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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Jack Benton is a pen name devised in 2018 at the beginning of the Slim Hardy Mysteries. Under my real name, the Tokyo Lost series was written between 2014 and 2017. Having lived and worked in Japan since 2005, all three books in the series were heavily influenced by my surrounding environment.

      Originally published under my real name, in 2022 I decided that due to their genre being a blend of mystery and romantic suspense, they were better suited to the Jack Benton brand than to my own name, which publishes mainly science fiction.

      Since the publication of The Man by the Sea in 2018, the Slim Hardy Mysteries have been incredibly successful. I hope that readers giving the Tokyo Lost series a try will enjoy them equally. It is within this series that the genesis of myself as a mystery writer began. And for fans of the Slim Hardy Mysteries, fear not, there are more on the way.

      Happy reading,

      Chris Ward, also known as Jack Benton

      October 2022
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      ‘Get used to the taste of plastic, kid. You’ll be tasting it a lot from now on.’

      James Williams jerked awake, gasping loud enough for the man in the seat beside him to look up and frown before turning back to his iPad.

      The hum of the aircraft filled the narrow space of the economy seating from all around, and from somewhere close by, he smelled the sour aroma of spilt beer. Glancing down, he found the remainder of his plastic cup of Carlsberg creating a stain across his blue sweatshirt, spreading out like a gunshot wound.

      ‘Are you all right, sir?’ came the bright, breezy voice of a cabin attendant.

      James looked up into the heavily made-up face of a young Japanese woman as she lingered over him, a forced smile on her thin lips.

      Sir. Had he ever been called that before? James couldn’t remember. He was nineteen, a school dropout and a career trouble-finder. “Sir” suggested an element of respect earned.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Just a bad dream, you know?’

      She smiled. ‘Flying can be hard for some people,’ she said. ‘Is this your first time on a plane?’

      He frowned. Come to think of it, it was. He hadn’t even thought about it before, because it was just the latest form of transport used to get away from his troubles.

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’ve been on loads, but it never gets easier, does it?’

      She gave him a smile and moved away down the aisle, and James found his cheeks burning.

      Why did I lie to her? Damn it, why didn’t I just tell her the truth? What’s wrong with me?

      It was always the same. Sometimes he felt like his tongue was a severed electrical wire, spitting out seeds of distrust and manipulation like a misfiring potato planter. What was he hoping to do, get her into bed? She was a cabin attendant. It was her job to be nice, to call him sir, to ask him if everything was all right. Why couldn’t he just take things at face value instead of always trying to turn them to his own gain?

      He sat back in the seat, thinking about the last boot he’d seen from underneath as it slammed his head back against the concrete of the play area in Filton Park. An MRI scan had showed no brain trauma, but it wasn’t an experience he was keen to repeat.

      ‘Cabin crew, please prepare the cabin for landing,’ came an announcement from overhead.

      James wished he could look out of the window, but he’d been stuck with an internal aisle seat on the left side of the middle row of four. Beside him, a middle-aged Japanese man began to pack up his iPad and put it away into a case. Baring a couple of hours of sleep, he had spent the entire journey from Heathrow watching manga cartoons.

      A beep sounded and the seatbelt sign switched itself on. James adjusted his and flipped his seat back to the upright position.

      Tokyo. What might be in store for him here?

      He hadn’t wanted to go, but his parents had given him an ultimatum. Life in the Bristol suburbs wasn’t doing him any favours and he had more enemies than friends. Money had always been the leash that dragged him from one place to the next, but it was the one thing his family had plenty of. Daddy had waved his little plastic wand and Troubled Teen James had a year in an international college waiting for him, with a return ticket to Heathrow booked exactly three hundred and sixty-four days from now.

      It would be a breeze. He had his accommodation provided and an allowance that would be more than enough to live on. All he had to do to keep the direct debits coming was get the ticks on the attendance register that the college would send to his parents each month. He didn’t even have to learn Japanese.

      He closed his eyes as the plane came in towards the runway, dipping sharply as the hum of the descending wheels came from below. James wondered what it would be like to be in a plane crash, whether it would hurt, whether he would know anything before he was incinerated by a fireball. He knew what it felt like to know he was going to get his face stamped on, and how the concrete coming up to meet his skull from the other side would cause his vision to blur and his head to ache for days. It hadn’t hurt as much as he’d expected; a sudden sharp ache followed by another, and then a gradual tail of numbness that had faded over a few seconds.

      Numb.

      Wasn’t that the word to sum up his life?

      The plane touched down with a light bump and then the roar of the brakes filled the cabin. James ducked his head to look out of the nearest side window and saw blue sky shining over an endless expanse of concrete dotted with stationary airplanes and little square trucks that moved among them like remote-control cars. It didn’t look a lot different than Heathrow, really. There was no sign of guards with guns, or geishas, or little wooden temples, or any of the other fanciful things James might have expected.

      He filed off the plane with the other passengers. As he reached the door, the kind cabin attendant gave him a sweet smile and a little bow.

      ‘If you’re in town I’d love for someone to show me around,’ he said as he passed, but she just gave an awkward shake of the head and turned to greet the next passenger. Again he silently admonished himself for his bullheaded forwardness. Hadn’t that been why he’d ended up with a boot in the face in the first place? There was a line between light flirting with another guy’s girlfriend and drunkenly, aggressively propositioning her.

      He followed the other passengers up a shiny walkway past a large billboard with a picture of a geisha and WELCOME TO JAPAN in English and several other languages. Around a corner he saw another, this time featuring a quaint temple with a curved roof set in a tranquil garden. Still no signs of any guards with guns. In fact, the few officials he could see wore expressions veering from excited to bored as they waved the passengers onwards.

      At immigration he copied the address he had received by email on to the landing card, then stood patiently while a little machine recorded his fingerprints and a camera took a picture of his face. He began to sweat, wondering if there was any way they could know about all the scrapes he’d been in, that letting him loose in a foreign country—despite his best intentions—was really not a good idea.

      The glum woman sitting behind the immigration desk just gave him a resigned look as if she’d seen a thousand foreigners just like him before, muttered a robotic “thank you,” and waved him through.

      He was in Japan. Down a set of stairs he found his bag circulating around a big conveyor, and after another brief sweat as he walked past a customs official, he stepped through a set of wide doors into the arrivals hall.

      He’d gone no more than a few steps when a voice shouted out ‘Jay-mu-su!’ and he spotted a young Japanese man holding up a sign with his name written on it.

      ‘You are Jay-mu-su?’ the man said as he approached.

      ‘Yes. James Williams.’

      The Japanese man gave a little bow.

      ‘I am Hirota. Masashi Hirota. Please call me Hirota.’

      ‘Okay.’

      The man beamed. He was a little shorter than James, slightly built, and had beautifully groomed hair falling over to one side, framing an angular, flawless face. He looked like a model from a shampoo advert.

      ‘You are from the college?’

      ‘I am the driver. I take you to your apartment.’

      James nodded.

      ‘Great, thanks.’

      Hirota gave another wide grin.

      ‘One more thing.’

      James forced himself to smile. After a twelve-hour flight from Heathrow the last thing he needed was to be drowned in enthusiasm. He wanted a shower and a rest.

      ‘What?’

      Hirota spread his arms. ‘To Japan … welcome.’

      James gave a tired, wry smile.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said.
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      ‘Okay, see you later.’

      Takahiro Kubota didn’t look up as Miyu lifted her college bag and heaved the laden thing over her shoulder. Her father was engrossed in yet another baseball game on TV: the Giants pummeling some hapless challenger for the fiftieth time this week. Sake in hand, Giants shirt on, he would be content until he fell asleep sometime later in the evening.

      Locking the door behind her, she stepped out on to the street. As always, as she glanced up at the pair of five-story apartment blocks that flanked her father’s old house. She felt that familiar sensation of being squeezed, of having the life and the youth crushed out of her by Tokyo’s relentless modernisation. Her grandparents had lived and died in this shabby wooden building, yet if Takahiro would just sign one of the papers that appeared through their door from time to time, something large and featureless would replace it within a matter of days.

      Often she wondered if giving up their family’s ghosts and moving on might not be the best thing. She opened all of the official-looking mail because it was important to keep the bills paid, and her father’s rages tended to destroy anything lying nearby at random, so she knew just how much their little square of land was worth to a property developer. It was enough to buy them a nice house out in the country, somewhere like Yamanashi or Gifu, where, perhaps, Takahiro could forget the tensions that were causing him to drink himself towards an early death.

      At the end of her street she was nearly dissected by a couple of foreigners on bicycles as they cut in past her and headed for the youth hostel further down the road. She scowled for a moment then let her anger subside, and turned to watch them as they pulled up outside the mock-traditional building and climbed off their bikes. As always with foreign tourists, they had terrible dress sense and looked like they hadn’t washed for a week. The girl was wearing no makeup, had a roll of pale belly sticking out from a gap between her shorts and singlet like an uncooked sausage, while the boy had a baseball cap turned backwards as if he thought he was some kind of Yankee.

      She smiled, unable to contain the little fish of envy that jumped about in her stomach. Yeah, so they wouldn’t make any fashion parades, but they looked so carefree, as if life had lifted them up on a cloud and was now bouncing them through the sky far away from life’s troubles. Didn’t they have money to worry about? Parents with issues? Homework to do with a constant hangover, and a job that sucked? Was it so easy to rent a bike and just cycle away from your problems?

      She crossed the street, heading for the Asakusa subway station on the other side of the blue bridge. As cars whizzed past her she looked up at the massive Sky Tree towering six hundred metres over Sumida, another sign of progress that made her feel like she was being left behind. It had risen from nothing to dominate the skyline in just three years. How could people do that? It wasn’t right. It had no soul.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket as she reached the subway steps and started down. It was the man from last weekend, hassling her again.

      Come to the club, she replied.

      The attention annoyed her, but that was the best way. It was always a risk to meet them outside of work, even though with a few particular words you could open their wallets right up and avoid the cut the bar always took. She knew about the girl who had been murdered, everyone did, but she had been Russian, more of a trophy, more attractive to the kind of crazies Miyu liked to avoid. The risk, though, still hung over all of them like a cloud.

      She got on the train and took it all the way across town to Kitchijo-ji, right out on the red line past Shinjuku. She liked it out there. It was peaceful, the crowds were a little thinner, and by sitting in one of the little cafes or art galleries, she could pretend she was a heroine out of a Murakami novel.

      Perhaps if she concentrated hard enough, she too might just disappear, leaving all her troubles behind, and reappear in a mirror or a painting or a postcard, where life was an exact opposite to now—carefree and peaceful and people would offer her fleeting smiles as they passed by.

      The college was a few streets from the large park that attracted most people to the district. A handful of students were standing around outside or talking in groups beside the ice-cream vendor that had set up across the street.

      She loved to look at their fashionable clothes, the things they did with their hair, or the makeup they wore. Some of them looked straight out of the pages of teen magazines, with their doll-painted cheeks, frizzy, dyed hair and a mixture of gaudy blouses, trendy dungarees, shorts, and mini-skirts.

      She didn’t stand out, did she? She wore sensible heels, a thigh-length skirt or jeans, with a non-brand sweater she’d bought in Shibuya. She wasn’t exactly dressed up nor dressed down, yet she felt their eyes on her as she walked up the steps to the college entrance, felt them casting their critical gazes like a spiky, electrified net.

      How could they possibly know what she did outside of college? They couldn’t, yet she was unable to shake the feelings of condescension. Did they know her father was an unemployed alcoholic or that her mother and sister had disappeared? Did they know what she had to do from Friday through Sunday to sneak money into her father’s wallet and keep the city taxes paid?

      Of course they didn’t. Yet, with every step she took she felt the scraping of critical nails down her back.

      It was nearly four o’clock, and her first class was about to start. European History. She loved it. The teacher was an American and a dish to boot. His kind smile and warm laugh sent tickles of excitement through her. When he looked at her she felt as though he really looked at her; he wasn’t seeing past her or staring at her body or thinking about what price she might have or what he could do to her if he only asked. He talked to her like a human being, and actually seemed to care when she told him she’d got lost a little when he’d talked about the French Revolution, or the Tsars of Russia. He smiled and he answered her questions, and he never, ever hit on her.

      She took her usual seat near the back and put her books out on the desk. Sanyo College of English Education cost a small fortune every month, but it was a total immersion course with every class from Math to Science taught in English by native speakers. After leaving high school she had done the entry level course to get her English up to scratch, and from last month she had started the full course, five evenings a week for the next year. The timing was perfect. Her classes were from four to eight p.m., giving her time to get back across town to fix dinner for her father before going out to work, while the late starts allowed her to catch up on sleep.

      She often wondered why she had signed up, why she hadn’t gone for a simpler office job or even just a couple of part-time gigs in local shops. Without the hit that the college gave to her wallet, she would be able to provide for her father and keep their house paid for, but basic survival wasn’t enough.

      She had spent her entire childhood simply surviving, working in a convenience store after school, putting up with the jibes of the other kids when they found out about her mother, and accepting the accusatory stares of the neighbours. She saw life as a long highway with high sound barriers hemming her in from all sides. The faster she ran the more chance she had of escaping them. They couldn’t last forever, could they?

      The teacher, Tim, entered from a door on the left of the classroom. He wore the same smart suit he always wore, with the blue tie today. He always wore the blue tie when it was sunny outside, and the green when it rained. Miyu wondered if anyone else had ever noticed.

      Today, though, he wasn’t alone. A young man followed him up onto the stage at the front of the classroom and stood awkwardly beside him, shifting from foot to foot as though one quick shove would make him topple over.

      ‘Good afternoon, everyone,’ Tim said, in that smooth, class-CD quality American English that made several of the other girls seated in the rows in front of her fawn and bat their eyelashes.

      Miyu gave a quiet sigh. They were such tools. At times she felt embarrassed for them.

      ‘We have a new student today,’ Tim announced, glancing towards the young man beside him. ‘This is James Williams. He’s from Bristol in the United Kingdom. He’s an exchange student and he’s going to be studying with us for the next year. I hope you’ll welcome him into our class with open arms, and remember, he doesn’t speak any Japanese yet, so this is a great chance for you to practice your English while getting to know James at the same time.’

      James smiled nervously as the class clapped. A couple of the girls in front of her had already turned their eyes away from Tim and were looking James up and down.

      Miyu sighed again. He’d have no trouble finding open arms to welcome him. It was sad, really, how shallow some of the others students were, how some Japanese girls in general were towards foreigners.

      They’re not rock stars, she thought, even though Tim looked like he might once have been one. They’re just people like us.

      ‘Okay, James,’ Tim said. ‘Take a seat and we’ll get started. There’s a spare desk at the back, next to Miyu.’

      She suppressed a groan. In fact, there was a spare desk on either side of her. She was sure it wasn’t intentional, but she hadn’t made any real effort to make friends with the other students and so hadn’t been invited up to one of the odd spare desks closer to the front.

      ‘Hey,’ James said, dropping his bag under the desk and sitting down. Miyu gave him a brief smile, but didn’t answer. James, for his part, didn’t look particularly concerned. If he noticed her coldness he didn’t show it.

      That’s good, Miyu thought. The last thing I need is to have him hitting on me for the rest of the year.
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      He had felt okay during the drive into Tokyo, but by the time they pulled up outside a featureless, grey apartment block an hour later, it was all he could do to keep his eyes open. He glanced at his watch and worked out that the UK was eight hours behind, meaning it was roughly six a.m. He had been awake all night, and now the need for sleep was overwhelming everything else.

      Hirota had maintained a steady level of enthusiasm for the entire journey. It seemed at times to James as if every building or patch of farmland had a story to tell, but Hirota’s little anecdotes quickly began to merge into one long monologue of information that slid right over him.

      Was this patch of wasteground where the Hitachi munitions factory had been, or was it the site of the birthplace of a former sumo wrestler? Which type of religion was this temple again?

      ‘Your apartment number twenty-six,’ Hirota said, pointing up into the sky. ‘Seventh floor.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      James waited as Hirota unloaded his luggage. He was about to mutter thanks again when Hirota hefted up the two huge suitcases and marched into the building’s lobby, leaving the car parked outside with its hazard lights on. He hadn’t removed the key, and James wondered whether he ought to point that out. Before he could say anything though, Hirota called for him from inside.

      At the top of a smooth elevator ride James found the two rooms and kitchen of his apartment to be collectively smaller than the bedroom in his parents’ home back in Bristol. With his arms outstretched he couldn’t quite touch the walls, but it was close. The kitchen, entered upon opening the front door, was even smaller, not wide enough for two people to pass. The bathroom appeared entirely made of plastic, while there was no sign of any furniture. Except for what he had brought with him, the apartment was entirely empty.

      ‘Look, nice view,’ Hirota said, going to the curtainless window and peering out. Despite the pessimism he felt, James found himself agreeing. The hill dipped away outside, arcing around to the right where it went into a tunnel under a railway line. Some kind of sports stadium bulged up on the other side like a giant silver beetle, while between two buildings to his right was the welcome sight of a park: dark green trees poking up out of rolling meadows, all of it set against a backdrop of distant high-rises. It wasn’t unlike cityscapes he had seen of Hong Kong or New York.

      ‘Over there Shinjuku,’ Hirota snorted, clapping James on the shoulder. ‘You like drink, Shinjuku good place.’

      The thought of a drink was rather appealing.

      ‘Thanks, I’ll remember that.’

      Hirota snorted again, a straight pig-like grunt that made James wonder if he was trying to tell a joke.

      ‘But cost lots of money. Need before … what you foreigners say? Pocket rockets.’

      ‘Pocket rockets? You mean a few cans before you go out?’

      Hirota seemed delighted.

      ‘Yes, yes.’ He pointed down on to the street at a squat building with an orange sign with the words 7-Eleven written on it. ‘Conbeni.’

      ‘Convenience store?’ James smiled. ‘Right. Got it.’

      It was a relief to discover that the drinking culture was the same as the UK even out here in the Orient. Get plastered before you went out, save a few quid. Getting drunk was something James considered himself an expert at. He had never worried for money, but a few cans at home saved time on waiting to get served.

      Hirota suddenly straightened as if he’d been invaded by some malevolent spirit. He gave another bow, then backed nervously out of the apartment, prattling something about coming back in the morning.

      James found himself alone. He went over to the window and discovered that it opened on to a tiny plastic balcony that looked barely strong enough to support the air-conditioning unit Hirota had turned on, which was now feeding his apartment with cool gusts of air. A moment later he saw Hirota walking out to his car far below. James watched as he sped off.

      So. He had no idea where he was, where the college was, or even what he would sleep on, but he knew where he could get beer. It was a good start.
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      It had been a really bad idea, but Charlotte had been making eyes at him, and he knew what that meant. It meant all he had to do was find a moment to make it clear that anything she wanted to happen could happen, and then there was a good chance that it would.

      Avoiding her boyfriend was the hard part.

      Phil wasn’t the kind of guy you messed around with. People in James’s circle whispered about where he got his money, after all his parents lived in some backstreet shithole while he drove around in a Beamer that was only a year from new.

      It wasn’t like he had a day job either; it was just a bit of work here and there. Charlotte was a prissy private school bitch, the kind of girl without any soul but with a rich family and an attitude that got her what she wanted. Phil was the bad guy and she wanted the bad guy, so out she went and picked him up.

      Even bad guys got boring though, and James had a rep himself. They’d been drinking on the fringes of the same group of friends, she had been making eyes, and James really wanted to see if she could make good on the promises her lingering glances offered.

      So he knocked back a tequila, sat back, and waited until she got up to go to the bar. Then he made his move.

      He must have been so drunk, and so obvious. His best friend, Leon, had put a hand out to stop him, but he’d pushed it away. That had been the first warning. The second had been that Charlotte wasn’t alone. Rina, one of her bratty little friends, was going to the bar with her. He had thought he’d been whispering, but in a nightclub there was no such thing. ‘I’ve got champagne,’ he thought he had breathed into her ear. ‘And it’s outside.’

      The press of her fingers on his stomach just above his navel and the second-longer-than-safe glance she gave him were enough confirmation that she understood, but the sour look on Rina’s face should have told him that she understood too.

      It might not have been so bad if he hadn’t been halfway through the act when Phil appeared. Perhaps aware that their little tryst might not have been as subtle as she had hoped, Charlotte hadn’t wasted a moment. James had been fully inside her on the bonnet of someone’s Ford when powerful hands had gripped him from behind, dragging him backwards.

      Phil and his mates marched James down to the end of the street and into a quiet park before they went to work on him, out of sight of the road and in too dark a place for any brave local people to intrude. By the time Phil’s boot had closed out the proceedings, James’s face, back, and chest were an electrical grid of aches and pains.

      He had woken up the next day with his pants around his ankles, a splattering of his own blood making an abstract work of art around his head, and a spaniel sniffing at his exposed genitals.

      ‘You have a rough night?’ the dog walker asked.

      ‘Hospital,’ James croaked, and finally something had gone his way.
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      Compared to avoiding gangs of thugs in Bristol nightclubs, survival in whatever suburb of Tokyo he now found himself in was relatively easy. A search through the cupboards had turned up a pile of mattresses that appeared to be traditional Japanese bedding, and when he had woken up, wide awake at some ungodly hour of the night, the convenience store downstairs had still been open.

      Plastic packets of food, bottles of water, and a couple of cans of local beer had worked as a great late night snack. He hadn’t even needed to speak any Japanese. He had simply put the goods down on the counter and then handed some of the notes his parents had put into a little bag for him to the middle-aged man behind the counter. If he now could figure out where the college was he’d have nothing to worry about.

      Feeling a little dazed, but wide awake nevertheless, he headed out on to the streets at around 4 a.m. Like a cat feeling out a new territory, he repeatedly doubled back to his apartment, afraid of losing it in the jumble of winding streets. He was unable to speak or read a word of Japanese, so one wrong turn could leave him homeless. On a couple of occasions, the angle at which he approached the streets made them appear unfamiliar, and he breathed many a sigh of relief when his apartment building came back into view.

      One end of his street was a commercial district, with no shops or restaurants anywhere among a sea of tall office buildings. At the other end he found more life, a busy four-lane street with shops and cafés on either side, many of which were still open, and many that he even recognised: MacDonald’s, Burger King, Starbucks. Even with the sky only just shrugging off the night, it seemed there were as many people walking to work as there were staggering home. Tokyo really did appear to be a city that never slept.

      He found his way down into a warren of backstreets and was confronted with stacks of seedy neon signs advertising bars and clubs. He caught a few glimpses inside as doors opened to discharge their drunken customers, and saw a range of women from high-heeled tottering stunners barely his own age, to gaudy, makeup-clad grandmothers that would probably qualify for a bus pass. He even saw a couple of bars filled with bouffant-haired young men.

      It was almost too much to take in. He wondered where he could draw out his father’s allowance money and began to dream about the kind of fun he might have. Then he remembered he was supposed to be getting away from all the kinds of things that got him into so much trouble. And in any case, his life in Japan was yet to reach twelve hours old.

      It was six a.m. when he finally returned to his apartment. He lay on the pile of mattresses, feeling a sudden wave of exhaustion. While thinner than he was used to, the mattresses were comfortable, even if being so close to the ground felt like camping. He pulled a squat pillow filled with small pebbles under his head and closed his eyes.
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      Almost as soon as he had fallen asleep he heard a knock on the door and opened his eyes to see Hirota peering in. The clock said a quarter to eight, but the time had just vanished. He must have forgotten to lock the door, unless the porter had his own key. James tried to smile, but the long journey had caught up with him, and he could only mutter a dribbling groan in greeting.

      ‘Good morning!’ Hirota chirped. ‘I trust you slept okay? It’s time for me to show you around.’

      James groaned.

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, wishing he’d locked the door.
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      ‘Can I borrow a pen? I haven’t had time to buy any yet.’

      Miyu held the pen out for James, pointing it at him like a dagger. As he smiled thanks she glared at her sheet of paper lying on his desk and the left hand side of her textbook that she had been forced to share.

      Who was this clown? He was good-looking, albeit in a more One Direction-ish way to Tim’s rugged maturity, but that didn’t mean she had to like him. In fact she wanted to push him off his chair.

      On weekends she got paid to have her personal space invaded by lecherous old men who smelled of whiskey, cigarettes and office sweat, but she was at college now and she didn’t have to take it. If he shifted over just one more inch…

      ‘That’s all for today,’ Tim said, clapping his hands together. ‘I’ll see you again on Wednesday. Take care, everyone.’

      Some of the girls waved goodbye as they always did, while most of the boys just shook their heads as Tim went out, giving them one last smile before he closed the door behind him. As soon as it clicked shut, Miyu snatched back her textbook and held out a hand for her pen.

      ‘Please,’ she snapped.

      James gave her an easy smile.

      ‘Thanks for lending it to me,’ he said. He held it out but as she reached for it he pulled it deftly away, turning it over in front of his eyes. ‘I love this red guy,’ he said, pointing at one of the characters drawn on the side. ‘He’s my favourite Pokemon.’

      ‘Pocket Monster,’ Miyu said. ‘Pokemon is your silly Western word.’

      James raised an eyebrow.

      ‘For someone doing an immersion English course you have a strange aversion to the West.’

      ‘Just you,’ she said. ‘Quit staring at me.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘You are.’

      James smiled and shrugged.

      ‘Okay, I am, but only because I like your hair. It must take ages to get it to curl like that.’

      Miyu lifted one hand and involuntarily tugged at a curl of perm. She didn’t like it but it was a requirement at the club. During the day she hid most of it under a beanie hat.

      ‘It’s natural,’ she lied.

      He smiled. ‘I thought so.’

      For a moment he turned away to pack a bottle of Coca Cola back into his bag, and Miyu took the chance to study his face. He had a beautiful, smooth jawline with barely a hint of stubble. His hair was so blonde it could have come out of a bottle, and his eyes were as big as hundred yen coins and as blue as a winter sky. It was the kind of face that was easy to fall in love with, she thought, and therein likely lay the problem.

      ‘Why are you here?’ she asked.

      He grinned, and she sensed the storyteller behind those eyes.

      ‘The usual reasons. A thirst for adventure, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Wonderful.’

      ‘Listen, I don’t really know much about Japan or Tokyo yet. I’ve got this strange guy from the college who shows up at ungodly hours to show me around museums and stuff, but he’s really not my cup of tea. I’d much rather someone pretty and interesting—in a weird way—showed me around. Are you interested?’

      ‘Not your cup of tea?’ Miyu rubbed her chin. ‘I like that.’ Then, narrowing her eyes as she stared into his, she said, ‘If you hit on me again, I’ll cut out your eyes and feed them to my dogs.’

      He held her gaze.

      ‘What kind of dogs do you have?’

      ‘All of them.’

      He smiled. ‘It’s a date then.’

      ‘No, it’s not.’ She hefted her bag. ‘I’m late for Math class. I hope you have something else.’

      He made a dramatic show of crossing his hands over his chest.

      ‘I have earth science, whatever the hell that is.’ He held up her piece of paper. ‘But while I sit at the back and take it all in, I’ll draw little hearts on your piece of paper and write your name in them, Miyu.’

      She raised an eyebrow. He had remembered her name.

      ‘You don’t have a pen.’

      ‘I’ll borrow one.’

      ‘I hope it doesn’t work.’

      She turned her back before he could come up with another retort, and followed the other students out of the room. As she reached the door she had an overwhelming urge to look back, just to see if he was looking at her. She stopped, put out one hand on the doorframe and took a deep breath.

      Don’t be such a tool, she admonished herself.

      Behind her, she heard a chuckle from across the room.

      ‘Bastard,’ she muttered under her breath, and stormed out.
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      The rest of her classes that evening passed in a blur. She didn’t have any more with James and was able to maintain her regular position at the back of each class, avoiding any unwanted social contact. None of her other teachers were nearly as nice to look at as Tim, so she just tried to concentrate on the textbook in front of her. It wasn’t easy.

      Walking home just after eight p.m., she found herself doused by an icy bucket of reality. By now her father would be passed out drunk, the TV would still be on, and there would be nothing at home to eat. She didn’t work Monday nights, but she still didn’t want the hassle of cooking, so after she got off the subway at Asakusa she slipped into the minimart across the street from their house and picked up a couple of discounted bento, a salmon one for her father, and a hamburger for herself. She threw a bottle of juice into the basket and wondered whether she ought to get her father another small bottle of sake. While in an ideal world she would love for him to quit drinking, she couldn’t cope with him on her own and the mellow state that the alcohol left him in was far preferable to the violent, erratic beast that emerged when he didn’t have enough to see him through until bedtime.

      She called out for her father as she opened the door and stepped inside. The TV was off, which was a surprise in itself, and the house was silent. She glanced into the living room, but it was empty. Alarm bells began to ring; Takahiro rarely went out now unless Miyu was with him.

      He wasn’t in the kitchen either, although there was a bottle of sake standing on the table. Surprisingly it was only half empty.

      She went to the bathroom door and peered inside, worried something might have happened to him. He sometimes fell asleep in the bath, but it was empty of water, unused. He had to be upstairs.

      Every creak of the old wooden steps seemed to echo through the house. Miyu wasn’t quite sure why she was trying to be quiet. After all, a stampede of elephants wouldn’t wake her sleeping father after an afternoon of drinking sake. Her only concern was that she usually found him asleep on the sofa or tucked under the kotatsu and just covered him with a blanket. Whole weeks would go by without
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