little daisy. I plucked one of the petals, producing a moan. She loves me. Plucking another, she answered with silence. She loves me not. I plucked again and Nekko-chan's mouth parted as if to say something, but produced a heavy sighing, “Nya~o.” She loves me. She loves me. She loves me.
 
   With her head leaning back all they way against the wall, I watched the expressions on her pretty little face. The eyes were half open and turned up, nothing but white staring at me. Her broad mouth opened wider, and a whimper emanated past quivering lips. I continued to work at it, and as I did her body grew increasingly rigid until, exhaling one last time with a deep moan, she wilted in my arms.
 
   When I stopped, her eyes cracked open, slowly and unsurely, as if she were emerging from a deep sleep. She looked forlornly into my eyes, and after a moment kissed me tenderly. Then, taking my hand, the hand that had given her so much pleasure, she kissed it, licking each finger one at a time, all the way down my palm and to my tired wrist, kissing my hand as it had never been kissed before. Then, taking my sweating face into her small hands, she kissed me good-bye.
 
    
 
   6
 
    
 
   It kills me that I forgot to get Nekko-chan's number or give her mine. I returned to Umie the next night and the following, came again last night and am here for the fifth time in a week pissing my salary away one cheap drink at a time hoping she would reappear and bring a little happiness my way.
 
   Where the Devil are ya, Nekko-chan?
 
    
 
   I’ve never spoken much with Umie’s bartenders. Don’t care much for the guys, to be honest, what with the way they stand behind the counter preening themselves like exotic birds. They wouldn’t know service if it came up and spat in their pretty faces. Still, I crawl through the mutual indifference that lies between us like a craggy, barren no-man’s land and ask them whether they have seen Nekko-chan. They haven’t, but they’re happy I ask because it gives them the opportunity to poke a little fun at me rather than merely ignore me as they have all week.
 
   Growing up like I did with six older brothers and sisters, you develop a high tolerance for pain, and a Teflon coating. Jokes played at your expense don't usually stick. So, I don’t take the teasing seriously the way a pantywaist or an only-child might. I smile when they kid me, laugh heartily at my own expense. I even inflate my chest with pride when they call me a playboy, but deep down I’m in pain.
 
   “Play with girls,” Shinobu had advised. I did and, for a few heavenly hours, I managed to forget all about Mie, the loneliness and the longing. But, the nail that was soundly driven into her coffin popped right back up, and just like a strong anesthetic wearing off, I now ache more than before.
 
   The boys behind the bar continue to laugh and mimic the way Nekko-chan and I were groping each other. They have no idea what going through my mind as I try hard to get drunk, try to numb my emotions, so I can pretend to be the ladykiller they have worked me out to be. And now that I’ve drunk more than ten bottles of Heineken, one after the other, like a chain smoker sucking on fags, I finally give up on ever seeing Nekko-chanagain. I get up and leave Umie.
 
   The weekend will soon be over with little to show for it save a hangover, a heavier heart and a lighter wallet.
 
   “Peador, the playboy walks home,” I say to myself. “Sometimes, it’s best to give the poor girls a break and spend some time alone.”
 
   Another night sleeping on an empty futon stained with sweat and thin from humidity.
 
   “The playboy walks home,” I mumble to myself.
 
   The frustration and loneliness is unbearable. Tears gather at my eyes, my chest tightens, my footsteps drag. As much as I want to cry and cry and cry, I can’t. If only I could wail all the way back through that bleak tunnel-like walk home, to drop to my knees and sob, sob until I fell asleep . . .
 
   Ahead of me, a drunk middle-aged man plies a hazardous course towards my direction. His gray suit is unbuttoned and hanging loosely on his thin frame, his white shirt is untucked in the front, the necktie askew.
 
   He pauses before a concrete block wall encircling the dreary offices of the Ministry of Justice, and, bracing himself against it with one hand, lowers his head and vomits ramen onto his own loafers. He coughs a few times, vomits again, then foosters his pocket for a handkerchief to wipe his mouth. He drops the handkerchief to the ground and resumes a wildly weaving path towards me.
 
   It isn’t until we near each other that I realize he’s been watching me as intently as I’ve been watching him. With surprising agility, he lurches and yells, “Kuso gaijin!”
 
   I grab him by the shoulder and turn him around. “Nani?” I ask again. He slurs something in hard Japanese that I can’t catch. I pull him closer by the lapel. “What did you say?”
 
   “Fuckin-gu gaijin!”
 
   All the frustrations of the past few months come to a head, I begin raining blow after blow on his face. I hit him once for all the unanswered letters I have sent to Mie, hit again him for all the lonely nights I have spent since she left me. I drive my fist into his ugly face for the tears that will not fall, punch him once more for the disappointingly truncated relationships I’ve had. The salaryman’s head snaps back, knees buckle, and he drops heavily to the pavement. I kick him for all the times I’ve been made to feel like a deaf and dumb nigger, knee him for all the petty, incompetent bosses and vindictive co-workers I’ve had to endure. I kick him one last time for all the times I’ve felt derailed since coming to Japan.
 
   “Fuckin-gu Jap!”
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   TATAMI
 
    
 
   Tatami comes to my place with an apology and a present. She never fails to bring either.
 
   This time, as she is begging forgiveness for the impertinence of her unannounced visit, she pulls out some pastries and sweet rolls from an impractically frilly bag and places them on my coffee table. She also produces a bottle of mineral water, and some apple juice. Tatami’s pedigree and upbringing ensured that no matter how physically unattractive a woman she may have become, she would still have the manners and grace to allow her to move among the most exclusive of Japanese social circles. In the presence of the bourgeoisie, I suspect, she is something of a curious anachronism, but among working class boors like myself, who have little use for the formalisms imposed by privilege, she seems to be adrift in the sea, weighed down by too much baggage.
 
   Tatami sits down next to me on the sofa and tries for the next hour to engage me in conversation, by which I mean, several minutes of niceties followed by anodyne chit-chat.
 
   There is something on her mind, something she seems to be eager to say, or something she wants me to do, but she won’t come out with it. It has always been that way with her: she expects me to read it in the subtle signals of her body language.
 
   Sweet as Tatami is, she can be annoying as hell, and so I feign illiteracy.
 
    
 
   When I’ve had my fill of her snacks and there is little left that her company can offer aside from irritation, I politely suggest that she leave.
 
   She stands reluctantly and straightens her dress. She picks the frilly bag up and moves with reluctant steps towards the door where she takes her time putting her shoes on. Suddenly, she pulls me into me into those bony pale arms of hers, presses her face into my chest, and sighs, “I don't want to leave.”
 
   Oh dear! 
 
   “Well, as a matter of fact I was rather busy when you . . .”
 
   “J-just let me sit for a moment.”
 
   What can I do? I have little choice, but to say yes, just as I said yes when she had first asked me in the most pained and circumlocutory manner to sleep with her a week ago.
 
   That, I realize, like so many things in life—far, far too late—was a grave mistake. My friend Shinobu had been right: the poor girl was indeed a virgin. A thirty year old virgin. I didn't think there were any left. Much like devout Christians back in the States, I discovered unwittingly that girls from good Japanese families tended to keep their pants on until marriage.
 
    
 
   How Tatami had gone from insisting that, in spite of my intransigent lack of interest in her, she could never be my girlfriend to her insisting upon my popping that long neglected cherry of hers boggles the mind. I had merely been going with the flow, expecting and wanting nothing more than friendship, someone to talk to. How the devil did I end up becoming a debutante's boy-toy?
 
   There had been no forewarning. None so ever.
 
   Okay, so I had twice joked about taking her to a love hotel, but I had only been only joking, trying to get a bit of a rise out of the woman. I hadn't been serious about it at all, yet somehow those two jokes, mentioned off-handedly and soon forgotten by myself, had been crafty little seeds which would by and by germinate in her mind and grow into a verdant, lascivious fantasy.
 
   On her thirty-first birthday, I took her to a Spanish restaurant where—surprise, surprise—I ended up having a bit too much to drink. It was then that Tatami asked me to have sex with her.
 
   Not that she put it so directly. She could never have said, “Peador, I want you to fuck my brains out right this minute!” No, all she could do was offer some vague hints and hope they would be concrete enough for me to catch them.
 
   “It’s my birthday, so I’d like you to do something special for me.”
 
   “Oh? And what would that be?”
 
   “I’ll give you two hints.”
 
   “This a game?”
 
   “Please listen,” she said. “The first hint: you said it when we were walking in Ôhori Park last month.”
 
   “Last month in Ôhori Park?”
 
   “Yes. We were near the Boat House and I asked you where you’d like to go and . . .”
 
   Gulp! And I said, How’s about we pop into that Love Hotel over there?
 
   The first hint was as concrete as the sidewalk leading all the way back to my place, as concrete as the steps we climbed to my fourth floor apartment, where for the third time in my life I spread the legs of a virgin, trembling with fear and excitement, and slowly violated her sanctity with the profanity of a semi-hard cock.
 
   Let me tell you, I'll never understand why some men desire virgins. As far as I'm concerned, they're not worth the trouble.
 
    
 
   Tatami manages to coax me back to the sofa, where she then pesters me until I embrace her. I put my arms around her and give her a cold, perfunctory hug. With my arms hanging loosely around her, she presses her cheek against my chest, and moves her thin fingers towards my crotch. Finding a half-enthusiastic bulge there, she grabs it softly. Then, ever so gingerly and cautiously, as if she was afraid of letting something feral out of its cage, she unzips my pants.
 
   I’m not really in the mood, and can’t get too worked up about doing it with her of all people, but what can you do when you’ve got a defiant boner? It’s high treason! Mutiny, I say! And, Tatami gleefully commandeers it. She slips her hands into the front of my pants, fumbles around as if she is searching for a pen in her handbag—an exceptionally large pen I might add—and, finding it, clamps onto it tightly in case it changes it’s fickle mind.
 
   Tatami then lets out a deep sigh. Is this what she has been after all along? Turning her face to mine and with her eyes closed, she parts her lips, inviting me to kiss her. As enthusiastic as my backstabbing little friend has become, I just can’t get fired up about kissing her. When I hesitate, she takes the initiative and starts kissing me. Big, sloppy, clumsy kisses. She puts her tongue down my throat and is now squeezing Lil' Paddy for all it’s worth. If she isn’t going to pleasure the sperm out of me, then it appears that she is going to force it out of me the way you might get the last bits of toothpaste out of an old tube.
 
    
 
   Though the effort will prove futile, it is nevertheless amusing to watch a woman give head for the first time.
 
   Holding my cock in her thin, pale fingers, Tatami eyes it with caution and wonder. She lowers her head towards my erection, pauses for a moment as she deliberates whether or not to go through with it, and then, mustering all the courage her thin frame contains, gives Paddy a preliminary lick.
 
   It has been nearly month since someone last fellatiated me. Not long for most men, I suppose, but long enough to make Paddy stand at stiff attention, as if he’s been defibrillated back to life.
 
   Tatami flinches and jerks quickly away, worried, I can only guess, that overwhelmed with ecstasy I might ejaculate right then and there. She lowers her head again, my cock twitches. She hesitates. But once she is reassured that I won’t spontaneously blow the contents of my viscera all over her face, she takes the head into her mouth and waits again. She hasn’t yet figured out that fellatio is something to be performed, not something which is going to just happen all by itself. I guide her head down until she nearly chocks on it, and let her come up gasping. I shove my cock back into her mouth, then guide it in gradually. Only then does she begin to understand that some movement is required.
 
   She works at it for about thirty minutes, up and down, up and down, and yet never quite getting me to the station on time, always missing the train. After a while, I’ve had enough. I pull my cock out of her mouth, holster it, and zip up my pants.
 
   Tatami protests at first, insists on her wanting to make me “feel good”, but I just wave her off. All I want is for her to leave so that I can have some Q.T. with a girlie magazine and the “Lascivious Hand” and go to bed.
 
   She lies on the floor at my feet. Her blouse is half open, revealing an elaborate pink brassier. She raises her white, boney arms towards me and beckons me to join her. I’m not interested. When she raises her dress and spreads her legs invitingly, I turn and look out the window into the dark night.
 
   “Who is the most important person in your life?” she asks from the floor.
 
   “My sister, Siobhán.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   I know what she is playing at, so I decide to have a bit of fun. “That's tough,” I say. “Maybe one of my closer friends—André, Dave, Brad, Geoff, Rowland. I don't know."
 
   “And then?” Disappointment rises in her voice.
 
   “My brother, Padraig. Yeah, probably my brother . . .”
 
   “What about me?” she whines. “What about Tatami?”
 
   From the depths of my generous heart, I reply: “Tatami, don't whine. It drives me up the feckin’ wall.”
 
   “But what about me,” she asks again.
 
   “Look, Tatami, I like you. Like you. I have always liked you, but I have never loved you.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Why not?” This tickles me and it is all I can do to restrain myself, to keep from bursting out and laughing at the woman.
 
   “I want to be your girlfriend!”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Why? Mie was your girlfriend. Why can't you love me?”
 
   That simple question threatens to dredge up a wealth of memories and emotions. I don’t really want to get into it. Not with Tatami. She wouldn’t begin to understand.
 
   “Why can't you love me?”
 
   Why can’t I? Why couldn't I love Yumi? Why couldn't I love Aya, or even Reina for that matter? Why couldn’t I love any of the women I’ve met over the past seven months? Is my heart no longer capable of love? Was my love only meant for one person, and now that she is gone I am no longer able to love anyone again? I don’t want to believe it. I still have faith, however tarnished it may be, that I will meet someone I can love, but as far as I can tell this half-naked woman at my feet with her pale arms reaching out for me will never be The One. She will never be the more I have been searching for. She will never be the enough that Philip Roth wrote about in The Professor of Desire. She isn’t anything to me but another regret at the end of a long string of regrets. And, all I want from her now is to watch the wiggling of her bony little arse as she pads out the door and down the steps.
 
   “Why can't you love me?” she asks for the third time.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tatami, but you're not my type.”
 
   “Hidoi”, she whimpers. “You're terrible!”
 
   A genuine tear collects at the base of her right eye, such a small tear, so cute, so her, that it makes me smile. Whenever Yumi cried, the Self Defense Forces were put on alert, ready with bulldozers to act in case any innocent bystanders got caught up in the relentless flow of gunk that would run down those heavily concealed cheeks of hers. But Tatami's tear, a solitary tear clinging to the lower edge of her eyelid, grows slowly in size, then rolls like a drop of mercury down her soft white cheek.
 
   When the tear falls, I giggle at the novelty of it. I’ve never seen someone cry in such a controlled manner. I laugh again, but not out of cruelty, for I don’t mean to be cruel. I laugh at the silliness of life. Sometimes that’s all you can do: laugh to help you forget how much pain you’re in.
 
   Tatami reiterates her low opinion of me, but rather than decide that she is wasting her time, she chooses instead to try to endear herself to me by lunging for my cock. When that fails, she starts swinging at me, pitiful punches that fail to connect and serve only to frustrate her even more. When I wonder aloud if she was taught these tactics at finishing school, she kicks me.
 
   It is just too much and I start roaring with laughter.
 
   With great difficulty, I finally manage to push her towards the front door. She kicks and screams, her arms flail about wildly, and then just when I’ve got her halfway out the door, she tells me that she is pregnant.
 
   “Yeah, right!” I scoff and give her a final push out of the door.
 
   As I am shutting the door on her, she threatens to quit the school and to tell everyone that I am the father of her child. She threatens to follow me to America.
 
   It is pathetic and ugly. It is kabuki, very bad kabuki.
 
   But then realizing that her threats are having no impact, Tatami softens her tone and asks, “What would you do if I died?” Tears are now steaming down her cheeks. “What would you do if I died?”
 
   “Well, for one, I’d probably get to bed sooner.”
 
   “Hidoi!” she screams and runs down the stairs. 
 
   I listen to the heels of her shoes strike against the steps as she hurries down the stairwell, and the ground floor gate slam shut.
 
   “Good night, Tatami.”
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   YUMI
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   From late July until the start of the Bon Festival of the Dead in mid August, Yumi and I have been left behind to guard the fort while Abazuré and Reina are in New Zealand. In the meantime, I have been entrusted to teach Reina’s junior and senior high school students.
 
   It has been an uninspiring two weeks, to say the least, but has had the merciful blessing of my not having to show up for work until four in the afternoon. This means that no matter how enthusiastically I “celebrate my Irish identity” the night before, by the time I have to punch in my hangover has usually been tamed with copious amounts of Pocari Sweat and aspirin.
 
   The first week alone with Yumi passed like a man wounded and crawling on all fours. The office was as quiet and hospitable as a morgue. Every thirty minutes or so, I had to jaunt outside into the muggy evening and greet passers-by to reassure myself that I was still alive. Though the wet heat rising from the street usually saps the will to do anything but sweat and sweat and sweat some more, the atmosphere in the office threatened to rob me of the very will to live. Compared to Yumi’s contagious desperation, the perspiration running down my back has been like a palliating salve.
 
   Teaching Reina’s classes has been an equally dismal experience. Most of her students have been so reluctant to speak up they've made me feel as if I am trying to rip the molars out of their jaws rather than merely chat them up. Some of the students refuse to even offer a nod, let alone a “yes” or a “no”, whenever I ask them even the simplest of questions.
 
   It was infuriating at first. With so much bad blood lingering between Reina and myself, I didn’t put it beyond her to have sabotaged the classes by telling the kids to give me a hard time.
 
   One of the “better” classes goes like this: after fifteen minutes of what can generously be called “free conversation” to loosen the buggers up, we move on to an exercise in the text that covers weekend activities. I set the text up before having them read it by drawing the kids' dissipating attention to the picture at the top of the page. I then ask them what they think is going on in the picture.
 
   They have no idea.
 
   I suggest that they make simple comments about what they see. Naturally, no one volunteers. I point to one of the boys in the classroom. He twists his head to the side, sucks air through his teeth, then tells me he doesn't understand. In Japanese, of course: “Sah, wakaran.”
 
   When that doesn’t work, I have them read through the conversation after which I ask them a few simple comprehension questions. The more general questions are met with blank, somewhat frightened looks, so I give up and ask safe “yes” and “no” questions. Finally, I round up the exercise by expanding the key phrases and so on. Once we’ve gotten through all that, I turn to a bone thin, calcium white seventeen-year-old.
 
   “So Eri, tell me everything you can about last weekend . . . What did you do? Where did you go? Who did you spend it with? Anything, tell me anything you like!” I'm hesitant to overload the poor girl with too many questions as it often causes the more timid of students to freeze up, to withdraw within themselves, like a doe awash in the glow of the headlights of an on-coming 18-wheeler.
 
   Eri looks up slowly from the table with those deep-set, nervous eyes of hers and, not quite stating, more like probing with a cane in the dark, replies, “I . . . I . . . didn't . . . do . . . anything?”
 
   “C'mon. You weren’t in a coma, were you? Ha-ha-ha.” The joke smacks flatly up against a cold wall of silence. “So tell me, Eri, when did you wake up? What did you eat for breakfast? What did you do after you ate it?”
 
   The machinery in her head creaks, rusting cogs ache into worn grooves, and with a slow jerking motion the wheels begin to inch forward: “I woke . . . up . . . at . . . nine-thirty . . . and . . . took a shower?”
 
   “Yes, yes, and then?”
 
   “I . . . ate . . . breakfast . . . I had rice and miso soup and rice for breakfast . . . then I studied?”
 
   “Finally progress!”
 
   “P-pro-goo?”
 
   “Ah, never mind that.”
 
   “Mindoh?”
 
   “Yeah, never mind that either. I was joking. Jokku.”
 
   “Don’ mindoh? Jokku?”
 
   “Yes, yes, jokku. I was joking.” Things can get out of hand if you let them get caught up on one thing. Best to keep moving: “So, what did you study? What did you study?”
 
   “I . . . studied . . . English . . . for two hours?” she continues with excruciating slowness. But, hey, she's burning up the minutes here, like a big Chevy Suburban lumbering along at 6 miles to the gallon. Atta go, girl!
 
   With all the effort I can muster I suppress a yawn, then turn to Tsuyoshi, a rather bright high school boy who speaks relatively good English, and ask, “And, what did you do?”
 
   “I woke up at two, ate lunch, slept again. Woke up again, had dinner, took a bath, then went to bed.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Ladies and gentlemen, I present you the future of Japan.
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   After three hours of dental work, I plop down behind my desk, exhausted. After dealing with kids so reluctant to speak as Reina’s students, the stale mood of the office almost seems refreshing. 
 
   Ever since Yumi told Reina that I had tried to ravish her, an unnatural peace has prevailed over the office. Reina ceased talking to me altogether except when necessity demands it. Even then, whatever she has to say is always couched in a parsimonious use of words as if she is saving them up for something big. Yumi, on the other hand, has been a black hole. Any brightness you might interject into a conversation gets sucked away and squashed. Lovely sakura, you might say and she will tell you that in twenty years’ time all the cherry blossom trees around here will be dead. Seen any good movies, you might ask to start up a conversation, and she will reply that she hates going to the movies because of all the chikan there. As soon as the theater goes dark, they try to cop a feel. Kind of makes you wonder why this charming young woman doesn’t have a good man in her life, doesn’t it?
 
   I’m slouched in my seat rubbing my eyes wearily, impatient for the grueling four-hour workday to finish, when Yumi turns around and asks if I have plans for Saturday. Caught off guard, I reply truthfully that I don’t.
 
   After I gave up waiting for Nekko-chan’s return, I’ve been at a loss for what to do Saturday nights, and Sundays, and the rest of my life . . . I sometimes feel like one of those large glass buoys that sometimes get separated from Japanese fishing nets, floating on the surface of the sea and being pulled by the currents, not knowing where in the world they will end up.
 
   Yumi tells me that she has been invited to a kimono party at the Hyatt Residence Hotel in Seaside Momochi. Tickets are five thousand yen. The thought of being among a bevy of lovely young women dressed in kimono sounds so tempting it would be a shame to pass on the opportunity, regardless of the steep cover charge. And while I’m not particularly excited either about having to attend the party with Yumi as my “date”, I can appreciate that you sometimes have to toss sprat to catch a mackerel. And, I'm definitely in the mood to fish.
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   Yumi arrives at my apartment building late Saturday afternoon, ringing me from the ground floor intercom. Considering how eagerly she marched all the way up the four flights to ring my doorbell before, I find it amusing how she now remains downstairs even though I have buzzed the gate open. Perhaps she is worried that after claiming I had tried to rape her, I might actually go for the gold and do it for real this time. The Power of Suggestion, and all that. No, she'll wait for me downstairs, thank you.
 
   Whatever.
 
   It’s been drizzly and muggy all day, and now that the wind has petered out completely, the humidity is worse than ever. I would have preferred wearing shorts and rubber flip-flops, but put on a linen suit and colorful tie, just to be on the safe side. When I descend the stairs, I’m surprised to find Yumi in a simple black dress.
 
   “No kimono?” I say.
 
   She apologizes, saying that she didn’t have the time after work to change. I tell her that I don’t mind, and, really, I don’t. She could have shown up in a red fundoshi loincloth and happi coat, banging a taiko drum and I still wouldn’t take much notice of her.
 
   We hop into a taxi and drive out to the Hyatt where a reasonably large and promising crowd of beautiful young women clad in colorful long-sleeved furisode kimono is making its way towards the hotel with small, dainty steps.
 
   There are hundreds of gorgeous women, their hair and faces done elaborately as if they were going to a wedding reception. As I take in this alluring feast, the five-thousand yen ticket I grumbled about earlier suddenly feels the bargain of the century.
 
   Yumi and I enter the hotel, buoyed along a river of flowing silk towards a banquet room where several hundred women are standing and chatting, glasses of champagne in their dainty hands. There is a sumptuous feast laid out on tables along the far wall. The hall itself has been decorated with elegant flower arrangements here and there, but not much else. From what I can gather, there doesn't seem to be much point to the event, no stage, no live music, not even a DJ spinning shite on a turntable. The guests, as far as I can tell, are the show; the event nothing more than an occasion for the women to dress up in kimono.
 
   As we walk among the throng of attractive lassies, I am overcome with an almost childlike giddiness, drunk from taking in so much beauty so quickly. Yumi goads me on forward, to a table in the corner where a handsome woman in her late thirties is seated with several others so beautiful it wouldn’t hurt, as they say in Japanese, were I to poke my eye with them.
 
   Yumi introduces me to the woman, a Ms. Yamada, and says that this is her party. I’m tempted to give her a big hug and thank her for bringing so many single young women to this party. After further introductions are made, and business cards exchanged, I sit down next to Yamada while Yumi makes herself useful by fetching me some beer and snacks.
 
   I feel as if I have died and gone to heaven. Two of Yamada's entourage, I am told, are models for her kimono boutique. Another, who is dressed in simple beige silk blouse and pants, is introduced as a close friend. I joke that I wouldn’t mind her becoming a close friend of mine, either. Every time this friend reaches over to pick up a morsel of food with her chopsticks from a platter on the low table between us, her silk blouse parts revealing a scoop of vanilla, the lovely soft curve of her round breasts.
 
   Though this alluring woman seems unaware of my voyeurism, it takes Yumi no time at all to catch on. And no sooner does she return with our drinks than she makes the absurd suggestion that I might be more comfortable sitting beside Ms. Yamada rather than across from her. I am reluctant at first, but figure that getting to know the woman who put this party together might have long term benefits for me, benefits which will more than compensate for the missed opportunity to catch a little tit. I change seats, taking my place between Yamada and one of the models, a young woman by a name I’ll never forget: Urara.
 
   Ooh la la!
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   Yumi’s friends end up being a refreshingly cheerful bunch and do their best to engage me in conversation despite the obvious gap in our respective communication skills: they couldn't speak a word of Engrishu if their lives depended upon it, and, as for my own Japanese proficiency, I’m afraid I still feel as if I am scribbling with Crayolas. We do manage to communicate, though, the conversation forging ahead from one slippery flagstone to the next.
 
   I cannot emphasize enough how rare moments like these are. For if the person I am trying to chat with isn't intent on inflicting his Pidgin English upon me then he is invariably breaking into a sweat and searching for a quick exit. It's natural to feel a bit apprehensive when speaking a foreign language you haven’t yet mastered, but, good God, the Japanese are the only people I've come across who shit their pants whenever a foreigner approaches them with a simple “konichiwa”. These charming women, however, are a godsend: they listen patiently; repeat questions when I fail to catch the meaning; and coach me each time I falter. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.
 
   Now, the icing on the cake is that as the evening progresses it starts to dawn on me that these so-called “friends” of Yumi’s are not really friends at all. I’ve longed suspected from observing and listening to my co-worker that she doesn’t have many of what could be called friends in a traditional sense—people you hang out with, talk to, share secrets with, depend on when you’re down, laugh with when you’re up, and so on. Come to think of it, neither have I. But then, I have the handicap of being a foreign male in this silly country.
 
   What’s more, I am delighted to learn that these women are nothing more than acquaintances of Yumi’s. And as far as I can tell, they are only interested in my co-worker in so far as she might be encouraged by their conviviality to purchase yet another outrageously over-priced, terribly impractical and horribly uncomfortable, albeit exquisitely beautiful kimono.
 
   Not that I really care, though. The realization that these attractive women have little more than a passing knowledge of Yumi, however, means that they’re fair game, and if I want to make a move—and Lord knows I do, I do, I do, so much so that I can barely contain myself—then it is my God-given right to do that.
 
   Of course, I am not so callous as to do so in front of my co-worker. I may be an arse as far as Reina and Yumi are concerned, but, be that as it may, I’d like to believe that I am still a gentleman—warped, and increasingly insensitive, yes, but a gentleman all the same. So, I wait until Yumi joins the other guests in a roaring game of Bingo, the grand prize I'm told is—surprise, surprise—a kimono, before taking out my private name card and passing it out like an ambitious insurance salesman.
 
   I tell them that the magic will soon wear off, that my carriage will be changing back into a pumpkin, and add that I’ve had such an enjoyable time with them that I regret having to say good-bye. I suggest meeting again, and encourage them to call me. They nod enthusiastically, and, write down their own phone numbers on the back of their own business cards. By the time Yumi has returned from the Bingo game, frustrated again by the fickle ways of Fortune, I feel like a richer man, my treasure tucked discreetly away in my breast pocket.
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   It has stopped raining by the time we leave the hotel and the evening sky has started to clear up. Fukuoka Dome rises before us. As it happens, the gigantic retractable titanium roof has been opened. Noise and light spews out.
 
   Yumi tells me she has never been to a baseball game, so, feeling magnanimous, I suggest we go and have a look.
 
   We walk across the footbridge spanning the wide, slowly flowing Hii River. As the sun drops behind Nokono Island everything is bathed with an orange glow that warms my heart and reminds me of the lazy summer evenings in Oregon.
 
   God, how I still miss home at times. 
 
   With the Bon Festival of the Dead coming up in a week's time, I’m tempted to hop on a jet plane and return to everything familiar and dear to me. The homesickness, the heartache, the loneliness of the past several months has been enough to make me want to scream, but at this particular moment I am in as reasonably a good mood as can be expected, something which I must admit I have Yumi to thank for. Had it not been for her invitation tonight, I wouldn’t have met the handsome Ms. Yamada, the adorable Urara, and others.
 
   So, for the first time in months, I speak frankly to my co-worker. I try to explain what I don’t expect her to understand: the feeling I often have that I am dying a slow and lonely death here in Japan. I tell her how I wake each morning to another day separating me from those I left behind in the States and my dreams. I hint at the memories which, no matter how I hard I try to hold onto them, trickle like sand through my fingers. I feel as if I am losing my roots, and am afraid of being blown away forever. I don’t know if she can understand what I am trying to say, but then again I’m only talking to myself really.
 
   “Why did you ever come to Japan?” she asks.
 
   I’ve looked a hundred times or more at the photo album I put together just before I left for Japan. Intoxicated with drink or whatever cheap drugs I could afford, the face in the photos always looks back at me with an irrepressible smile. My arm is always around one friend or another. Yeah, good question: why did I leave?
 
   “I don't remember anymore.”
 
   We walk in silence across the footbridge passing the midway point where only three months earlier Reina and I, pretending to be in love, embraced each other and kissed. Feels like a hundred years ago.
 
   “Yumi said she wants to take you to a baseball game,” Reina told me at the time. Yumi's infatuation tickled a nasty bone in Reina. Every time she talked of her co-worker’s unrequited love for me, she'd explode with laughter. At the time, it was hard to tell whether Reina was a sadistic bitch, or was merely getting a childish thrill out of having something someone else wanted, but now, after a month of being at the object of her scorn, I am no longer confused: Reina is a bitch.
 
   “You know, I have never been to the Dome either,” I lie to Yumi. “Why don’t we see if we can get in?”
 
   We make our way around the Dome to a gate for the outfield seats. Judging by the large number of fans wearing Daiei Hawks[bookmark: _ftnref17][17] jerseys and long faces, the game must be coming to yet another dismal conclusion. At the gate, I pretend to fumble around my pockets for tickets, mumbling to myself that I’d just had them, but the security guard isn’t buying it. Just as I am about to give up the charade, though, a man exiting with his son hands me his tickets.
 
   “Wow, you’re so lucky!” Yumi says after we pass through the gate.
 
   Reina said the same thing to me several months ago when a homerun ball bounced off of the back of a seat and plopped softly into my hand, just like that—thunk, plop! As it had been the very start of the season, and the Dome had only just opened, it occurred to me that I might very well have been the first gaijin to catch a homerun ball there. My fifteen seconds of fame squandered on a lousy baseball.
 
   We hurry inside, find some empty seats, and cheer the home team on just as they drop the game in the final inning. Defeated again by a team with the menacing name: Nippon Ham Fighters.
 
   Do they fight ham, I wonder. Or do they bat with a leg of ham? You can’t help but itch with curiosity.
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   After the game, Yumi and I hail a taxi and head into town to Oyafukô, to Umie where my vigil for Nekko-chan has come to an end; the last votive candle has fizzled out.
 
   I grab two Asahis from the beer cooler and join Yumi in the lower section. Handing her a beer, I sit down beside her on the very same stool Nekko-chan and I carried on so shamelessly only two weeks ago.
 
   For a Saturday night, the bar is dead. The lights are up; the volume of the music, down; and the small, empty dance floor before us has all the charm and verve of a freight elevator.
 
   The two of us, an odd couple if there ever were one, clink the necks of our beer bottles together, and as I’m about to take my first swig Yumi starts in: “All these girls,” she says with puritan indignation and an emphatic sweep of the hand, “they're all here just to meet foreign boys.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   Over the past few months it has come clear to me that Yumi toils in a reality of her own like a diligent, yet demented jeweler sitting all day at his workbench under the sickly blue flicker of light, dismantling watches, untuning music boxes, and smashing up precious stones.
 
   “Look at them,” she says, gesturing towards the counter. “They all dress like prostitutes.”
 
   “What? You can't be serious?”
 
   Such is my suspicion of the machinery of Yumi’s mind that I have taken to dismissing off-hand most of what she says as nonsense. Foreign men? Women dressed like prostitutes? She must have had one too many at the party.
 
   I turn around to have a look. To my surprise I find two Iranians sitting at the far end of the counter with women who do, indeed, look like prostitutes. Funny, but I hadn’t noticed them when I was getting our beers.
 
   Before long, the two Iranians and their wenches get up to leave, passing us as the head out the door.
 
   “Did you hear their English?” Yumi exclaims with horror. “It was terrible!”
 
   Talk about the pot calling the kettle black! 
 
   My co-worker is no one to make judgments about other people’s English ability; you could house a good Catholic family in the room she has for improvement.
 
   “Does it really matter?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, it does!”
 
   “What in heaven’s name for? Just because a person cannot speak English fluently doesn’t mean she ought not try. I mean, Christ, listen to you!”
 
   It takes a moment for what I said to register, but when it does, her hand makes up for lost time. Before I know what is happening, her palm connects with a loud slap against my cheek.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Yumi! What the fuck was that for?”
 
   “You deserved it!”
 
   “I deserved it! Ha! You’re a funny one today. Got me in stitches, you have.”
 
   “Saitei!”
 
   “‘The worst’ is it, am I?”
 
   “Yes,” she says, her body tightening up like a spring.
 
   “Look, Yumi, all I meant was that your English isn’t perfect. It’s good, but it isn’t perfect. You still make a lot of mistakes, but, hey, you can’t make progress without stumbling, can you? It's like you Japanese say, ‘Shippai wa seikoh no moto.’ Failure's a stepping stone to success, right?”
 
   There’s no response. I shouldn’t really expect any differently. Japanese are so accustomed to the sweet sound of honeyed words that the hint of criticism can come off like nails on a blackboard, especially for someone as sensitive as Yumi.
 
   “You come here a lot, don’t you?” she says. There’s a prosecutorial sharpness to her tone.
 
   “Y-yes, I s-suppose I do.”
 
   “You come here for the easy women, don’t you?”
 
   “W-w-what?”
 
   “You come here. You pick up women, and take them home.” The overheated two-stroke engine in her head has finally blown a gasket. “I know you. I know your type,” she accuses. “I know how you . . . how you . . . eat women!”
 
   Eat women?
 
   I am too flabbergasted to know what to say. I mean, if it were any other woman, I’d think I was being hit upon, and would raise an eyebrow and reply with a suave, “Yesh, yesh, I do eat women.” But no, this is Yumi speaking and she’s got anger and jealousy and scorn and vindictiveness written all over her ugly face.
 
   Listen: when I was a child, anytime my parents, my teachers or even an older sibling accused me of something that I didn't do, a nervous, awkward laugh would sneak out from between my lips and betray my innocence.
 
   “Eat the cake? Me? Heh, heh, heh. No, n-not me. I, heh, heh, heh, d-didn’t even touch . . .” And then I’d get hit up side of the head so hard my future children would feel it. “Ma, I didn’t eat the cake! Honest!”
 
   “A very likely story,” Ma would say as she shoved the bar of soap into my mouth for the additional sin of lying. Meanwhile my brother Padraig would be in his room, humming as he licked the chocolate frosting off his fingers.
 
   So, the little nervous laugh bubbles up, condemning me once again and convincing Yumi beyond a doubt that she is right, which gives her all the more reason to resent me and the injustice of the world where scoundrels like myself can do whatever they damn well please and get away Scot-free.
 
   “Look, Yumi,” I say. “You have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. You think you know everything, but, I’m sorry to say this, you haven’t got a goddamn clue. You think you’re in a gaijin bar, but you’re not. You think I can come into a place like this and pick up any girl I like just because I'm a gaijin. But if that’s the case, Miss Smarty Pants, why the hell am I always alone? You think Japanese girls just throw themselves at foreign guys, but, you know what? The only woman who has ever thrown herself at me is . . . you!”
 
   “Saitei!” she says, and, uncoiling like a spring, her hand rises swiftly to slap me.
 
   Only by the grace of our Lord in Heaven do I manage to block her hand.
 
   “Ha hah! Foiled again!” I say.
 
   So what does Yumi do, next? She takes her beer, pours it over my head, and leaves the bar in a huff.
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   My summer vacation, if you could call it that, begins in earnest the moment Yumi leaves me, drenched in beer at Umie. For the next nine days, I don’t have to endure her forlorn glances and heavy sighs, the sarcasm of Reina, or the summary reprimands of my unpredictable boss, Abazuré.
 
   Blame it on the dreary weather we’ve been having, but I’ve been as homesick as a recruit in boot camp lately. It’s tempting to blow my meager savings on a ticket back to the States, to see my friends and, yes, even my family.
 
   I miss it all: lazy summer evenings at the zoo, sitting on freshly cut grass and listening to live music; sweaty nights on crowded dance floors in the smoke-filled dives of Old Town; slow Sunday mornings reading the Oregonian over huge American breakfasts; and Bohemian afternoons loafing in cafes in Northwest Portland, sipping demitasses of bitter espresso, the pinky raised ever so sophisticatedly.
 
   And my mind must be poisoned by nostalgia, because I don’t think I’d even mind being dragged along to the Sunday morning Mass at St. Cecelia's. I could check out how the gorgeous Dougherty girls have filled out in my absence, listen again to the nonsensical sermon of our stuttering and apoplectic Father O'Brien, and, afterwards over the doughnuts and coffee, just to get my father’s knickers in a twist tell him what a bunch of crap it all was.
 
   I want to borrow a car and take an aimless drive into the countryside, following the road as far as it will take me and talk with the nutty loquacious hicks I'm sure to find out there.
 
   I want to drop in at Escape From New York Pizza, stuff my face with greasy slices of pepperoni and wash it all down with a bucket of Dr. Pepper. I’d love to satisfy that craving for the Satyricon gyros that has been with me these sixteen months, to lick the yoghurt sauce as it drips down my forearm. Oh, to be able to sit on a bench outside of the Santa Fe Taqueria and pig out on carne asada burritos stuffed with frijoles, red hot salsa and cilantro, and put the fire out with cans of Tecate.
 
   I long to spend an evening in the Dublin Pub, packed to the Reilly with the Irish Diaspora, to rub elbows with the good Catholic girls and rub up against a not-so-good Protestant one . . . introduce her to “Paddy”: 
 
   “Got any Irish in ye?” I’ll say. “No? Would you like some? No?”
 
   I want to belt out Irish folk songs, keeping the throat lubricated with pint after lovely pint of pitch black Guinness, sing until the bouncer gives me the boot.
 
   But, more than anything, I want to stop playing the role of brooding loner that was thrust upon me when I stepped upon the Japanese stage. I yearn to have my friends’ arms around me, to be embraced again by that motley cohort of slackers I parted with when I came to Japan. I’m starving for the conversations we used to have, the conversations inspired by cheap bottles of pinot noir and pints of microbrew that would keep us up all night laughing until our sides hurt and the neighbors got sore, and they could fuck off for all we care, so would you like another drink? All the conversations I’ve had the past several months have left my gut half empty.
 
   Letters from America don’t come as often as they used to, the phone calls have stopped altogether. I worry more and more that I’ve lived for so many months cloistered in this silent vigil, that I am beginning to lose my voice. I feel it in the awkward self-consciousness that overcomes me whenever I talk to someone for the first time, in a new reluctance to break the ice, in the creeping shyness that has its hands around my throat and chokes me where I once sang.
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   In the evening, I head back to Umie to return the shirt Shô lent me after Yumi poured beer all over me. I want to apologize for all the trouble I’ve caused the guys.
 
   I’m expecting Shô to tell me to go fuck myself, but when I stick my head in the door, he greets me with a cheery smile and a booming “Welcome home!” that takes me by surprise.
 
   I enter, scratching my head with embarrassment and nodding humbling . . . Good God, when did I ever start acting so, so . . . so Japanese. 
 
   When I’ve ascended the steps and am standing before the counter I begin to recite the apology I prepared in polite Japanese earlier today: “Kinô-wa taihen meiwaku-o o-kake shite . . .”
 
   “Tondemonai!” Shô says—Not at all, not at all—and gestures for me to take a seat at the counter.
 
   “Ah no, that's okay, I-I just wanted to return this,” I say, opening up a department store bag and removing the shirt, laundered and pressed by yours truly like a proper Japanese housewife. “And this,” I add, handing him another paper bag. “Tumaranai mono des,’” I say. It's a trifling thing.
 
   "Oh! Hiyoko manju! Yatta!"
 
   To fill out my Act of Contrition, I have brought him a box of Hiyoko Manju, a popular local souvenir of chick-shaped cakes with bean jam centers.
 
   Shô stares at me, dumfounded, and says, “Pay-chan, you’re turning Japanese!”
 
   “Turning Japanese?” I smile awkwardly, and scratch my head again. “You really think so?”
 
   I suppose Shô means it as a compliment, but coming from someone who has for the most part done his best to ignore me all these months it strikes me as sarcastic.
 
   
He encourages me again to sit down, and when I do, Hiro, the other bartender with lips like Mick Jagger, places a draught before me, saying, “Sahbisu,” meaning it’s on the house.
 
   “Well, if you insist. Arigatô gozaimas’,” I say, raising the mug of beer. “Kampai!”
 
    
 
   3
 
    
 
   Six beers and a switch to whiskey and water later, a soothing blanket of equanimity is drawn over me. The pangs of nostalgia I was feeling in the morning are replaced by a very Japanese resignation. Shikata ga nai, I say to myself, it can’t be helped.
 
   Maybe I am turning Japanese after all.
 
   By the second whiskey, I’ve also forgotten that I have given up cigarettes and accept a "vanilla taste" Caster from the young salaryman next to me. According to his meishi, he works for JTB, the very same prestigious travel bureau that dear old Reina used to work for before she left her husband and Tôkyô for the glamour of an English school in Fukuoka. The salaryman says he hates his job and wants to quit. When I tell him the feeling is mutual, he buys me a drink, God love him.
 
   When I ask him what he wants to do with his life, he says travel and—drum roll please—surf. Only, the way he and most Japanese pronounce the word, it sounds like “sahfu”.
 
   “‘Serf? Why in heaven’s name would you want to be a ‘serf’?”
 
   Naturally, he’s confused and tells me so.
 
   “A serf is a kind of dorei,” I explain.
 
   “No, no, no. I don’t want to be a dorei. I already am a slave for my company. No, I want to surf, you know, surfing.” His gestures remind me of a clown balancing on a giant rubber ball.
 
   Now, the only reason I'm teasing him is that after living in this country for almost a year and a half I have never seen so much as a ripple on the surface of the sea—not much to skip a pebble on, let alone ride. Still, I have met so many goddamn surfers, that were I to throw a rock into the crowd of pedestrians milling about Oyafukô, I’d surely hit one, if not two of these poseurs.
 
   It’s ironic, I tell him, that travel agents in Japan are so busy they seldom travel themselves. He doesn’t see the humor in it, though. I guess I wouldn’t either if I were working six ten-hour days a week and my summer bonus had just been cut again because of the recession. No, I don’t think I’d find it funny at all.
 
   “So, if you really want to travel and surf, then why not just do it?”
 
   He drops his head dejectedly and mumbles, “It’s difficult.”
 
   When he asks me what I want to do with my life, I answer: “Build things.”
 
   “Daiku?”
 
   “No, not a carpenter, you dummy, an architect,” I say, chuckling. “Kenchikuka. Here, let me show you.”
 
   I borrow a pen from Shô and in matter of a few minutes draw a pretty good rendering of Umie on a napkin.
 
   “Sh'geh,” he exclaims. Wow!
 
   I tell him that’s nothing; any kid with a good eye, a steady hand and a prescription of Ritalin can produce a picture like this, especially the kind who’ve got their noses in manga all day. On another napkin, I sketch a plan for what Umie could look like with minor changes, such as moving the DJ booth to the other side, losing the beer cooler, adding a second, narrower counter that would run parallel the current one for standing customers, halving the restroom with its single Japanese style toilet such that a second room with a urinal could be built, and so on. Again, this is something any boared housewife with a subscription to Better Homes and Gardens could manage.
 
   Just as I am about to knock his white socks and black loafers off with a sketch of how Umie could be by resembling what its name implied, a beach house, rather than the mildly seedy bar that it is, two women sit down on the empty stools besides me. I look up from the napkin and make the happy discovery that they're both gorgeous.
 
   The one sitting further away, while the better looking of the two, possesses a beauty that is almost too perfect, rendering her unapproachable. Not that I am missing out on anything because the girl is so obviously enamored of Shô it is as if a sign saying “No Unauthorized Personnel Permitted” is hanging around her neck.
 
   I get the feeling I’ve met the one closer to me befoe, but, alas, can’t remember where. With her hair done up in pig-tails, she has such an innocent look about her, what the Japanese call the “Loli-type”, that were she not drinking shots of vodka I’d place her age at around seventeen or eighteen. Not that I’d have a problem with that; I can be, I have shown before, equal opportunity in that regard. Call me ecumenical.
 
   Pigtails turns to me and asks, “Don’t you remember me?”
 
   “Of course, I do,” I shoot back, scrambling through the dimly lit, cobwebby labyrinth of my mind, frantically running my fingers through dusty filing cabinets, searching for a clue, a bone, a hint. “We met . . . the other day . . . at . . . um . . .”
 
   “At the kimono party last night,” she says.
 
   “Yes! Urara . . .”
 
   “Oh, you do remember me after all?”
 
   With a name like Ooh-la-la? 
 
   “How could I forget?”
 
   Mind you, the Urara sitting next to me looks nothing like the Urara I chatted with at the kimono party only twenty-four hours ago. Not only her hairstyle, but her make-up as well couldn’t be more different. She’s like a chameleon that has changed its colors. This adorable Urara, in a matter of only twenty-four hours, has gone from looking like an exquisite Japanese doll to being a spunky, little peaches and cream cheerleader.
 
   “It’s just, I didn't recognize you at first,” I say.
 
   “I’m surprised you recognized me at all.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Well, you didn’t seem all that interested in me last night.”
 
   “Nonsense!”
 
   “You never took your eyes off of Tomoko-san.”
 
   “Tomoko?”
 
   Urara bends over pretending to pick up food from an imaginary table before her, then with her finger draws a line from my eyes to her breasts.
 
   “Ah, right, Tomoko. Was it obvious?”
 
   “Obvious? You were staring at her breasts the whole evening.”
 
   “I am what I am.”
 
   “It must be tough being a man.”
 
   “It is,” I admit. “It is.” Especially for someone who was bottle-fed.
 
   “You know, last night wasn’t the first time I saw you,” Urara says tapping me playfully on the shoulder.
 
   “It wasn’t?”
 
   “No. I’ve seen you around. In Tenjin and on Oyafukô. Come to think of it, I’ve seen you a quite a few times here on Oyafukô.”
 
   “Here? Really?” I pretend to be surprised by this, but I am as inconspicuous as a giraffe trotting through a flock of sheep. “You haven't been stalking me, have you?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Ah, what a pity.”
 
   “Do you want to be stalked?”
 
   “By you? Yes, definitely. Shall I give you my address?”
 
   “You already did last night.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right I did, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes, but . . .”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “Oh, nothing,” she says. Finishing off her vodka, she holds her empty glass up to Shô who takes it and without a word pours her another shot.
 
   I’ll regret it in the morning, I know, but tell the Shô to give me the same. Raising our shot glasses to each other, we say, “Kampai!”
 
   “You like drinking, don't you?” she asks.
 
   “Does the Pope shit in the woods?”
 
   “I'm sorry?”
 
   “I do, yes. A bit too much, I'm afraid.”
 
   Giggling, she tells me she does, too.
 
   When I ask her when she first saw me, she replies, “Around Golden Week, I think.”
 
   As if dislodged by a soft tap, unwelcomed memories flutter down like dust.
 
   “April twenty-seventh. Urara, you were wearing your hair in pigtails like tonight, and were standing in front of the bank of cigarette vending machines at the corner. You were in a tight-fitting dress with CABIN written across it, weren't you?”
 
   “Wow, Peador! That’s some memory you’ve got! Have you got a photographic memory?”
 
   “I do, yes. Unfortunately most of the photos are out of focus.”
 
   As much as I would prefer not to recall that unfortunate night when Mie and I last met, I can’t keep the more embarrassing images of it from being projected in heartlessly living color against the inside of my skull. This is where I suspect my migraines come from.
 
   “Did you notice me waving to you?” she asks.
 
   “That night?” I say. “When I was standing outside Mister Donut?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I wondered who you were waving at.”
 
   “Was that your girlfriend you were waiting for?”
 
   “No, no, no . . . No, that . . . That was just, er . . . a, uh, a friend,” I answer without a note of credibility in my voice. Looking beyond Urara to the drop-dead beauty she came in with who has been making the goo-goo eyes at Shô, lucky bastard, I ask, “So, what’s her story?”
 
   “Hiromi-chan? Oh, she’s just in love with Shô.”
 
   “You don’t say. I never would have guessed. And, who does Urara love?” I point to Jaggerlips, then to a third bartender named Naoki who is snapping a towel at the lanky DJ. “Any of them your type?”
 
   She makes a show of glancing deliberately around the bar, taking in staff and customers alike, before answering. “Yes, there is one who is my type.”
 
   “Yeah? Who?” I figure it’s Jaggerlips because if there is one thing I have learned after coming here all these months is that most of the women who come into Umie fall into one of two camps: those, like Hiromi-chan, who find Shô with his Bundeswehr tank-top and wimpy arms irresistible; and those who go weak in the knees for Jaggerlips.
 
   “You,” she says, turning those big brown eyes of hers to me.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You,” she says again and takes my hand. It’s a kind gesture, humoring me like this, but frankly I can’t believe it. Especially when she’s been drinking straight shots of vodka and God knows what else. Pump enough booze into any woman and they’re liable to find even a manhole cover charming.
 
   Urara and I continue to chat and knock back vodka until Hiromi says that it’s time to go. I look at my watch. It’s only twenty after eleven.
 
   “Last train?” I ask.
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid so,” says. “Peador?"
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Call me, will you?”
 
   She gives my hand a final squeeze. Lovely, slim fingers. I don’t want to let them go. I’ve zeroed on those fingers all evening, watching them twist around loose strands of hair, touching her face just between the chin and mouth, playing with her lower lip.
 
   God, what I’d give to bite that lower lip.
 
   I promise Urara that I will call her, and with that the two of them are gone.
 
    
 
   4
 
    
 
   Everything slows down in the city as the Buddhist festival of the dead, the Bon, nears. While most salarymen and OLs have at least three days off from the thirteenth to the fifteenth, giving them what amounts to a long weekend, the more generous of companies allow their employees to take the day before and the day following the three day festival off so that they might avoid the inevitable crowds at airports and train stations.
 
   Shortly after noon on the twelfth, many of the mom-and-pop shops and the small family-run diners in my neighborhood close up shop. Their shutters are lowered and locked, hand-written notices taped up apologizing for the inconvenience. Considering that most shopkeepers hardly sneak any breaks in throughout the year, you’d think they wouldn’t have to beg for a measly three days off as if they were panhandling, cap in hand, for spare change from passersby.
 
   In the evening for want of anything better to do, I find myself savoring the hospitality of Umie again, barstool up my arse and an Asahi resting on my lip. All day, I contemplated what to do with my tenuous sobriety only to decide to let it go, let it go, let it go . . .
 
   “You were really messed up the other night,” Shô says.
 
   I needn’t be reminded. As soon as the Urara and her friend left, all the alcohol I had consumed hit me like a bulldozer.
 
   “That I was,” I say saluting the bartender. “That I was.”
 
   Shô smiles wryly as he takes the empty bottle away. “You want another?”
 
   I nod and say, “You have to put up with a lot, don't you? Drunks like myself, and . . .”
 
   “It's no problem.”
 
   “You’re far too generous.”
 
   “It’s my job to be so.”
 
   “I realize I’ve been nothing but trouble for you guys, but, um, thanks all the same.”
 
   Shô hands me another Asahi.
 
   “Quiet tonight, isn’t it?” I say.
 
   “O-Bon,” he replies. “Hiro’s grandfather died earlier this year, so he’s gone back to his hometown."
 
   The Hiro Shô is referring to is the bartender I’ve been calling Jaggerlips all this time. “His hometown?” I say. “Hiro’s not from Fukuoka?”
 
   “No, no, he’s from Kagoshima,” Shô says. Kagoshima is the southern-most prefecture in Kyûshû.
 
   “Kagoshima City?”
 
   “That hick? Nah, he's from the sticks, a miserable little shithole called Sata. It’s so small they’ve only got one traffic signal. You know, one of those flashing jobs.”
 
   There are so few customers tonight that Shô and I chew the fat for a couple of hours, the first time in all my months coming here that we’ve ever done so. I can’t help but mention it to the bartender.
 
   “To be honest,” Shô tells me, “I didn’t like you very much at first.”
 
   “I didn’t like you, either,” I say.
 
   “I thought you were an arrogant bastard.”
 
   “I thought you were, too!”
 
   We share a good belly laugh over this.
 
   “Your Japanese is really getting good, Peador.”
 
   “Nonsense.”
 
   “I'm serious.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   Listen: I still study everyday, have private lessons two or three times a week. I review my notes like a zealot studies his Bible and on top of all that I spend a good thirty minutes each morning writing kanji into a notebook just like the elementary school kids here do. I read manga, albeit at a tortoise's pace, and watch Japanese TV dramas and movies with a Japanese-English dictionary always close at hand. Nevertheless, I don’t feel like I’m getting anywhere near where I want to be with this damned language.
 
   “Can you read katakana?” Shô asks. He’s referring to the angular phonetic syllabary used to write foreign loan words, such as beer, toilet, and so on.
 
   “Wha’? Y'think I'm an idiot?”
 
   “No, no, no. It's just . . .”
 
   “Of course I can read katakana.” I learned both katakana and hiragana a few weeks after arriving in Japan. Piece of cake, really.
 
   “Wow. How about kanji, then?”
 
   Now, the trouble with those pesky little Chinese characters known as kanji is not that there are so many of them—there are 1945 different ones used commonly—but that they have so many goddamn different ways of being read. In Chinese, from which the characters originally came some fifteen hundred years ago, there is usually a single reading for each pictogram. For example, the character which means “to go”, for example, is read as “xíng” in Chinese. In Japanese, however, it can be read as “iku”, “okonau”, “yuku”, “an”, “gyô”, “kô”, “gô”, and so on depending on its usage, meaning and pairing with other kanji.
 
   “I'm getting there,” I tell him with a shrug.
 
   “Incredible,” he says. “The reason I ask is, another foreigner came in here the other day. He’s been living in Fukuoka, I don’t know, maybe six years now, and, well, I don't mean to be rude, but . . . his Japanese was awful.”
 
   “Six years?”
 
   “Yeah, six years. Maybe more. I mean, I showed him the menu, but he couldn’t even read katakana.”
 
   “Well, he’s either a lazy bastard, or just a fool. And, Shô, I really do hope you told him so.”
 
   “I couldn’t possibly do such a thing,” he replies wagging his head.
 
   “So, what did you tell him? That his Japanese was good?”
 
   “Of course,” he says with a grimace. “I am Japanese after all.”
 
   We've all got our crosses to bear.
 
   “Well, thanks to you, Shô, that gaijin will never learn your language now.”
 
   And just as I’m saying this, who other than Urara should come through the front door? She's wearing a simple beige suit with a white blouse. Her long hair falls in soft curls on her shoulders. She looks absolutely gorgeous. 
 
   Walking directly towards me, Urara places her hand on my back and, much to my surprise and delight, kisses me on the cheek.
 
   Jesus, when was the last time a woman did that to me? 
 
   She turns to the man next to me and asks if he would move over a bit. Naturally, he obliges. I am genuinely flattered. So much attention and kindness from someone as lovely as Urara; I don't feel worthy.
 
   “I thought about calling you today,” I say.
 
   It’s the God’s truth. Every time I looked at the phone, my heart filled with a gnawing pain. In another lifetime, I wouldn’t have wasted a second worrying. I would have picked up the receiver and, assuring myself I’d had nothing to lose, dialed Urara’s number and asked her out.
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   Yeah, good question: why didn’t I?
 
   Well, for starters, after almost a-year-and-a-half-long run of disappointments, I am so decorticated of self-confidence that it is becoming difficult to conceal the stark naked weakness of my character. Had I called Urara only to be let down, I might very well have thrown in the towel, retiring from the maddening sport altogether.
 
   “I, uh . . . Well, . . . What with Bon starting tomorrow and all, it just seemed better to wait . . .”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful of you, Peador, but, really, you needn’t be so careful with me.”
 
   Earlier when I was chatting with Shô, it occurred to me that the reason my Japanese seems to have improved, allowing me to finally maintain conversations beyond all the insipid self-introduction I have been chagrined to give, is that I have finally broken through the dialect barrier. In the first several months since moving to Fukuoka, the local dialect had been keeping me shut out, peering in and wondering what the devil everyone was talking about.
 
   I doubt most Anglophones appreciate how dramatically regional dialects can vary. Mind you, it's not just a matter of accents, which betray a speaker’s origin like “shibboleth” did in Biblical times, and mark my Dad as having hailed from Dublin, my mother from Cork. No, I’m talking about huge variations from region to region in grammar, phrasing, and vocabulary that make the dialects sound as if they are distinct languages in their own right.
 
   It was frustrating enough when I first began studying Japanese to discover that the phrases in my textbook, which I had gone to great trouble memorizing, were seldom used in daily life.
 
   Listen: A simple question like “What are you doing?” ought to be straight-forward, right? Well, my good-for-nothing textbook taught me to utter the following mouthful: “Anata wa nani o shite imasuka?” Had I ever managed to get that doosie to roll properly off my tongue, my curiosity might have been duly answered. The trouble is, it’d be as natural as walking on the beach in a three-piece wool suit. Your average Tarô, after all, usually rattles off a curt “Nani shiteru no?” or something close to it.
 
   When I figured this out, I wasted little time taking my sensei aside and telling her to please, please, please throw politeness out the window and start teaching me real, living and breathing Nihongo rather than the embalmed and entombed Japanese she had been inflicting on me. I don’t care what the old Japan hands say; a little confrontation can go a long way.
 
   With time and encouragement, my very square sensei mended her stubbornly proper ways, but, even then, she took great pains to warn against using casual Japanese too lightly. You must never cause offence by saying something inappropriate, she’d instruct sternly as if her very reputation were on the line. I'd remind sensei to let her hair down because this wasn’t the Edo Period[bookmark: _ftnref18][18] anymore. A samurai wasn’t going to lop off my head because I’d showed him because I’d “dissed” him with casual Japanese.
 
   No sooner had I got phrases like “Nani shiteru no?” under my belt than I moved to Fukuoka and slammed up against an unexpected brick wall: a local dialect known as Hakata-ben. Suddenly, it was as if everyone around me were speaking in tongues. If a Fukuokan wanted to know what I was doing, he didn't ask, “Nani shiteru no?” He said, “Nan shiyoh to?” or “Nanba shiyotto?” or even “Nan shon?”
 
   In a matter of six months, I’d gone from “Anata wa nani o shite imasuka?” to “Nan shiyoh to?” Italian and Portuguese couldn’t be more different from each other.
 
   Something clicked sometime during the past few months when I wasn’t paying attention, and the next thing I knew, I'd got one leg over the wall and was shimmying myself up. Yumi and Reina’s chat, the idle banter of my students, and the repartee between bartenders like Shô and his customers started to make sense.
 
   So, when Urara places her hand on my arm and says, “Suki yaken, sonna ki tsukawan dotte.” I didn’t have to translate it inside my head from Hakata-ben into standard Japanese, which would have sounded like, “Suki dakara, sonna ki-o tsukawa nai de.” I now understood her as having said that she liked me so I ought to stop tip-toeing so carefully around her.
 
   “Are you here alone tonight?” I ask.
 
   “No, Hiromi-chan will be here soon. And, what about you, Peador?”
 
   There are times the right words just flow from my mouth making me feel as if I had French-kissed the Blarney Stone, and then there are those that make me feel as though a bloody stone had been dropped on my head. Today I am in the blessed rock's good graces; I tell Urara I was waiting for someone special to show up.
 
   “Oh? And who might that be?”
 
   “You, of course.”
 
   That evokes a hug and a peck on the lips, which has the effect of putting me in a right sunny mood, Festival of the Dead notwithstanding.
 
   “I saw your commercial,” I tell Urara.
 
   “Did you like it?”
 
   It's hard to be diplomatic sometimes. In the commercial Urara is wearing a one-piece bathing suit with her hips exposed. The outfit—or lack of one depending on whether you are a glass half-full/glass half-empty kind of guy—flatters her narrow waist and long, slender legs, but makes her look even more wanting in the breast department than I suspect she really is. No, it isn’t the most attractive get-up she or any woman could wear in private, let alone on television, but then these hai-reggu get-ups (high-legged bathing suits) are all the flavor of the month, and young Japanese men just can’t seem to get enough of them.
 
   What Urara in a bathing suit has to do with selling used cars—this is what the commercial is pushing, after all—is a mystery to me, but then I don’t fit in with its target audience, do I? Perhaps the geeks that tune into late night TV to catch a bit of tit to jerk off to before hitting the sack are moved into a consumer frenzy like a drop of blood in a pool of sharks by that kind of advertising. Who knows? It was a stupid commercial and depressing to watch, but am I going to tell that to a lovely girl who’s sat down next to me, taken my hand and ordered a shot of vodka?
 
   “I liked your part,” I say.
 
   After several shots and a beer to keep it all down, it’s easy to forget where I am. I grow oblivious to the people around us—the men to Urara’s right, Shô behind the counter, Shinji in the DJ booth, the few customers below—as if the dimmer on my consciousness has been turned. In spite of all the people, I feel completely alone in the universe with Urara, a solitary star orbited by a single planet. We lean against one another, holding hands and touching as if we’ve known each other for years rather than six days.
 
   And we talk. Good God we talk! Urara has that rare ability to draw words and stories out of me, to coax me out of my cave and undress me of the itchy reticence I have been clothed in. She can do it, because she makes me feel that nothing else matters more than to listen to what old Peador has to tell her. She never lets herself be distracted, nor does she ever allow my attention to turn to something else either. If I look away, she touches my chin, bringing my face closer to hers. When I falter, she squeezes my hand, reminds me what I’ve just told her to keep the conversation moving. Why she does this for me, I have no idea. What could she find so interesting in a moody gaijin like myself? It’s time I stopped asking questions and start thanking my lucky stars that it is me she has her big dark brown on rather than someone else.
 
   “Do you have a girlfriend?” she asks.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why don’t you have a girlfriend?” she says, taking a swig from my beer. Before I can reply, she answers the question for me. “Oh, I get it, you like to date many different girls, don’t you? You’re a playboy, aren't you?”
 
   “You’ve hit the nail right on its head,” Shô interjects with a smile in my direction.
 
   One of the perversions so common among women, and Japanese women in particular, is that they are attracted, often tragically so, to men who are already taken. A guy with a girlfriend is infinitely more appealing than one without. A divorced middle-aged man, or even one who is still locked in a sexless marriage, is far more preferable to one who at the age of thirty-eight has never wed. Boggles the male mind, it does.
 
   I’d ask Urara whether she has a boyfriend as if it actually matters. These girls, I was slow to understand, have a fluid notion of commitment. Mie made that clear by taking me along on her self-exploration although she was, for all intents and purposes, engaged to be married. I still don’t quite understand how I fit in her plan—that is, assuming she ever had one to begin with. No matter how much I’ve thought about that relationship and, believe me I have brooded over it, I am no closer to understanding what happened, or how I managed to fall into the gap between them, or what, if anything, I meant to Mie.
 
   All I am certain of is the pain I felt after she abandoned me, and the loneliness that has haunted me ever since. I don’t really know what I want anymore, to tell you the truth. A year earlier, crying on the outside of Mie’s apartment I would have told you that all I wanted was to have Mie back in my life. Now, however, I suspect that her leaving me, as painful as it has been, was probably for the best. I doubt if I could ever be the kind of husband she was hoping to have. Listening to the way housewives carry on about their men has hammered that fact firmly into my usually impervious head.
 
   So, if Mie wasn’t the answer, then what is? Is it this Urara leaning into me, holding my hand in her lap?
 
   By the time Hiromi comes to pick Urara up, the two of us are beyond repair.
 
   “You have my number, right?” Urara slurs, hobbling off the barstool.
 
   “Yesh.”
 
   “Well then, call me, call me, call me.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   “You know, Urara, Japanese always say anytime, anywhere, but they, but they don't . . . "
 
   She looks into my eyes, and, with both hands cradling my face, kisses me slowly on the lips. “I mean it, Peador. Anytime.”
 
   The bar erupts in catcalls and if my face weren’t already pink from the booze, I’d be blushing.
 
   Hiromi, too, kisses me lightly on the cheek, and there they go, the two are gone, flitting away as full of jóie de vivre as they were when they first came into my life only a week ago.
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   O-Bon, the Buddhist Festival of the Dead, begins the following day, the thirteenth of August. Unlike other holidays, the Bon is greeted with weary ambivalence. You don’t ask people what they’ll be doing over the holiday, or wish them a Merry Bon, because for many Japanese it amounts to three days of somber rites conducted perfunctorily with the dreaded in-laws. It’s Thanksgiving without the turkey and parades.
 
   On the first day of Bon, I have been told, families go to the cemetery to greet the spirits of their ancestors who have returned from the after world. The tombs are cleaned and given simple arrangements of chrysanthemum and gladiolus. Sticks of sandalwood incense are lit, and silent prayers are offered to the souls of the departed.
 
   “Welcome back, Grandpa”
 
   “Please watch over the family and protect it, Grandma”
 
   “Give me the strength to endure that bitch of a mother-in-law . . .”
 
   And so on.
 
   This morning the sun deigned to make an appearance. An unenthusiastic participant in the season, he’s been for the past several weeks. The summer has been so cool, according an article in the Daily Yomiuri, that even beer sales are suffering.
 
   All the news that’s fit to print.
 
    
 
   I take my bicycle to Seaside Momochi drawn by images of the beach crowded with young women in colorful bikinis dancing to reggae brighten my mood as I pedal away. When I arrive, however, I discover that the beach is all but deserted. There’s a small group of high school boys, thin as green beans and nut brown, playing soccer in the sand, but there isn’t a bikini top to be seen, or a note of island music to bob your head to. Even the umie no ie beach houses that sell yakisoba and beer have been boarded up, closed for business until after the holiday. I’ve been told the gates of Hell open up on the sea floor during the Bon Festival, but I didn’t think anyone was superstitious enough to believe it. Not in this day and age with an even more frightening reality, the 21st century is just seven years away from gobbling us up. Well, apparently, the Japanese are, and they must think I’m tempting fate when I wade waist-deep in the water.
 
   I don’t stay long. The beach is one of the most depressing places when it is quiet. Nothing but the flat expanse of the gray sea to remind you how ridiculously insignificant and alone you are in the world.
 
   On the way back to my apartment, I ride the narrow and meandering streets of Tôjin Machi past temples and cemeteries. The smell of incense fills the air. Muted voices come from a charnel house. A family of five emerges from its door, carrying a paper lantern to guide the souls back to their home.
 
   When I return to my apartment building, a large white paper lantern with a family crest in black is hanging near the entrance, reminding me that my landlord’s mother passed away a few months ago. If Reina and I were still speaking to each other, I would ask her what Japanese customs expect of me under the circumstances. Do I bring them a gift? Do I hand over an ornate envelope filled with cash? Do I put my hands together and with eyes closed chant, "Namu amida butsu"[bookmark: _ftnref19][19]? Culturally out of the loop as I am, I haven’t the slightest of clues as to what to do.
 
   I check my mailbox before passing through the front gate. It’s been so long—four or five weeks now—since I last received a letter from anyone that I seldom bother to check anymore. I clean out the mailbox as eagerly as you might sift through a garbage bin, then clump up the stairs with the thick bundle of junk mail in my arms. Considering the silence that has replied all the letters I have penned to friends and family a like, I would probably have better luck getting a response were I to slip a note into a bottle and toss it into the gray sea.
 
   Back in my apartment, I sift through the usual fliers for adaruto video delivery and “costume play” blowjob services, menus from Pizza California and the neighborhood diners and udon shops, business card-sized scraps of paper from sarakin (loan sharks), and packets of pocket tissues inserted with advertisements for terekura (telephone clubs). This new racket is apparently aimed at getting middle-aged men to part with their cash on the slim, though not entirely hopeless, odds that they might be able to hook up with school girls willing to sell their time, their panties, and even their bodies to them. What an odd country I’m living in. Then there’s my electrical bill—down from last month—my water bill—up—and, unexpectedly, a pink envelope.
 
   My name and address is written in neat handwriting on the front, but there is no return address, no name, no hint of who might have sent it, save that it has come from a young woman, or, perhaps, an effeminate man. In this land of rising perversions, you never can tell. I open the letter and, at the bottom of the second page printed in capital letters, find the name of the woman who still haunts me.
 
   Why now, Mie? Why after all these months?
 
   I open the balcony window to inject a bit of life into the stale air of my apartment. A black butterfly mottled with orange flutters clumsily by. The ataractic drone of a Buddhist priest chanting sutras and the tap, tap, tapping on a wooden bell rises from my landlord’s second floor apartment. On the street below, there isn’t a soul; everyone has returned home, just as Mie’s thoughts have returned to me on this, the first day of Bon.
 
   When Mie and I were still dating, she would often send me cute letters written in her simple but honest English. They were often illustrated with cartoon likenesses of herself. This letter, I see, is written entirely in Japanese, save her name at the end. She has added no furigana notations over the Chinese characters to clue me in as to how to read them.
 
   “You must have quite the high opinion of me, Mie, assuming I’d be able to read Japanese by now.”
 
   I sit down on the floor before the coffee table armed with a Chinese character dictionary, a Japanese-English dictionary and a notebook. For each kanji I cannot read right out, I have to first copy the pictogram down in the notebook counting out the number of strokes required to draw it. Then, I trawl through the dictionary of Chinese characters, in which the pictograms are listed according to their stroke number.
 
   Most of the characters in Japanese have two or more ways of being read, depending upon if they stand alone or are part of a compound, and if they are part of a compound, where they stand in that compound. That is, the position of the kanji at the beginning or at the end of a compound word also affects how the character is read. A simple kanji, say the one that means “to go”, is read “iku”. In the word “bank”, that same character comes second and is read "kô" (ginkô), while in the word “queue”, it comes first and is pronounced “gyô” (gyôretsu). If that isn’t confusing enough for you, try memorizing all 1945 of the Chinese characters for everyday use.
 
   Once I’ve got a fair idea how to read a particular word written in kanji, I then have to thumb through my well-worn Japanese-English dictionary to find out what the word actually means. It’s excruciatingly slow going, but I’m not about to give up until I’ve come to the end of the letter and have understood everything Mie has written.
 
   The first sentences are straightforward enough. I don’t even have to consult my dictionaries.
 
    
 
   How have you been? Thank you for your letter. It seems your job is going well . . .
 
    
 
   I can’t help but laugh. I must have written Mie back in May or so when everyone at the office was still treating me like the Christ entering Jerusalem. How quickly things can change. Jesus found that out for himself, too.
 
    
 
   After I got your last letter, I wrote a reply, but never sent it. I’m really sorry about that.
 
    
 
   “Hontô-ni gomen nasai,” she wrote. “I’m really sorry . . .” The words as I decipher them come off the page as if spoken slowly from Mie’s very own lips, her familiar voice emanating from the page of the pink stationery.
 
   How many times did I hear her say these words? The first time I learned the word “shigoto”, we were lying on her bed in the thick hours of morning, hung over after having cleaned out her refrigerator of all the beer and namazake it yielded the night before. “Shigoto shitakunai,” she said, but I couldn’t understand. “I don't wanna go to work,” she repeated for me in English. “Shigoto shitakunai.”
 
   “Boku mo,” I replied. “Neither do I.”
 
   Words. I learned so many of them from her and each one remains to haunt me with memories, to ensure that no matter how much time passes between the present and Mie’s final “sayônara”, there will always be a lexicon of daily reminders of her in the Japanese vocabulary to sneak up on me and say, “Here I am, Peador! Thought you could forget about me, didn’t you?”
 
   “Hontô-ni gomen nasai,” she is telling me. She is sorry. I remember her hand in mine, short, tanned fingers holding my hand so tightly I thought she’d never let me go. Then the unimaginable happened. A year can pass, and still I ache for her to be in my arms.
 
    
 
   We haven’t seen each other since that night at Big Apple. Do you still go out sometimes?
 
    
 
   Do I go out? I do, yes, and every time I hope to find her. After that night in April, Mie may have disappeared from my life, she may have been out of sight, but she was never out of mind.
 
    
 
   I often go singing at karaoke boxes to relieve stress. I used to drink a lot, but the next day was always hard. I don’t drink as much anymore.
 
   In June, I went to Taiwan. I was only there for three days, but it was a good trip. The food was great and I gained weight . . . again.
 
    
 
   I smile as I read this. It reminds me of the letter she sent to me after a recreational trip with her co-workers to Hokkaido. She wrote about all the food she had eaten—fresh crab, salmon roe, sea urchin and so on—worrying that she had gained weight . . . again. Then, she confessed a confused mix of emotions she was feeling about me. I was having the very same muddled, heartsick thoughts.
 
    
 
   There are some things you have probably wanted to know.
 
    
 
   “You’ve got that right, Mie.”
 
    
 
   Actually, I got engaged on my birthday last June. Maybe you didn’t know.
 
    
 
   I hadn’t forgotten that Mie was going to be engaged; she told me as much when we met in April. I just didn’t know she had actually gone through with it. When June came and went without a word from her, I just assumed that she had and that I would never see or hear from her again.
 
    
 
   Next year, on the ninth of January, Tetsu and I will . . .
 
    
 
   The kanji are ones I haven’t yet learned. I count the strokes, nine for the first character, then look it up. Ketsu: “binding, tying”. The second kanji with twelve strokes is read “kon”. I sound out the two kanji together: “Ketsu Kon . . . Ketsukon . . . Jesus Christ, kekkon!” 
 
   Marriage. 
 
   The word comes off the pink stationery like a blow to my gut. Returning to her letter, hands shaking, brow wet with perspiration, I continue to read:
 
    
 
   Next year, on the ninth of January, Tetsu and I will get married.
 
    
 
   "Goddammit, Mie! What do you want from me? You want me to say congratulations? That I'm happy for you?"
 
    
 
   Since February, Tetsu and I talked about a lot of things, and even postponed our engagement. Once we decided though, I became very busy. We often fought about the details of the wedding, but we’ve decided to spend our honeymoon in Jamaica.
 
    
 
   This is pure torture to read. But, like a junkie I can’t stop injecting those words into me however little pleasure I could ever hope to find in them.
 
    
 
   My days of being single are growing short, so I’m trying to meet as many people and go to as many places as I can.
 
   Last year’s experiences were good memories for me. Meeting you in America and then again here. All of it was like a dream. I really feel it was fate.
 
    
 
   I look up from Mie’s letter. An hour has passed since I began reading it.
 
    
 
   Maybe if you read these words, you’ll feel like we can never meet again, but since I’m still single and since you’re still here, we can always meet.
 
   Let’s go singing some day. A friend of mine from high school is the mama of a snack in Nakasu. It’s quite fun there, so if you have time . . . MIE
 
    
 
   “If I have time, hah!”
 
   I’ve had nothing but time for Mie as I waited for her all these months. Exhausted, I lay face down on my futon, the chirping of the cicada rising up like the start of a downpour.
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   On the second day of Bon, I wake up around noon, my sleep filled with the most vivid of dreams. In one, Mie is crying in my arms and apologizing. I tell her not to worry, everything will be fine. When I kiss her soft lips, they are salty from the tears she has been shedding. In another dream, I am having sex with Urara. The doorbell rings. We ignore it at first. It rings again and again. I get up, walk to the door and I open it. Mie is standing there cradling a small round lantern in her arms. I tell her to go away and leave me alone, but she doesn’t budge. There’s something she wants to say. I try to close the door, but she puts her body in the way. Urara then comes to the door, naked body glistening with sweat. She tells Mie to shove off. Mie puts the lantern down and I can see now that Mie’s nine months pregnant. She looks ready to burst. She clomps down the stairs, her heavy steps echo up the stairwell: clomp, clomp, clomp, clomp. 
 
   I turn towards Urara, who now looks and sounds like Reina with all her fierce sexuality. With anger in her voice, Reina says, “Peador, I can’t believe what a pushover you are to lose your heart to a cunt like that.” I want to tell Reina to go fuck herself, but I don’t. I follow her back to bed and have sex, the sound of Mie’s steps still going clomp, clomp, clomp, clomp as the headboard of the bed we are fucking in bangs in rhythm against the wall, thunk, thunk, thunk.
 
   Later in the afternoon, I take a long walk. The streets are quiet, hardly a soul to be seen. On the way to Tôjin Machi, I pass my office. The windows are dark and lifeless. The thought of having to return to work in a few days time fills me with such a dread that I come to the conclusion there’s only one thing for me to do about it.
 
   Continuing forward, I come across a Buddhist priest, dressed in a brown kimono with juzu prayer beads hanging from his wrist. He bows deeply, reverently before a home, mumbling softly. There is a large white lantern at the entrance of the house, much like the lantern hanging before the gate of my apartment building, only with a different family crest. Someone in that family has died during the past year. The priest straightens up, gives a final blessing, and turns away from the house with a hiccup. His face is red; he reeks of whiskey.
 
   There is a calm solemnity as I walk through Tôjin Machi. All the shops in the arcade have been closed up for the Bon, some with small mounds of salt before them to ward off evil spirits. The cemeteries, too, are deserted. The simple flower arrangements of reddish orange Chinese lantern flowers and chrysanthemums that were put out only yesterday are already beginning to wilt. The smell of incense lingers before the charnel houses. Above the gray tombstones, red dragonflies dart about with the determined recklessness of kamikazes.
 
   From there, I head towards Ôhori Park, which is also quiet despite today being a Saturday. The occasional young family strolls together around the large pond, but there aren’t any of the usual couples on dates or groups of high school students lounging about. A boy fishes alone right next to a sign that declares “No Fishing!” A mother and her teenage daughter walk their Golden Retriever. I imagine the poor dog is probably cooped up most of the day in their small condominium. It kills me. People will tell you that they are animal lovers, only to lock their poor pets up in cages . . . But, that’s neither here nor there.
 
   The daughter has an adorable sweetness to her, so different from her mother who like so many housewives here wears a tired indifference on her face. Does she remember what it was like to be adored? The daughter, with her hair done up playfully in pigtails, reminds me of Urara. It’s only now that I realize I haven’t yet called her as I promised. What an arse she must think I am.
 
   “Hontô-ni gomen nasai, Urara.” God, I am getting tired of always having to apologize to women. “I will call you. Just let me take care of this one last thing first.”
 
    
 
   Since I’m already half way there, I walk to Gokoku Shrine, the shrine that impressed me so deeply back in April when all I had to distract me from myself were long aimless walks. It’s been months since I was last there, and as the Bon is a Buddhist festival rather than a Shintô one, I don’t expect much of the visit. But, boy, am I ever wrong!
 
   At the entrance of the shrine, near the towering wooden torii gate is a sign announcing the start of a “festival” held for the spirits of the dead called the Mitama Matsuri. The road passing below the torii cuts through the thick woods leads me to the shrine. As I continue in, a second set of torii gates come into view. Behind them is an amazing sight that stops me in my tracks. On the broad lawns that stretch from this second torii all the way to the golden shinden where the faithful pray and Shintô rites are held, an area nearly the size of a football pitch, there are tens of thousands of rectangular lanterns hung in rows, eight feet high and a hundred or more yards deep, forming a dozen or so walls of soft light.
 
   Entering one of these illuminated corridors, I see that all of the lanterns have been hand painted and signed. This being Japan, some of the boxy lanterns are of course illustrated with anime like characters; others have more traditional and somber drawings of seasonal flowers or calligraphy.
 
   Gokoku Jinja is, as I’ve mentioned before, a shrine dedicated to those who lost their lives defending their country in past wars. Not only the disgraced leaders who committed seppuku and the kamikazes who tried to crash their burning planes into the ships of the Allied forces, but also those who died when incendiary bombs rained down on their cities are memorialized here. On the 19th of June 1945, a quarter of Fukuoka, a city then the size of Rochester, New York was destroyed and more than nine hundred people were killed. Those thousands upon thousands of lanterns lit up like fireflies in the growing dusk are the most beautiful yet sobering reminder of loved ones lost. I can’t help be overcome with a deep sense of awe just walking among them. So much pain and grief and all for nothing.
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   I don’t know what I was thinking back in April. I seldom do. The past is more of an embarrassment than something to recall with fondness; the recent past, particularly so.
 
   On that early spring evening, I put on my best attire, hoping that I might be able to impress Mie. Now, I can barely remember why I even bothered. Tonight, I spray a bit of cologne on myself rather than shower, and get dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. The Japanese might say I look like an American. Well, hell, that’s what I am, after all.
 
   Mie is waiting in front of the Nakasu Mister Donut. To reach her, I have to pass through a gauntlet of scouts and pimps and hostesses who try their damnedest to sweet-talk and coax you back to their bars. Some of the women, gorgeous and dressed to kill, can be quite persuasive.
 
   Mie is conservatively dressed. And yet, the beautiful curves of the body I loved last summer are not hidden. In her letter, she wrote that she had gained weight, but it doesn’t show. She is as lovely a sight to behold as ever and I tell her so.
 
   We chat a bit and she’s surprised by how much my Japanese has improved. Living everyday with the language as I do, I can’t see it growing before me. A year ago, it was barely able to stand, to take a few clumsy steps without falling. Today? Who knows? I have to take everyone else's word that it is getting better.
 
   Mie is alone. No escorts lingering a few steps away, waiting to be beckoned and introduced. No one to protect her from the past like before. Is she no longer afraid of it, has she buried me and made her peace?
 
   Mie takes me by the hand and leads me towards her friend’s snack.
 
   It was here in this neon Babylon almost a year and a half ago that Mie and I first hit it off. She brought me to a snack, where after several drinks she would get jealous when one of the hostesses became a little too friendly with me. She would suggest we go back to her place, and when we did, we would end up falling asleep, half naked in each other’s arms. We didn’t have sex that night—blasted as I was, I probably couldn’t have performed anyways. Besides, I knew she had a fiancé. It was just after telling me about him that we first kissed.
 
   Nakasu is still a wonderland for me, a brash, gaudy, sexist Never Land of sorts. Memories of that first night there with Mie will always be tied to the island. It was the first place in Japan where I tasted happiness.
 
   We walk along Nakasu’s main drag, a narrow two-lane road clogged with taxis and black Benzes with tinted window. Tough men mill about in dark suits and sunglasses, protecting their eyes from the screaming glare of the neon lights and temptation. Hostesses dressed to kill eye me playfully, invite me to join them for a drink. It’s hard not to turn your head and stare at them, as beautiful as water to a man who’s been lost in the desert. Mie squeezes my hand gently, reminding me that she is my date for the night.
 
   The snack Mie take me to a simple affair, long and narrow with a counter that can only accommodate about ten customers. Behind the counter is Mie’s friend, called, as the proprietress always is, “Mama”, and another hostess. Unfortunately neither is much of a looker. 
 
   Can’t have everything.
 
   We sit down, and after the usual introductions and an exchange of business cards, an ice bucket, a bottle of Suntory Hibiki and two tumblers are placed ceremoniously before us. Mama then fixes us up with two whiskey ‘n’ waters.
 
   I give Mie an abridged version of the penny opera I’ve been living since we last met, sparing her the ugly details of my love life.
 
   “I’ve decided to quit,” I say.
 
   “Well, with a boss like that, who could blame you?”
 
   “I’m surprised I’ve hung around this long.”
 
   “What did your boss say when you told her?”
 
   “Oh, I haven’t. Not yet,” I say. “Abazuré has threatened so many times to sack me right there on the spot, I have half a mind to do the same: you know, just up and walk out on her.”
 
   “Peador, you wouldn’t!”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t. But it’d give me immense satisfaction to see the look on the witch’s face.”
 
   “What are you going to do about work?”
 
   “Work’s the least of my problems, Mie. I'll manage somehow . . . I always do. Things might be tight for a while, but I’ll be so much happier not having to deal with those . . . those awful women anymore. Besides, I’ve wasted enough time already.”
 
   “Wasted?”
 
   “Yeah, wasted.”
 
    
 
   We sing the old karaoke favorites, syrupy ballads, which transport us back to the middle of last summer when we were so much in love. Mie places my hand on her thigh and holds it there like she used to. It’s still warm, as if I had never stopped holding it. After several more whiskey ‘n’ waters, and a rousing rendition Bobbie Caldwell’s Heart of Mine—shite though it may be, I sing it like I mean it—Mie leans into me, rests her head on my shoulder. I always loved the fragrance of her hair, the way it would linger on my pillow days after we’d slept together, the way it filled my nostrils and filled my soul. There it was again, just like old times.
 
   After a few happy hours soaking neck deep in this blissful tub, Mie tells Mama to put the bill on her company’s expense account.
 
   “I wish I could do that,” I say.
 
   “Anytime you want to drink here, Peador, it’s on me,” Mie says. I’m almost tipsy enough to believe her.
 
   Outside the bar, Mama thanks us for coming and bows deeply as we step into the elevator. When the door closes, Mie kisses me gently on the cheek. I’ve felt deflated for so long that it doesn’t take much to put the wind back into my sails. I take her into my arms and kiss her on the lips. Though we haven’t pressed any buttons, the elevator jerks into motion. When the door opens, a middle-aged man with a cheap toupee finds us in an embrace. Seeing us, he says, “Solly, solly,” and staggers back a few steps, allowing the elevator to close. I push the button for the first floor.
 
   Out on the street, as we walk towards a long line of cabs, I expect Mie to tell me she is going to call it a night and I don't know how it will affect me to watch her disappear from my life again. Will I be heart-broken? Will I be relieved? Or a little bit of both, emancipated but alone?
 
   “That was fun,” I say. “Thanks.”
 
   Mie asks if I have to work tomorrow.
 
   “Yeah, I do, but not until three.”
 
   “You want to go somewhere else?” she asks.
 
   I take her hand and pull her into the nearest cab and we are off to Oyafukô.
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   Sitting at Umie’s counter, knocking back imo shôchû on the rocks. It isn’t my first choice of emotional lubricant, but I’m more than happy to keep pace with Mie.
 
   She asks me if I’ve heard from my former co-worker and next door neighbor Ben.
 
   “Not in a while. He wrote me a short letter about two months ago, but didn’t have much to tell me as always. Gary and he are still looking for jobs. Seems like nobody has jobs. I must say, though that he does have the neatest hand-writing.”
 
   Mie laughs because Ben’s dainty penmanship is just one more thing reinforcing what we always suspected. “Has he . . .?”
 
   “No, not yet,” I say. “Every time a letter from him arrives, I think, ah hah! This is it. This is the one.”
 
   “I wonder if he’ll ever admit it.”
 
   “Who knows?” I shrug. How long can someone as obviously gay as Ben remain cooped up in the closet?
 
   We reminisce about last summer and how much fun it was. The three of us, Ben, Mie and I traveled to the Usa Jingû shrine and then on to the hot spring resort of Beppu. Ben tortured us the whole way with his off-key humming. Mie would put a Chagé & Aska cassette in the deck and he’d keep on humming even though he didn’t know the songs. We laughed at every turn, and were occasionally silenced with profound awe. No matter how things ended up for Mie and me, there is no denying what a wonderful summer it was and I would gladly pawn my soul in order to turn the clocks back twelve months and relive it.
 
   Mie rests her head lightly on my shoulder and tells me she misses those days. I tell her I miss them too, even more than I miss . . . more than I miss the States.
 
   Shortly after Mie and I had become serious, her roommate commented over dinner that I somehow belonged here. Mie had just dumped her fiancé for a foreigner fresh off the boat and she didn’t see anything strange in it. Who knows what she was really thinking, though? All I knew was that I, too, had felt that I belonged.
 
   “I was really happy then,” I say and she nods.
 
   There is an impulse to apologize for past mistakes, but I know that the past is the past, and no matter how fondly we reminisce about the good times or how deeply we regret the bad, the past will never stop being anything but gone and out of reach. Just enjoy the moment, I have to remind myself. I hold her hand even more tightly.
 
   I still love Mie. Still love what she once meant to me, especially how she delivered me from the isolation and loneliness I had been feeling in those first few months. I still want to be with her, to spend moments like this beside her, to hear the sound of her voice, and feel the warmth of her body against mine. I still want to touch her soft skin with my lips. I still want to make love to her. For the first time, though, I understand and accept that it is truly, irreversibly over.
 
   As I’m ordering a second round of shôchû, Hiromi walks into the bar and sits down at the corner diagonally from us. Hiromi is, as always, stunningly beautiful, but tonight, wearing a low-cut black dress, she exudes a sex appeal that raises the mercury several degrees.
 
   Programmed as I am, I cannot help but look at Hiromi. She smiles back at me and, leaning over the counter towards me, reaches out to take my hand.
 
   “Who is this?" Mie asks, rankled by the girl’s playful flirtation.
 
   “A friend,” I say.
 
   “Thinks she’s sexy, does she? Well, she’s got small tits!” 
 
   Saying that, Mie does something that surprises me: She pulls her top down slightly to reveal her own cleavage. Not many women can give Mie a run for their money in the breasts department. Where my ex-girlfriend is a major-leaguer, the others play T-ball.
 
   “Urara will be here soon,” Hiromi says to me. “She’s sad because you haven’t called yet. She’s been waiting by her phone every day.”
 
   “Who’s Urara,” Mie asks coldly.
 
   “A girl I know.”
 
   I never would have expected Mie to be jealous. What does she have to be jealous about after all? She's the one who left me. Twice for that matter! She’s the one getting married in a few months’ time, while I remain as single as ever. None of the women I’ve been with come even close to filling the hole Mie left. They have all been too small, with characters that never quite filled the presence that Mie was in my life last year. Nearly a year has passed and I am just barely managing to get by, one lonely miserable night at a time.
 
   Mie finishes off the imo shôchû, orders another. Half way through the second glass, the tension seems to dissipate some. She rests her head on my shoulder, and with my hand in her lap she begins to talk for the first time about last year.
 
   It had been hard to say good-bye to me, she says. That’s why after leaving me the first time she ended up returning a few weeks later. But when she did leave me for good—the day she left me standing in front of my apartment making me think that she would be back in a week's time—she cried all the way back to Fukuoka.
 
   She wanted to turn the car around, to be with me, but she was too afraid. There were so many uncertainties, so many barriers we would have to cross. Tetsu, on the other hand, was stable, boringly so, but, after so many years of ups and downs, it was stability she longed for most.
 
   When she looks up at me, there are tears in the corner of her eyes. “I’m sorry, Peador,” she says in English. “I’m so sorry to have hurt you.”
 
   A rush of pain breaks against my chest and I could almost cry myself.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she says again.
 
   “I’m sorry, too.” And I am. Sorry that I couldn’t have been stronger and more reliable for her. Sorry that she couldn’t have found confidence in her love for me at the time. Sorry that I lost her before I understood what a truly lovely a person she was. “I’m so goddamn sorry, Mie.”
 
   Just as I’m apologizing, Urara comes into Umie and seeing me calls out my name. Ascending the steps, she huffs playfully about how disappointed she is that I haven’t called. Then, she notices Mie and falls silent. It’s awkward to say the least.
 
   Mie sits up, looks at Urara and releases her hold of my hand. “I better be heading home,” she says.
 
   I pay for our drinks, then start to make our way out. As I pass Urara, she asks when we can meet.
 
   “I'll be right back,” I say. “Wait for me here.”
 
   Urara begins to ask me another question, but Mie is beating feet towards the exit.
 
   “She’s an old girlfriend,” I say. “She's getting married soon. Look, I’ll explain everything to you later. Promise me you'll wait.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say and kiss her quickly on the cheek.
 
   Mie is clear across the street by the time I emerge from Umie. I hurry after her, and grab her hand just as she is about to duck into a taxi.
 
   “I have to go home, Peador,” she says. “You can go back to your girlfriend.”
 
   "She’s not my girlfriend,” I say. “I want to be with you just a few minutes more.”
 
   “It’s over. You know it. I know it. We can't . . .”
 
   “But . . .”
 
   “Bye, Peador,” she says, kissing me softly on the lips. “I’ll never forget you, Peador.”
 
   “Mie?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I’ll always love you.”
 
   She starts to cry and turns to enter the cab. As the cab starts to pull away, I jump into the taxi behind it and tell the driver to follow Mie’s cab. It’s a long, expensive drive, but I can’t help myself. I have to do this. The taxi moves along the same route that Mie and I took so many times before when we were dating. All the landmarks are still fresh with memories, made fresher still by the smell of Mie’s perfume on my clothes.
 
   As we approach the Mikasa River, I see some kind of lights flowing gently down the river.
 
   “What’s that in the river?” I ask the driver.
 
   “Lanterns.”
 
   “Lanterns?”
 
   “Yeah, families of the deceased put the lanterns on small wooden boats to see the souls off. You’re not really supposed to do it anymore. Pollutes the river and all. But people still do it anyway.”
 
   “It’s a nice custom,” I say as we cross the river.
 
    
 
   When Mie’s cab stops In front of her condominium, I tell the driver to pull over. He does, stopping the meter.
 
   “I’m not getting out, just yet,” I say. “Wait here a moment.”
 
   I watch Mie through the rear window of her cab; watch her as she pays the driver. The door opens and she steps out. She doesn’t have the posture she had only hours ago, there is a hint of defeat weighing down on her shoulders. She looks tired.
 
   Mie steps towards the entrance of the condo, pauses a moment to foost through her bag for the keys. Finding them, she steps into the building, and I know that is this is the very last time I will ever see her.
 
   I will always love you, Mie. Thank you.
 
    
 
   With tears flowing down my face, I tell the driver to take me back to Oyafukô.
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  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] Many foreigners who have any experience in Japan will be struck by the oddness of the name, Abazuré. It is not an actual surname, but rather a somewhat obsolete Japanese word that means “a real bitch” or “a wicked woman”. I have taken quite a lot of license in creating Japanese names for this novel, such that many of them have a hidden meaning.
 
  Incidentally, I have also added accents to some Japanese words so that those who are not familiar with the language will be able to pronounce the words correctly. Rice wine, for example, is written saké, rather than sake.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] An eikawa is a private school at which “English conversation” is taught as opposed to the grammar-heavy textbook English taught in most junior and senior high schools. Until about the mid 90s many teachers of English couldn’t actually speak English. With the introduction of ALTs (Assistant Language Teachers from English-speaking countries) at most schools throughout Japan and changes to the curriculum, the ability of both teachers and students has improved remarkably.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn3][3] Where mailboxes were once chock-full of these “pink flyers” or “pink handbills”, they are fairly uncommon today. The Japanese used to be much more tolerant of—or, rather, Japanese women were expected to put up with considerably more—nudity and sexism in the past. There is very little nudity on TV anymore and postcards featuring pictures of naked women in sexually explicit poses no longer litter public phone booths and restrooms the way they once did.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn4][4] Chu-hi is a high ball made with shôchû mixed with juice or a sweet soda. Unlike kô-rui shôchû (“Grade A”), such as imo shôchû (made from sweet potatoes) or mugi shôchû (made from barley), which can have a strong flavor and smell, the shôchû used in these chu-hi drinks, known as otsu-rui (“Grade B”), has been distilled multiple times removing most of the flavor and smell.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn5][5] A kôan (pronounced “koh-an”, not like “Cohen”) is, according to The New Oxford American Dictionary “a paradoxical anecdote or riddle, used in Zen Buddhism to demonstrate the inadequacy of logical reasoning and to provoke enlightenment.” One of the more famous kôans is “What is the sound of one hand clapping?”
 
  [bookmark: _ftn6][6] Literally, “sorry, sorry, sorry, sorry . . .” 
 
  [bookmark: _ftn7][7] Barker is another one of those unfortunate names foreigners can have. Barker is pronounced in Japanese as Bahkah or Baka, which means “idiot” or “fool”. I once had a Chinese teacher whose husband’s name was pronounced in Japanese as Chiketsu which sounds like “bloody arsehole”.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn8][8] Kaisha means company.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn9][9] Literally, Martial Arts Hall. This is not the same Budôkan made famous by Cheap Trick’s live album.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn10][10] An o-jô-san is a girl from a “good” family.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn11][11] Tabi are Japanese socks that have the big toes separate from the other toes, like mittens for your feet.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn12][12] A yokozuna is the highest rank in sumô, and generally occupied by a wrestler who has won two consecutive tournaments.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn13][13] All of these are, or were at one time or another, the real names of products available at convenience stores and supermarkets in Japan.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn14][14] Adaruto Bideo is Japanese for an “adult video”, i.e. pornography. 
 
  [bookmark: _ftn15][15] Yukata are unlined cotton kimono used for lounging and sleeping. In summertime, Japanese men and women sometimes wear more elaborate and colorful versions of the yukata to summer festivals and fireworks displays. Geta are the wooden sandals that are usually worn with yukata.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn16][16] Jinbei are a traditional, loosely woven cotton garment that is worn by men and children, and increasingly young women, in the summer. 
 
  [bookmark: _ftn17][17] The Daiei Hawks was Fukuoka’s professional baseball team from 1988 to 2004. Financial pressure, however, forced the supermarket chain to sell the team to the Japanese telecommunication and internet corporation SoftBank. Today the team is called Fukuoka SoftBank Hawks.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn18][18] The Edo Period lasted from 1603 to 1867.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn19][19] Literally, “Mercy on me, Buddha of the Infinite Light.” This is a common chant from the Pure Land sect (Jôdoshû) of Buddhism.
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