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Ive never thought of myself as the blindfold type.


Not on planes, not in beds, and certainly not in restaurants. Especially not a place like DC Coast, where I was sitting on the evening of my thirtieth birthday, listening to my dinner companion trying his best to be persuasive.


What happens next will be very special. Hugh said, picking up the small black mask that hed placed next to our shared dessert. You dont have to put the blindfold on inside here. Just a little later.


You promised no party, I reminded him, but not sharply. My stomach was filled with a pleasant mlange of tuna tartare and crawfish risotto and crispy fried bass. It had been an orgy of seafood and good wine, just my kind of night.


Hmm, Hugh said, studying the restaurant bill.


If its not a surprise party, where are you taking me? I prodded.


Lets just say Ive got two tickets to paradise.


I rolled my eyes, thinking Hugh was showing his age, when Id rather keep mine confidential. I didnt mind having a delicious, leisurely dinner, but hed practically rushed me through cappuccino and crme brle. Hugh was frantic to leave, making me think he definitely had something planned.


As we waited for the car to be brought to us on the busy corner of Fourteenth and K streets, Hugh folded the tiny black blindfold into my hand. Its never been used, if that makes you more comfortable. I saved it from my last trip to Zurich.


I thought you didnt believe in regifting? I asked lightly.


Well, you didnt want a ring. What else can I offer you? The undercurrent of irritation in Hughs voice was clear. Id worn his beautiful two-carat emerald for a short while, but ultimately returned it, because engagement rings scared me just as much as turning thirty did. Hugh was thirty-five; hed been ready for the last three years. I wondered if Id ever be.


The valet pulled up with the car and jumped out to open the passenger side for me. I got in, feeling a mixture of excitement and fear about what lay ahead. As we pulled off into traffic, I reclined my seat as far as it would go, hoping that this way, nobody would notice the woman with short black hair and a matching mask over her eyes. Anyone who caught a glimpse might think Id just come out of plastic surgery or something like that?though most Washington women who went in for that flew to Latin America, where the plastic surgeons were good and there were no neighbors to bump into.


Are we headed for the airport? I asked, with a sudden rush of hope.


No chance. Hugh sounded regretful. It would have been fun to get away, but I cant risk any absences when the partner-track decisions are forthcoming.


Hugh was a lawyer at a high-pressure international firm a few blocks away. Hed been working for the last year on a class action suit that still wasnt ready to roll. His work involved frequent travel back to Japan, the country of my heritage, where wed met a few years earlier. I would have loved to travel with him, but I couldnt, because I was banned from Japan. It was a complicated story that I didnt want to revisit on a night when I was supposed to be happy.


Dont think about it, I muttered to myself. It was my habit to talk to myself sometimes, to try to shut out the bad thoughts that threatened what was a perfectly pleasant life.


What dont you want to think about?


Im getting nauseated from wearing a blindfold in a moving car, I said. Not to mention that my nerves are shot because you wont tell me whats going to happen next.



Oh, Im sorry. Just hang on, Ill open the window. Hugh pressed the control that slid down the passenger-side window next to me. Were just going around the corner to park. Will you survive another two minutes?


I nodded, glad for a chance to listen to the sounds of the road. I could tell this wasnt our neighborhood, Adams-Morgan, with its mix of pulsating salsa music, honking horns, and shouting truck drivers. All I heard was a slow, steady purr of cars caught in traffic. After a while, the car moved again and turned a corner. Then it stopped. Hughs window slid down.


Paradise, sir? A strange mans voice asked.


Thats right. Were staying till the wee morning hours, Hugh said. Will this cover it?


Before the parking valet could answer, I had a few words of my own. Hugh, you know that I have a nine-thirty meeting at the Sackler Gallery tomorrow. You can very well stay until the wee hours, but I cant.


Job interviews come and go. Thirtieth birthdays are only once! He sounded positively gleeful.


My door was opened, and I unbuckled my seat belt. Then I felt a hand on my wrist, helping me out.


You must be the girl getting the big birthday surprise. The valets voice came from somewhere to the left.


I was busy working through the situation?was this a boutique hotel, maybe??when Hugh tugged my hand. Theres going to be a downward flight of steps in a moment. Just take it slowly.


What kind of a hotel has subterranean rooms? I demanded.


Youll know soon enough. Ten steps, and then a flat surface. Im going to hold the door open. Just step through.


I had no sight, but my other senses were bombarded. First, the sounds? Japanese Girls, an Eels song pounding ominously, and lots of voices: talking, laughing, shrieking. Then there were the smells?smoke from cigarettes and sandalwood incense.


Someone took my other hand and pressed briefly down on the area over my knuckles. I guessed that I was getting a hand-stamp, the way bouncers did at bars.


Hugh, this is so silly, I complained. I want to see where I am. If this is the S and M club we read about in City Paper Im not going any farther.


Hugh sighed and said, Id hoped youd stay blindfolded until the magic moment, but if youre that anxious, you may as well take it off. Go ahead.


Had I known of the series of events about to unfold?not this night, but in the crazy, dangerous days that rolled out, right after my birthday?I might have just kept the blindfold on. I would have remained in Hughs thrall, powerless to make my own choices, but secure?still twenty-nine and safe as houses.


But Im not the kind of girl who stays in one place for long, whether its a city or a nightclub vestibule.


I slid off the blindfold, and opened my eyes.
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The club was packed as tightly as Tokyos Cube 326 on a good night—impressive for a live venue rather than a DJ club. I had never been inside a place in Washington this crowded and smoky. Wasnt there a no-smoking law in Washington clubs now? I wondered about it as I scanned the crowd, looking for familiar faces.


Is that Kendall? I asked Hugh, pointing to a slender redhead in a black leather jacket who looked like my married cousin from Potomac, but who was embracing a handsome younger man with a goatee.


Yes, I gather she brought a toyboy from her office. But theres an even better spectacle right ahead. Hugh touched my shoulders and turned me so that I was facing the other side of the room. A stage was set up with a drum set and keyboards and microphones. Above it was a banner that said in glittering silver letters, HAPPY DIRTY THIRTY, REI!


I looked from it to Hugh. You promised you wouldnt throw a surprise party.


He raised his eyebrows. But I told you I was taking you to Paradise.


Suddenly I got it. This unfamiliar nightclub was probably a hot new music venue on U Street. I was amazed Hugh had been able to book it on a Friday night for something as inconsequential as my thirtieth birthday party.



I asked, Is this Club Paradise?


Yes, isnt it brilliant? He squeezed my hand back. I had to keep the newspaper away from you all week so you wouldnt catch wind of what was going on. Hugh looked very pleased with himself.


But I must know only a fraction of the people here.


Andrea, Kendall, and I shared the invites. There are about a hundred fifty of our crowd here. The others, well, theyve all paid to get in and that helps make up the cost of booking the space. Im sure theyll be your friends by nights end— As he spoke, he was putting a small glittering tiara on my head.


People would pay to come to my birthday? I was becoming even more confused as Andrea, a beautiful but moody restaurant hostess whod become a good friend recently, came over to deliver some air kisses.


Happy birthday, Rei, she said. Im going to handle the door and make sure nobody gets in on the guest list who should be paying.


Kendall bounced up and gave me a kiss on the lips that tasted like a Cosmopolitan. Happy dirty thirty, dear. You know, I tried to talk Hugh into staving your thirtieth off for a few more years, but he wouldnt listen. Men!


What do you mean? Shes thirty tomorrow. Andrea looked at Kendall as if she thought my cousin, who loved to brag about her M.B.A., couldnt count.


A lot of girls dont publicly celebrate thirty until theyre a little bit older, like thirty-five. Some of my friends from boarding school are going to do that, and Im trying to decide whether I can carry it off. What do you think? As Kendall spoke, she was twinkling at the young man shed draped herself over before.


It looks like some of your friends are here, I said, not wanting to answer her question. Youll have to introduce me.


Hugh let me bring about seventy-five of my nearest and dearest. Theyre so excited about the show, just thrilled once I explained about—


Watch it, Kendall, Hugh said warningly.


Hugh, I never! George is just my intern, okay?


Im sure he meant about the show, Kendall, not your toyboy— I bit my lip. The Viognier Id had at the restaurant had made me too loose.


Lets get some drinks, Hugh suggested. Then Ive got to dash up there, get the emcee thing started. Were half an hour behind schedule.


As Hugh brought each of us a drink and then wound his way through the crowd to the stage, I watched Kendalls pretty girlfriends in their preppy prints and Hughs lawyer friends in suits begin to circle each other. Around them were many more young people in black leather and heavy metal, as well as fashionable young men with shaved heads and guayabera shirts, and girls with ironed hair and thigh-high boots. Now I understood why Hugh had been so obstinate about my clothes for the evening.


I was wearing a favorite pair of black shorts with a vintage Adolfo jacket in purple and black boucl. Underneath the jacket was a purple camisole that barely grazed my navel, which glinted with a couple of pearls—a recent body alteration about which I had mixed feelings. Because I didnt want to be taken for a hooker, Id insisted on mid-heel sandals rather than the Manolo Blahnik stilettos Hugh had given me that morning. Now I was sorry I hadnt worn the Blahniks, but overall, I was well dressed for the setting.


Come on. Kendall took my hand in hers. Lets get close to the stage so youll be right there for everyone to see when Hugh makes a personal tribute.


Kendall, I dont know anyone! I hardly want to be embarrassed in front of hundreds. I was being so Japanese, I thought while Kendall resolutely dragged me close to the stage. She was from my American side—my mothers old Maryland family. I couldnt believe she was so enthusiastic about Club Paradise. She was no stranger to the bars at Zola or Zaytinya, but this place was considerably more downscale than her usual party haunts.


Hugh placed his whisky glass on a speaker and picked up a microphone. The raggedy buzz of noise faded as he greeted everyone in the suave Edinburgh-goes-to-London-and-next-flies-to-America accent that made Americans swoon. What was it about the British accent that made everything sound smarter? It was similar to the effect of a Japanese accent, which made everything sound sweeter.



Hugh said how pleased he was at the turnout for the birthday celebration for someone known to readers of the City Paper as the current Most Notorious Woman under Thirty.


Reis the first girl whos made the listing without sleeping with a politician, and for that, Im enormously grateful, he said as a spotlight suddenly found me in the crowd. I waved reluctantly, because to hide behind Kendall would be pathetic. The people in the crowd were grinning at me now. A cocktail waitress with a nose ring pressed a mojito into my hand, and—ignoring all the warnings Id heard about taking drinks from strangers—I sipped it, glad for something to do while the roasting continued.


Now, when Rei and I met, she thought we had nothing in common until I lured her into my car to listen to my collection of eighties and nineties tunes. To make her birthday really special, I wanted to bring her that music she loves.


If a band was the focus, the spotlight would move from me. Great!


Knowing Reis taste, I aimed my sights at the European bands. I tried for Echo and the Bunnymen, but unfortunately, that lot are playing a show in London tonight. A chorus of groans. Apparently Echo wasnt a big favorite here. Next I went for Bjork, but shes undergoing a crisis of fashion confidence and wont leave the house. There was some light laughter. Massive Attack are recording the score for the next Lexus car commercial, and Garbage said they have to put out their recycling tonight.


There were more groans and a call from the back of the room, Get on with it! Hugh refused to be rushed. He took a sip of whisky and said, I began to think there was some kind of bad star hanging over the night that Rei was born, but in the end, the answer was right before my nose. Its a mystery band, an up-and-coming British group that had its video premiere on VH1 last month, and made it into the British equivalent of Billboards listings. Theyre touring the country, and this is their only stop in Washington. They turned down the bloody 9:30 Club to be here with us tonight!


There was sharp applause at that, and I began to feel the hairs on my arm prickle. There was only one band that I knew Hugh was close to, and that was his brother Anguss group, Glaswegian Hangover, which was making a ragtag tour on the west coast at present.


So, without further ado, let me introduce a band with true grit and originality. Yes, the band youve been waiting forAngus Glendinning and the Glaswegian Hangover!


The lights started flashing, and the band took the stage. I screamed with the others because I hadnt seen Hughs younger, guitar-strumming brother in three years. The twenty-year-old whod slouched around Tokyo with auburn dreadlocks had shaved them off so only a thin auburn halo edged his head. He wore a black T-shirt studded with rivets and tight blue jeans tucked into motorcycle boots.


The crowd howled as Angus picked up his guitar and lashed into an old Beatles song, Happy Birthday, with a few new lyrics that made me blush. He followed it with a song that Id heard him working on in Japan, all discordant clanging, but with new lyrics about being dragged into a war by an older brother hed once loved but now hated with every ounce of his being. I would have liked Hughs take on the lyrics, but he was back at the bar, grooving to the music while he waited for another drink.


I checked out the rest of the band. On bagpipes was a mournful-looking blond wearing a denim jacket and kilt with combat boots. An Indian-looking guy in a Manchester United football jersey was lost in the rhythms of the drums. There was a black bass player dressed in a battered leather jacket and jeans. All they needed was a Japanese to complete their United Nations, but I wasnt volunteering.


The band finished the song with a defiant upward-climbing riff and then Angus took a sip from a bottle that a fan thrust up at him. Thanks, love. And thanks to Shug for organizing the venue and, whats that, a free round of McEwans for all? Brilliant!


Half the crowd surged toward the bar, wanting to take advantage of the beer. The die-hards who stayed at the stage started screaming names of songs they wanted to hear. Methadone Morning! On the Train! Bleeding Heart Liberal! I realized that the bands CD must have aired on more than a few college stations. The Glaswegian Hangover were semifamous.


Wed love to get the jam going with a few songs off our new disc, Liberal Elitist. This songs called Pudding cause its unhealthy, which is the way we like it. Anguss accent was affected Glasgow working-class, which probably was crucial if your band was called Glaswegian Hangover. Well be playing our new songs mixed in with Reis birthday track. Oh, and Shug—thats me brother, right?—wants me to let everybody know that our celebrity guest has arrived and will be appearing onstage shortly.


Who is it? I called out.


Angus shook his head. Dont know exactly, but its supposed to be a Japanese celeb. So dont go awaaayyy! He launched into Pudding with a crash of guitar strings.


I wondered who the musician might be as I started dancing with Hugh, who had suddenly showed up and grabbed me around the waist. I had trouble keeping my balance, given the two mojitos Id downed in the last half hour. Hugh moved behind me as the band slowly segued from its song about a Scottish school dinner gone wrong into the Grandmaster Flash classic, White Lines. I was quickly wrapped up in the beat and the feeling of Hughs body behind mine—finally, Hugh had to physically direct my attention to the stage, where I saw the Japanese guest: a young woman in a gold leather skirt, white go-go boots, and a white halter top. A curtain of perfectly streaked hair—gold and black—hung before her face, and when the hair flashed back, I saw my twenty-two-year-old cousin Chikas face.


Chika! I screamed in delight.


I gave her my frequent-flier miles! Hugh shouted in my ear. She didnt want to miss your birthday!


I turned and hugged him. So shes staying with us!


Yes, shell come back with us tonight. And I hope you dont mind, but the, ah, band will be with staying over, too.


But where? I knew I should be accommodating, but I felt a frisson of annoyance. Every week, it seemed, Hugh invited at least one or two overnight guests. Whether they were lawyers from his office having wife trouble, rugby players whod been served eviction notices, or drinking buddies from Adams-Morgan whod had one too many, Hugh unfailingly brought them home. He liked company. Hell, hed been keeping me in his apartment, on and off, for years.


Any free bit of floor, Hugh shouted again to make himself heard over the din. The lads are accustomed to bunking in bus stations and bathtubs. And theyll only be here a couple of days. Its not going to be like when Angus stayed for months in Tokyo.


Hope not. I winked at Hugh, because I was actually fond of his hard-living brother. I turned back to the stage to admire my cousin Chika dancing in her high-heeled boots. Almost mechanically, she moved her arms and turned her hips, a robot-like contrast to the wild and woolly band, and the flailing bodies in the mosh pit in front of the stage.


Chikas too cute, Kendall shouted in my ear as she danced by me. Find out where she bought those boots.


Ill ask! I was overflowing with so much happiness that I wasnt shy anymore. My head felt light and my body full of rhythm as I jogged up onstage to join my cousin. We embraced, and before I knew it, Angus had grabbed us both in a pelvis-grinding hug. Chika pulled away, obviously startled by the bald white boy, and the audience roared.


Angus launched into my favorite 1980s classic, Lips Like Sugar. As Chika and I started to dance together, I gazed over the mosh pit and into the crowd. All the way from the bar, I saw Hugh smile at me and raise a McEwans in salute.


Kendall had commandeered some male friends to boost her from the mosh pit to the stage, and the next instant she was dancing alongside Chika and me. I wasnt surprised; Kendall was the most competitive woman I knew. She wasnt one to stay out of the limelight for long.


I danced between my cousins, thinking about my Japanese past on one side, and the American future on the other. I was shot through with joy, not caring that my Lycra top was inching upward, revealing the navel ring glinting in the spotlight. Chika was performing a careful series of steps, and Kendall was unzipping her black leather jacket and, now, pulling off her T-shirt.


Her T-shirt? I took a second look. Kendall, seemingly delighted by the catcalls of the audience, was wearing only a red lace bra and jeans. I glanced at Chika, who looked unimpressed, probably because girls in Japan had been disrobing on nightclub stages for years. Now I glanced back over the bobbing heads on the dance floor, looking for Hugh. He wasnt at the bar. He was probably close to the stage, getting a birds-eye view of Kendalls cosmetic enhancements. Thats what they had to be. Wed shared an outdoor shower during a beach vacation in college, and shed been much smaller. Although maybe I was being unfair—could the breasts be a result of childbirth?


The crowd was screaming for me and Chika to take it off, too, and I felt a twinge of nervousness. Id brought it on myself, I knew, but suddenly I felt that my navel ring was more than I wished anyone had seen.


Im stepping down! I shouted to Chika as Lips Like Sugar drew to a close.


Okay, Ill come along, she shouted back. That girl is crazy!


After we made it offstage, Chika asked me where we could get water. I was parched, too. I glanced back and saw that Kendall had started working on the top button of her jeans.


Wheres Hugh-san? Id like to say hello to him—he was so kind to give me the ticket. Business class, even! Chikas happy chatter brought me back to the reality that I was with her, and life wasnt as out of control as Id feared.


The last place I saw Hugh was the bar, I said, leading my cousin along. But he wasnt there. After Chika and I each bought a bottle of water, we threaded through the crowd to the back, where Andrea was standing at the door, checking names against a guest list. She was being very hard-hearted with a group of Georgetown students who were claiming they should be on the guest list.


But I know Rei, one of them was saying. Shes, like, my best friend.


Do you know this girl? Andrea, her arms folded over a skintight Power to the People T-shirt, appeared ready to grind the girl under the her six-inch boot heels.


Sure. Let them all in. Hey, have you seen Hugh?


Last time I saw him he was buying drinks for all his rugby friends. Are you loving your party?


Very much so, I said, and gave Andrea a quick hug before going back into the depths of the club.


Is that Hugh-san? Chika tugged my hand and I followed her down a hall lit only by a sign for an emergency exit. There, one of the suits was vomiting over a trash can.


Oh, no! I said, because I recognized the suit. It was Hughs.


What did he eat for dinner? Chika asked in a horrified voice.


I dont think it was the dinner. Id tried everything Hugh had eaten, and the restaurant had an impeccable reputation. Hugh must have been done in by the bottle of wine chased by whisky followed by the lager. It wasnt really his fault—hed once been able to drink like that and hold his ground, but now he was thirty-two. Perhaps his metabolism had changed—as mine would, too.


I sent Chika into the ladies room to bring back both wet and dry paper towels, while I helped Hugh through the end of his agony.


Sorry, he said, sounding weaker than Id ever heard.


Dont be. I stroked back his hair, examining him. The charming Scot whod toasted me with champagne a few hours earlier had been replaced by a red-eyed stand-in who had almost lost his accent. It was getting exhausting, living like this. Just two nights before that hed gotten sick after a dinner party in Kalorama. I reminded myself that this was the same man whod loved me enough to let me live in his apartment, who hauled antiques without complaint, who made a pot of tea for me every morning.


Im missing a great show, arent I? he asked, sounding pitiful.


Angus and the band are amazing, I said. But youll hear them again.


Yes. Hes coming home with us. Hugh sat down on the floor, his back against the wall for support.


Thats right, but a little later on. Ill figure everything out. Well have to take a taxi home, because I cant drive either.


Dont take me home, he said. Youre having a—grand time—a birthday time—


I shook my head. Staying here doesnt matter. Im as trashed as you are, practically. Im beat.


It was true. Three years earlier, I would have stayed the whole night. But now I just felt exhausted.


My twenties were over. Thirty had already taken a very dirty toll.
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The claim Id made about a morning meeting had been all too true. I woke up at eight-fifteen with a pounding headache, knowing that I had to be at the Smithsonian within seventy-five minutes.


I dragged myself into the bathroom, where Hugh was sleeping in the tub. I pulled the shower curtain to give myself privacy while I used the facilities. I would have loved a shower, but it wasnt worth drowning Hugh.


I felt bad that hed slept there. But hed been sleepy enough to drop anywhere, and the spare bedroom and living room were filled not only with Anguss bandmates but with two roadies as well. In the bedroom I usually shared with Hugh, Id placed Chika, who was still sleeping facedown in her tiny chemise. Before Id gone into the bathroom, I pulled the sheet over her, just in case anyone stumbled into the room. I also wrote DO NOT DISTURB! on a Glaswegian Hangover flyer and taped it to the door.


How my head hurt! I would never drink like that again. Id recklessly chased one glass of wine with another at dinner, then spent the rest of the night slamming down hard liquor. The evidence was all over the place—red pupils, triple creases under the eyes, and a greenish tint to my skin.


After gulping down two Aleve tablets and patting on a bit of makeup, I dressed in dark blue Donna Karan suit handed down from my mother, which Id laid out the day before. I had a bit of panic when I couldnt find my panty hose, but they turned out to be on my dresser, coiled underneath a potted bonsai tree—yet another birthday gift that had appeared in the foyer the night before. I lifted the pot up and gingerly pulled out the stockings, praying they hadnt been torn. They were fine. I took this as a good omen—the only thing, maybe, that I had going for me on such a challenging morning.


I wasnt quite sure how the Sackler had located me, because I hadnt applied for any job there except for a college internship that never happened. Of course, I sent out rsums all the time, so when a brisk-sounding woman had called the week before, asking me to come to discuss a potential consulting job, Id immediately said yes. Any offer of steady employment would be fantastic, given that Id finished a big restaurant decorating project and was at loose ends.


I stepped into the Bally alligator pumps Id gotten at the San Francisco Opera thrift shop the last time Id been home, visiting my parents. Then I returned to the bathroom to bring Hugh clothes for his own workday.


Who bashed in my head? he muttered.


You did it to yourself, I said, then relented. You must feel awful. And Im sorry we put you in the tub last night to sleep, but I needed a bed for Chika—shes sleeping in our room right now, so I brought you some clothes.


Oh. He yawned. Where are you going so early in the morning?


Its already eight-forty and I have that meeting at the Smithsonian in less than an hour.


Sorry about last night. He sighed. And I—lost it, didnt I? You saw me at my worst.


Youve seen me sick, too. But compared with him, I was the picture of blooming health. It was a wild night. Parts of it were wonderful.


I swear that I just had a whisky and a lager or two—


You also had a half-bottle of wine and a glass of champagne at the restaurant. I began brushing my teeth at the bathroom sink.


Right. We drove from there—My car! Where is it?


Im sure its still wherever the valets put it yesterday evening. I can swing by after my meeting to retrieve it.



No, no, Ill do it. Ill take care of it today. That shall be my penance, Hugh said darkly.





It was a twenty-minute walk to Dupont Circle, plenty of time to get the blood moving. I had a skim latte with four sugars in hand that Id carried out from Urban Grounds. Id have to finish drinking it before I entered the Metro, which had a strict prohibition against food and drink. As I sipped, I considered the situation ahead of me. Id have to present myself to strangers, without knowing what they were after. But they had thought enough of me to seek me out. That was something I could cling to, with hope.


I regretfully tossed my half-full coffee and boarded the train. I held my bag closely against me, protecting it from the crush of people. Inside the bag were two different rsums. The first one presented my work as an antiques buyer; it focused on freelance work Id done for a restaurant in Washington and private clients in Tokyo. The second rsum made me look more like a scholar—citing a sale that Id made years ago to a folk craft museum and the writing Id published about a historic collection of Japanese flower-arranging vessels. There were a few flamboyant successes on both rsums, but sadly, no evidence of a real job anywhere. The longest job that Id had since getting my masters degree was working as an English teacher in Japan, and that, I sensed, was totally unrelated to anything the Smithsonian might want me for.


I hopped out at Gallery PlaceChinatown, but instead of turning toward the restaurant district as I did for my last job, I walked the few long blocks to the Mall. The sun had broken out at last. It was a day on which, if I hadnt had a headache, I might have jogged to the gym where Hugh and I shared a membership. Id become addicted to gym classes, especially the ones that featured weight lifting, yoga, and ballet. It sounded like over-the-top fusion cooking, but I was happy with the new, sinewy muscles that had emerged in my arms and shoulders. Hugh said the best part of it was that I could now move heavy furniture without his help.


Well, today wasnt a weight-lifting day, but at least my posture was better than it used to be. I sucked in my abdominals a touch as I passed the majestic, redbrick Gothic castle that housed the Smithsonians administrative offices, and kept them in place as I entered the circular glass atrium entrance of the Freer Museums Ripley Center, which led in turn to the Sackler Gallery, a few flights down.


Id sworn I wasnt going to look around, but I had to pause for a second glance at an impressive art installation right inside the entrance. A modern Chinese artist had dredged up the hull of an old wooden Japanese fishing boat and perched it atop thousands of pieces of broken white porcelain cups and saucers. A boat afloat on china; I loved the metaphor, but cringed at the thought of all the pottery smashing that had gone on.


Maam? The museum doesnt open until ten.


The security guard whod been at the desk was suddenly at my side. Id gotten too close to the artwork. I apologized and told the guard that I was a few minutes early for my appointment in the administrative offices with Michael Hendricks.


We have nobody working in our museum with that name, she said, frowning at me again. Are you sure he isnt a part-time volunteer?


I dont think so. I scrambled through my bag for the paper where Id written down the few details Id been given. A woman called me back as well. Her name is Elizabeth Cameron—


Shes the ancient Near Eastern curator. The receptionist flipped through some papers. She left a message about someone coming to a nine oclock meeting.


That might be me. My name is Rei Shimura. I felt uneasy, because I didnt think ancient Near Eastern art was anything I could take a stab at. Also, the timing of the meeting was off. Michael Hendricks had said nine-thirty, or so Id thought.


But it turned out that the security guards message had my name on it, so she called another guard to escort me through the labyrinth of dimly lit galleries to the administrative section.


Not an auspicious start, I thought as we rode down the elevator to the second floor, where the administrative offices lay. I was stupid to have arrived late and without knowing more about why I was being interviewed. Perhaps theyd made a mistake calling me in. I knew about the art of the Far East, not the Near East or Mesopotamia, as it used to be called. I would make that clear right away, I decided, and Id be out the door fast—before nine-fifteen, probably. I would be able to make a ten oclock Pilates class at the gym, if I hustled enough.


Huge double doors to the administrative section were locked, but the guard unlocked them for me. Right behind them there was someone waiting, a tall, slender African-American woman in her fifties. The green skirted uniform that she wore had silver oak leaves on the shoulders; her black name tag read simply Martin.


Are you Rei Shimura? the woman officer asked.


I nodded, surprised that she not only knew my name but had pronounced it correctly. Rei rhymes with X-ray—which was what she seemed to be doing as she surveyed me all the way from my conservative pumps up to my bed-head hairstyle and bloodshot eyes. It seemed, from the tightness of her expression, that she could guess the kind of night Id been through.


You may come in, Miss Shimura. Were all here.


The guard departed and I followed the woman along a wide, carpeted hall and into a large room where a few people were sitting. The woman locked the door behind her, and I gulped.


I surveyed what lay before me: a windowless room decorated with a few framed posters from past exhibitions at the Sackler, and a huge film screen similar to the ones I remembered from college lecture halls. The room was filled with a long, teak table, a much larger table than was needed for the one woman and two men sitting at it. One of the men was a distinguished-looking, older Japanese; the other an athletically built man with hair cropped as closely as a soldiers. He was wearing what seemed to be the official D.C. uniform: a Brooks Brothers suit, the all-American label that Hugh, who wore only European designer suits, abhorred.


Coffee? The woman who had been seated at the table spoke to me gently, as if she realized I needed special handling. I nodded gratefully, even though Id already had a huge dose of caffeine. As she moved to a coffeemaker set up on a side table, I checked her out—brunette pageboy hairstyle and a hip-length, hand-knit olive green sweater over a calf-length black skirt. Very artsy; perhaps she was the curator?



Sugar? Cream? Im Elizabeth Cameron, the one who called you. The woman confirmed my thoughts. Im so glad you could join us.


Ill take both, I said. And Im glad to be here too. The last was a slight exaggeration, given the locked doors and serious faces. I knew that this was going to be like no interview Id ever had before.


Im Michael Hendricks, from the Japan desk at State. Senator Snowden gave me your name. The guy in Brooks had taken the coffee from Elizabeth Cameron and handed it to me. He had an accent that I couldnt place, as clipped and correct as his military haircut. On second glance I realized that his hair, which Id first thought was brown, was actually a salt-and-pepper mix of brown and silver. Men could gray prematurely and look fabulous, I thought sourly. At least, I thought it was premature graying. I couldnt guess his age at all, just as I couldnt make out the details of where he worked on the ID tag that hung from a chain around his neck. My eyes were simply too tired.


I turned from him to the Japanese-looking man, who was wearing a conservative dark blue suit. He was a guest here, too, I thought. I wasnt sure what to do until he bowed to me slightly; I bowed back more deeply. He smiled, and in that moment I knew Id seen him somewhere. But my brain was too frazzled to make the connection.


I hesitated, holding my coffee, not wanting to be too presumptuous about my next movement—or any movement at all.


Michael Hendricks said, We have a place set up for you on the other side. I tripped slightly in my awkwardness to get around the table.


Kiotsukute kudasai, the Japanese man said. Be careful, please.


Gomen nasai, I apologized back to him, then said in English to the others, Im a little uncoordinated, as I sat down gingerly on an unholstered chair.


Oh, I dont think so. You danced pretty well last night. Michael Hendricks smiled easily. I apologize for not introducing myself, but it was hard to get through the throng.


Could this be some game of Hughs—a faux interview on the tail of a wild night? Was the military officer going to slide out of her uniform, any minute? Confusion washed over me. Carefully, I said, Im afraid I dont understand what this meetings about.


Ill start by introducing the remaining people. Now, youve spoken with Elizabeth on the phone already, I understand, and you just met Colonel Martin, who came in from Baghdad a few days ago to join us.


Brenda Martin nodded at me and sat down next to Hendricks as he continued his introductions.


Im grateful that Mr. Yukio Watanabe, the Japanese consul general, was able to take time away from his responsibilities at the embassy to join us. Michael paused. Everything that we say must be kept confidential, Miss Shimura. Are you comfortable with that?


Feeling flabbergasted by both the power of Mr. Watanabe and the demand being put on me, I said, I could give you an answer if I knew what this was about.


Its about considering you for a job, Michael Hendricks said.


In that case, of course Ill maintain confidentiality. And Ive brought my rsum. I extracted the rsum with the scholarly focus and slid it onto the table. Nobody picked it up. Feeling awkward again, I asked, Does the job relate to Japanese art or antiques?


Not exactly. Michael Hendricks leaned back in his chair, studying me with eyes the color of a cold fall sky. This mission involves ancient Near Eastern art. Even though this isnt an area youve worked in during the past, we believe you are qualified to handle this assignment.


Dancing and all? I thought Id make a joke to relieve my nerves, but nobody smiled.


I think we can all safely agree that dancing doesnt hurt anyone or anything. And now, were running a few minutes late, so Ill get right to the presentation. As he spoke, I finally placed Michaels accent: eastern-educated—absent of slang and regional influences. Hed probably attended Andover, Exeter, or a similar northeastern boarding school.


The lights went out, and slowly the film screen at the end of the room lit up with the glow from a projector. REI SHIMURA BACKGROUND, the screen said. The words vanished and there was a photograph of me, a reproduced photo clipped from the Japanese newspaper Asahi Shimbun. I straightened up a little, because Id always liked this shot, in which I appeared stunningly slender in an Azzedine Alaia dress a girlfriend had lent me to wear to a party at the Tokyo American Club. The Japanese paparazzi had snapped me because of a murder investigation I was peripherally involved in—something that had fortunately come out all right in the end.


Rei Shimura lived in Japan from the age of twenty-four. Here she is outside the Tokyo American Club, a place where she once socialized with prominent expatriates like Joseph Roncolotta, who still runs a consulting business in Tokyo.


Next came a shot taken from the Tokyo Weekender party page: a picture of Joe Roncolotta lifting a beer at one of Tokyos several German beer gardens, surrounded by Japanese businessmen. After that, the screen showed a picture of my antique-dealing mentor, Ishida-san, and then a picture of my Aunt Norie with a prizewinning flower arrangement that had appeared in the Kayama School of Ikebana newsletter. There was even a picture of me with Hugh, back in his days as a lawyer in Tokyo, leaving his old apartment building in Roppongi.


May I say something? I interjected. My personal life really shouldnt be taken into account if this is about a job. It may even be illegal.


Your personal life is whats perfect. Michael Hendrickss voice sounded almost reverent. But dont worry, Hugh Glendinning is not of particular significance.


Hughs image faded and was replaced by a new mans. It was another media snap, this one of Takeo Kayama emerging from the doorway of the Kayama School. Takeo, who had been my boyfriend a very long time ago, looked different. He still had the same knife-edge, elegant features, but the long, floppy, rock star hair was gone, cropped to a length perfect for business. He was wearing a long black trench coat open, flapping behind him, giving him the look of a bat. The coat, in fact, cut off half the face of the woman trailing behind him—a young woman, probably his sister.


Now, here we have Takeo Kayama, the recently appointed iemoto—that means headmaster, right, Mr. Watanabe?—of the Kayama School of Ikebana in Tokyo.


The outside details on the picture blurred as I focused on Takeos expression, which seemed harder than I remembered. When Id decided to return to Hugh, Takeo had been unpleasantly surprised—but Id heard on the trans-Pacific grapevine that hed quickly bounced back. Well, men always did, didnt they?


I listened as Mr. Watanabe, in careful English, described Takeos life: the lonely childhood in a luxury apartment, his schooling at Tokyo University, and then the University of California at Davis, the building passion for environmentalism, and his brief passion for me. Or, as Mr. Watanabe put it politely, the pleasant friendship with Shimura-san.


A shot of Takeos country house flashed on the screen, and I felt a pang. I had spent a whole summer helping Takeo brighten old, stained walls to the colors of sea, sky, and garden. I loved that house, which had been built in the 1920s; it was one of the places I missed most in Japan. Takeo and I had been together at the house, ostensibly restoring it, but in truth spending almost as much time at the beach, or in bed. My friends had harangued me to invite them for a country weekend, but wed never wanted company. Takeo and I had no need for anyone that summer.


The friendship with Miss Shimura kindled Mr. Kayamas interest in antiques. Under her guidance, he began a study of Japanese antiques. As Mr. Watanabe spoke, the image on the screen changed to a photo that a paparazzo with a long lens had taken of us behind Takeos beach house in Hayama. The two of us were lying close together, poring over a comic book. Now I looked at the image of my younger self and felt dismayed by how pin-thin my arms had been. Takeo hadnt minded, of course—one of his hands rested lightly on my Speedo bikini bottom. With a sudden rush, I remembered the things that Takeo and I had done, within the walls of that ancient, always empty house.


I tried to focus my attention back where it belonged. Thats a comic book were reading, actually. I never taught him anything about antiques. He has no interest.


Then why did he spend just over eighty thousand pounds on Asian ceramics at Christies in London last year? Michael Hendricks said, flipping to a photograph of a sales slip from Christies. And just before that, ten million yen at Meiwashima Auction House in Tokyo.


Really? Id like to know what he bought. Ten million yen was about $100,000, and Meiwashima was a high-end auction house, a far cry from the country auctions I usually frequented. It had been a major effort for me to get a membership at Meiwashima, and once I was in, I realized I couldnt afford anything.


Vessels, said Michael.


Do you mean—like the boat upstairs in the atrium? My eyes widened.


Michael shook his head, and looked as if he was trying not to laugh. Containers. Mr. Kayama is after historic containers of all kinds—urns, bowls, vases, anything that could hold water and plant material.


Oh, for ikebana purposes. Well, Im glad he has a new hobby. Everyone should have a hobby. I felt embarrassed to have made the mistake. Of course I knew that ceramics with openings were called vessels—why hadnt I understood Michael the first time around?


The problem is that the young headmasters hobby may be illegal. Michael Hendricks cleared his throat. Colonel, maybe its time to give Rei the background on the situation with the National Museum in Iraq.


Im sure Miss Shimura has read accounts of the looting at the museum during the early stages of the war, Colonel Martin said. Hundreds of civilians stormed the museum, grabbing whatever was nearby and looked valuable—mostly gold items from the closest open galleries. At the same time, many priceless treasures were actually hidden by the curators, who had anticipated the looting. But there was a third class of museum items that were probably taken by a few insiders who knew their worth. Within this category of missing items is a group of Mesopotamian vessels dating from approximately three thousand years ago. A grainy black-and-white slide flashed on the screen, showing a rustic pottery vessel shaped like a goat. Its long, curved horn made a handle, and there was room to pour something in at the tail, and then out at the goats mouth.


Our Iraqi colleagues at the museum called this the ibex ewer, because its made in the form of an ibex—a wild goat native to the Mesopotamian area, which includes modern countries like Iraq, Iran, and Syria. The ewer vanished during the looting along with about three hundred other objects from the museum.


What a shame, I said. For a country to lose its art was to lose its soul. Legend had it that the Americans had chosen not to bomb Kyoto during World War II because it was the center of Japans high culture. But theyd bombed Tokyo plenty.


Next, a photo flashed on the screen of a round-faced man with thinning black hair. He was trudging toward an airplane with an oversize briefcase in one hand, looking every bit like a lawyer going to court.


This is Osman Birand, Colonel Martin said. A millionaire Turkish antiques dealer with a business in Istanbul. Hes suspected to have dealt in antiquities stolen from mosques and museums throughout the Middle East. We believe that he may have been involved in brokering antiques stolen from the Royal Museum, but we have yet to find the evidence, and a buyer wholl testify, in order to charge him with anything.


The next picture: Osman Birand, without his briefcase and looking considerably more relaxed with a wineglass in hand, standing on a yacht with a taller, slimmer companion. The photo had been shot at dusk, so I couldnt see the details very well.


Osman Birand had a party on his yacht in Hong Kong, just a few months ago. Takeo Kayama, pictured here, was one of his guests, Colonel Martin said.


I wasnt at all convinced that the fellow onboard was Takeo, and the situation didnt make sense. Why was Takeo there?


Fund-raising for an organic flower-farming cooperative. The colonel raised her thin, arched brows. He says he wants to apply the kibbutz prototype to help poor Arabs help themselves. Birand contributed the equivalent of twenty thousand dollars.


Organic flower farming did sound like Takeo, I admitted to myself as the image on the screen changed again, back to the country house. The headline over the magazine spread said Seaside Beauty! in the phonetic katakana script used for foreign words like these. It was true that the room was beautiful, and one could see the sea through the new, floor-to-ceiling glass windows that formed one wall of the old living room I remembered. When Id last been in the house, it had been under renovation, so there was no furniture; now I saw it in its restored glory, filled with eclectic Japanese pieces from the early twentieth century, and other things that couldnt have come from Takeos family: a carved dark wood Indian colonial almirah cabinet and a low, midnight blue couch that curved with a feeling of art deco. In front of the couch sat a gorgeous lacquered tea table decorated with an animal-shaped vessel with a sinewy hawthorn branch arching up from it.


When this picture in the Japanese magazine Lovely Home was brought to our attention, we ran a computer-enhanced analysis of the ceramics in the cabinet, Colonel Martin said. And then we brought it to Elizabeth, at the Sackler, for further analysis.


The next image was a split screen—a color shot of the vessel in Takeos cabinet, and then the black-and-white image of the ibex ewer from the museum in Iraq.


Its too bad that you dont know the color of the urn from Iraq, I said.


It has that same distinctive reddish slip, Elizabeth Cameron said. Its an ancient slip technique that not many use today.


This vessel is believed to be one of the oldest original ceramics in Iraq, Colonel Martin added. The ibex ewer has been visited by every schoolchild who ever went to the museum and ranks among the nations most beloved treasures.


So this is why you brought me in. Its not about my being so brilliant with ceramics, but about my connection to Takeo!


Michael Hendricks cleared his throat and said, Both ceramics and the knowledge of our suspect are items in your favor, but there are other factors as well. We know about your activities here and abroad. Youve demonstrated an ability to think on your feet. Youve always been remarkably successful—when you want to get something.



But I dont want to get Takeo, I said. Takeo was toxic, I knew from my experience. I couldnt risk being around him, now that I was semisettled with Hugh, couldnt risk it for a second—


Takeo Kayama may have bought this on the black market, but he is not the suspected thief, Colonel Martin said. If we can get back this vessel and find out whether your old friend acquired it from Birand, we will finally have the piece of information we need to apply pressure.


I pressed my lips together, then spoke. I still dont believe that I can do anything for you.


As Colonel Martin has been explaining, the American forces are in a bind. We have, of course, military police and some investigators present in Japan, but the scope of their powers is extremely limited. Without permission from the Japanese government, they cant force a search of a Japanese citizens home.


Ive told Mr. Hendricks that we cant do anything, either, Mr. Watanabe said in his soft voice. There is not enough evidence for our national police agency to obtain a warrant.


Why not just ask Takeo to submit his piece of pottery voluntarily to an inspection? Have you even tried to seek out a peaceful resolution? I asked.


We cannot risk creating a situation in which he might alert Osman Birand. Michael Hendricks pushed a thick manila envelope toward me. In here, youll find a new passport and an itinerary.


I didnt touch it. What do you mean?


Wed like you to take a short trip back to Tokyo. Youll have a cover story—that youre buying antiques—and a new passport with an official visa that shows your affiliation with our embassy. During that time, well expect you to visit with your old friend Takeo Kayama at his family home. Without making it obvious, youll find a way to examine the vessel closely and tell us if its the item stolen from the museum.


Hell never let me do that! After the way things ended, he wont ever want to see me, not in his beach house or anywhere that I can think of—


The screen flashed another picture that had once run in a Japanese tabloid. It was taken on a gray afternoon in Roppongi, when Takeo and I were saying good-bye to each other as I was getting into a taxi. You could tell from the way our bodies leaned into each other that we had not wanted to part.


I felt something clutch deep inside me, and I began to sweat.


Hell let you in, Michael Hendricks said, a hint of amusement in his voice. Who wouldnt?
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