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1

The Rule of the Idol

[image: ]
AS THE WIND was blowing, I pulled the collar of my coat tighter.

Dropping my eyes from the sky, I noticed a boy standing beside me on the tree-lined street that until now had been totally empty.

‘Manami Hirase?’

Surprised to hear my name, my reply got caught in my throat. I tried to say, ‘Yes, that’s me,’ but instead took a sharp breath, causing the boy to step back.

I’d never got off the train before at this station on the Toei Shinjuku Line. Exit three, as I was told. The fast-food restaurant beside the station exit was dark, maybe because there were too few customers in a business district on a Sunday. It was also the only real landmark in the area. I’d been watching cars whizz past on the main road for a while now.

Wait, when did he get here?

‘Yes, that’s me …’

I’d been waiting in this spot for the past half-hour. But the person I’d been on the lookout for, the person I imagined I’d be meeting today, was much older.

I looked closely at the boy. I thought for a moment that he might have brought somebody with him, but he appeared to be alone.

Was he about high-school age? He held a tattered notebook in one hand, and had the air of a cool, hip kid. His hair wasn’t dyed, and he had no piercings, but something about his face and build made him seem more refined than the boys from my own high-school days.

He was lean and tall. His navy duffel coat was lined with chic checkered material at the cuffs and hood and had leather patches on the shoulders. It looked like it could be a designer coat. He was the kind of boy I could never go up to, if we were the same age.

‘Um.’

My words froze on the tip of my tongue.

‘Shall we go?’ he said.

I was still trying to wrap my head around the situation. As the boy started walking off, I said, ‘Um, are you standing in for someone? I—’

‘I’m the go-between.’

He turned towards me with a slightly exasperated look.

‘I’m not a stand-in. I’m the go-between. You’ll be talking to me.’

‘I – I heard that you could arrange meetings.’

‘I can,’ the boy said as he tried to put the notebook into his shoulder bag. The bag, the coat. Everything he wore was effortless and stylish, suggesting ‘city boy’. Only the tatty notebook in his hand seemed out of place.

‘I bring together the living and the departed,’ he said in a solemn voice, enunciating his words. ‘I am the go-between.’

I listened in a daze to the echo of his words, cancelling out the noise around us, including the cars zooming past.

HE LED ME to a large hospital about a ten-minute walk away from our meeting spot. Was it newly built? There were no visible marks on the cream-coloured walls and floors; it all felt bright and airy.

But why a hospital? Was somebody staying here, and was he taking me to see them? I was full of questions that I was too scared to ask, so I kept my mouth shut.

This being a Sunday, the place was brimming with visitors. A young couple with a child, a group of chatty teens who were maybe visiting a friend. Wading through the crowd, I thought about how we must look together and felt increasingly self-conscious. A good-looking teenager who I was sure would fall in the ‘hot’ category in the eyes of his peers, walking next to a plain woman about ten years his senior. I was still in my twenties, but to him I was probably as good as middle-aged. Mature was the word people often used to describe me, a term disguised as a compliment that only reminded me that I looked old for my age.

He led me down a hallway that smelled of medicines and sanitizer. Moving confidently, as if he owned the place, he made his way into the cafeteria. One wall had floor-to-ceiling windows, and at the far end was a door leading out to a courtyard. Through the window, I could see patients dressed in blue gowns on their outdoor strolls. Some were accompanied by visitors, others sat alone in their wheelchairs.

‘Will this spot work for you?’

There was a chill in the air, but the sun kept me from feeling too cold. ‘Yes,’ I nodded.

I took a seat on an empty bench while the boy went back into the cafeteria, returning moments later with a paper cup in each hand.

‘Here you go,’ he said, handing me a lightly coloured green tea. I turned towards the cafeteria and saw a free tea dispenser inside.

‘Thanks,’ I said. I couldn’t think of anything else to say. A hospital courtyard and self-service tea were not what I’d pictured when I thought about a meeting with the go-between.

I was wearing a cheap tweed suit I’d bought for formal events at work. Thinking about the fancy outfit I had on under my black coat, I felt both relieved and a touch deflated. I’d fished it out from the back of the closet today, figuring it would be appropriate for any five-star restaurant setting.

‘How did you hear about the go-between?’

He didn’t sit down, instead resting one foot on the low fence in front of the lawn. His eyes were boring into me, making me shrink even further. I instinctively averted my gaze and then, realizing I hadn’t looked anybody in the eye recently, felt myself flushing from the neck up.

‘It was online. I met some people who introduced me to some other people, and then some others, and so on.’

My online acquaintances said I wouldn’t need to give specifics, and the boy didn’t ask any more.

I took a deep breath.

I’d jumped through hoops to get to where I was today, spending more money than I’d expected to along the way. I’d been swindled out of cash because I couldn’t tell the authentic sources from the fakes. Though the question of legitimacy still loomed, this was the first time I’d been able to get the go-between’s contact information at all. If the boy in front of me was, in fact, the real thing, I’d attribute it to luck and nothing more. Half of me had been ready to throw in the towel and the other half had thought, whatever, who cares if it’s a scam. Sandwiched in the crevices between the two urges was a part of me that wanted to believe.

‘I thought you were some kind of urban legend,’ I said, and he glanced over at me as he blew on his drink. Seeing that the tea was as hot for him as it was for me made him seem human. ‘I didn’t think I’d actually get to meet you.’

‘How familiar are you with the rules?’

There was a mysterious calm to the boy’s voice, making me feel like I was the younger of the two. I felt my confidence wane again.

But I’d already come this far.

‘I get the gist of them. But, um, is it true? That you can talk to people who have died?’

‘I can bring them to you,’ he said shortly. He sounded almost impatient. ‘If you’re picturing something like the mediums of Mount Osore, you’d be wrong. I don’t let dead spirits possess my body or receive messages to pass on. I set up a meeting between you and the deceased person you wish to see. I’m strictly the go-between.’

‘That’s what I’ve heard. Some people say you’re a famous organization that goes way back?’

‘Organization,’ he mumbled to himself.

Was I totally off-base? But the boy didn’t seem put out.

‘You’re not …?’

‘Let’s stick to the facts. First, the go-between receives a request from a living person, someone like you. You tell me about the person in your life who has passed away. I take your request back with me and present it to the departed. I confirm whether they’re interested in seeing you as well. If they give their consent, I set up the meeting.’

‘Right.’

That was the work of a go-between.

I wondered how long they’d been around. When I first heard about them, I remember thinking that they did sound a lot like the Mount Osore mediums the boy had just mentioned.

I’d heard numerous accounts of big-name politicians getting advice from notable historical figures with the help of a go-between, and celebrities having teary encounters with friends who’d died too young. Stories like those were passed from person to person like fairy tales for adults – no doubt laughed off by many. But for those in the know, the go-between was a normal presence, about as common as rumours of moguls and stars paying large amounts of money to keep a psychic or astrologer on hand.

Whether somebody can find their way to a go-between depends on three factors. One, that you know they exist, two, that you believe they exist, and three, luck.

‘What exactly does it mean for you to “set up a meeting”?’

He looked at me as if to say, You came to me without even knowing that?

‘I mean, once somebody has died,’ I said, ‘they no longer exist as physical bodies, obviously. And if the funeral is over, they’ve been cremated and buried.’

‘They will appear looking as they did in life.’

He placed his paper cup on the bench and took out the notebook again. Lowering his gaze, he started to explain as if reading off the page.

‘The spirit of the deceased is permitted to take on a physical form when in the meeting location designated by the go-between. The living person can see them, of course, and also reach out to touch them.’

‘I can’t believe it,’ I whispered. He shot me another look. ‘How is that possible?’

‘Isn’t that why you came to me?’ His voice grew sharper. ‘Why do you need to know how it works? You get to see this person. You’ll meet face-to-face and be able to talk to them directly. What more do you need?’

‘I’m sorry. I just can’t believe it. Our world connecting with … the other one.’

‘You make your request and I do my part to relay it. Whether the spirit accepts is not up to me, but I will negotiate to the best of my ability.’

He continued to speak in a dry bureaucratic tone. Maybe the designer coat and young appearance were all part of a disguise. Weren’t grim reapers on TV shows and in movies often portrayed as good-looking people?

‘OK,’ I said.

He looked at his notebook. ‘So let’s get started. Please tell me the name of the person you want to see and the date they passed away.’

‘Saori Mizushiro,’ I said, and he looked up at me. I couldn’t make out any emotion in his eyes, but if he wasn’t actually a reaper and was a living, breathing citizen of this country like me, he had to know exactly who she was, and the circumstances surrounding her death.

‘She passed away three months ago on 5 August. The cause of death was a heart attack. But she had no history of illness and appeared healthy up to the day before she died. She was found in her home by her manager, who’d gone to pick her up. That’s according to the talk shows and tabloids anyway.’

As I spoke, I wondered how many people had come to the boy with requests to see Saori. I thought of the countless tributes and feature articles with headlines like Japan Says Goodbye to a Beloved Icon that had flooded the airwaves and the internet for a month after she died.

I FIRST READ about Saori Mizushiro’s death on the front page of an online news site. It was during my lunch break at the office. I was eating my bento with my laptop open in front of me.

Work had been relentless, the stream of random tasks never-ending, and time seemed to get sucked into a vacuum. My eyes were skimming over the words onscreen without actually taking in any information. I scrolled down the list of news articles, scanning and clicking the headlines that caught my attention.

When I got to those words, I froze.

Saori Mizushiro Dies Suddenly

I couldn’t click on the link.

It was impossible to connect the popular personality known for her candid, straight-talking ways with the image of death. This had to be some kind of mistake.

A former hostess at a cabaret nightclub, Saori Mizushiro didn’t hide her past but made it her trademark, entertaining audiences and sprinkling stories with racy jokes. She spoke with a frankness that washed away any trace of vulgarity. She was known not only for her bold clothes and makeup but for her tough and sassy comebacks, and at the height of her popularity, the city was filled with young women who dressed like her.

She’d say things like, ‘You know me, dumb and uncultured! I have friends and allies, though, lots of people on my side.’

Famous friends were always singing her praises, saying how gracious and polite she was in person. They said she hated dishonesty. And that she was shy in real life, especially when it came to love.

She made regular appearances as a commentator on talk shows, and her unusual background only helped to boost her popularity with viewers, young and old, who affectionately called her Sao-chan. She spoke her mind and was unwavering in her views, but never said anything to hurt or offend anybody. Her sharp intuition and quick wit on quiz shows demonstrated her intelligence, regardless of her background.

And now she was gone. She was thirty-eight. Eleven years older than me. Which meant I’d been seeing her on TV since I was a teenager.

Her death had been unexpected, and so rumours swirled around the possibility of suicide or a drug-related incident. The press and viewers said ‘heart attack’ didn’t help to clarify what had led to the condition in the first place. What dark secrets had she been hiding behind that sunny onscreen smile? The media dug up her past and aired it eagerly as if to say, Hey, who’s going to stop us?

But all those so-called truths were baseless and unwarranted. For somebody with such a colourful history, she surprisingly had zero ties to the underground world often associated with show business.

She dropped by wrap parties and cocktail events to say hello but never got drunk, and she spent most of her time off alone. She was virtuosic in her ability to liven up a conversation by expanding on somebody’s story, making others look good, teasing them affectionately, but she rarely talked about herself. She sometimes remarked on the rough day-to-day life of a cabaret hostess or creepy customers she’d encountered back then, but she never talked about her life growing up, before she started working.

Only after her death did the public learn about her parents’ divorce, her difficult upbringing and the hardships endured in her teenage years. So devastating, people said. She was abused by her stepfather as a child and lost the hearing in her left ear. She began working as a bar hostess in order to convince her mother to leave him – she would provide financial support. Aside from her management agency and closest friends, nobody knew that she had virtually no hearing in one ear. She hid it to avoid causing problems on set. Past footage played on a loop showed her leaning to the right to hear whoever was speaking.

Making her debut appearance on a late-night TV show in her early twenties, she went on to spend seventeen years in the entertainment business. She was surrounded by friends and adored by industry veterans, but there were no whispers or reports of romantic involvements with anybody.

‘Oh, I have my fun. I’m just good at hiding it!’ she said.

Her long hair, bronzed skin and sweeping lashes were slightly outdated but iconic, the standard for Harajuku-inspired gals everywhere. No matter her age, Saori was young and beautiful.

‘Oh my god! I just saw on my phone that Saori Mizushiro died! Did you know?’

I sat frozen in front of my computer. It was Yugi’s group. ‘What?! Are you sure?’ The younger staff were all talking over each other.

I glanced at the clock on the office wall. Twelve-thirty. When the girls went out to lunch at a cafe or restaurant, they usually didn’t return before twelve forty-five. They were back early today.

I felt a pang in my chest. I didn’t know if they would walk my way, but I closed the website anyway.

‘Oh my god, how depressing. I can’t believe it. I loved her!’

‘Right? Me too.’

I shut my bento box and stood up to go to the ladies’ room to brush my teeth. I pulled my lips closed. Making sure I didn’t accidentally meet anybody’s gaze, I thought, Me too. I pictured the perfume bottle I kept in the locked bottom drawer of my desk. It smelled like roses.

Saori Mizushiro.

I loved her too.

‘SHE WAS FOUND dead around ten, the morning of 5 August, and her time of death was estimated to be around sunrise, but she was alone in the apartment after coming home at about nine the night before, which means she could have died late on 4 August. That’s what they said on TV anyway. I can’t say for sure. I’m sorry.’

‘You remember?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You remember what time she was discovered and her approximate time of death?’

‘Uh, yes,’ I replied. ‘I do. I read a lot of articles about it and recorded all the talk shows. They found her lying on the sofa.’

Saori Mizushiro lived alone in an apartment building with good security, but it wasn’t one of those luxury residential towers. Her life was simple and remarkably modest. She hadn’t been seeing anybody at the time.

Three months had passed since an official medical report stated her death was from natural causes, quietening down rumours of suicide or murder. Some fans wouldn’t let go of the possibility that she had taken her own life, but those who knew her said in unison, ‘She wasn’t an unstable person, and she would never do a thing like that.’ There were no traces of drugs in her body.

Celebrity friends mourned her passing, many breaking down in front of the camera to cry out, ‘Why?!’ Her memorial service, organized last month by close peers, was attended by prominent industry figures and a long line of fans wanting to pay their respects.

‘She gave me hope,’ said a grieving fan who looked like a miniature Saori in her outfit and makeup. ‘My parents are divorced too, and when I saw on TV that Saori had gone through the same thing but was working to make her life better, I felt seen.’

The go-between boy listened quietly. Her celebrity status didn’t seem to affect him in the least.

He must be inundated with requests from people who’d lost loved ones without being able to say goodbye, everyone desperate for one last meeting. I wondered how often he took on these cases.

He reached into his bag for another notepad. I recognized the brand as one that was sold in convenience stores – not exactly something I expected to see right now. I still couldn’t figure out whether he lived like the rest of us.

‘What is your relationship to Saori Mizushiro?’

‘I … I’m just a fan.’

The boy narrowed his eyes. I could almost read his thoughts. You’re not even a friend or family member? But he said nothing, maybe because this was his job, maybe because – he just had zero interest.

He jotted my name down as the client, followed by Saori Mizushiro’s name. His handwriting was neither neat nor sloppy – just your everyday teenage scrawl. He noticed me watching and drew the notepad towards him as if to hide it.

‘And what is your reason for wanting to see her?’

‘I want to thank her. As a fan. Thank her for what she gave me.’

‘In a general sense – correct? Are you acquainted with her?’

‘No, I’ve never met her.’

With every answer, I wanted to crawl further into a hole. I was just a self-serving fan. I started to think that the only reason I was able to pour everything I had into finding the go-between was because there was no guarantee that it would ever happen.

‘Understood,’ he said. He returned the notepad to his bag and reached for the old notebook again. ‘Before we make your request official, there are a few things I need to explain.’

I fidgeted nervously on the bench.

‘Once I take your request, I will pass it on to Saori Mizushiro. She has the right to accept or decline. If she says no, then I’m afraid that’s the end of it.’

‘OK.’

‘Next, the meeting is a one-time event for both the living and the deceased. When a person dies, they can meet with one living person only.’

‘What?’ I heard myself say. ‘So if, for example, a friend or family member has already visited her …’

‘Then that will be it for Saori Mizushiro. Unfortunately, you will not be able to see her.’

‘Oh, OK … I get it.’

I felt my legs go weak, like the rug had been pulled out from under me.

‘If the feeling is mutual and the deceased also wants to meet, we can move forward. But sometimes they will refuse, as this is their only chance of a meeting with a living person.’

He took a breath.

‘Furthermore, go-betweens cannot take requests from the deceased. We can pass requests from this world to the other world, as you called it. But we’re not able to do the opposite. All the deceased can do is wait. If there is somebody they wish to see, they must wait patiently for that person to request them.’

‘OK,’ I answered stupidly, his voice flowing in and out of my ears. Why did I think I had a chance? Mine was probably one in a flood of requests to see Saori. And I had no intention of getting in the way of her connecting with somebody she actually wanted to be reunited with.

I came to my senses and the uneasiness re-emerged. The feeling was something close to guilt, like I’d made light of who she was, thinking I could see her just because I was a fan.

The boy flipped a page in his notebook.

‘For the deceased, ideally, the person they want to see requests them as well, but if their loved one never appears, they often end up regretting having turned down an earlier request. Anyway, they have to be careful about who they choose to see. As long as you know that.’

‘Of course.’

‘And the same goes for you.’

He raised his gaze to meet mine.

‘Me?’

‘Everybody in this world has one opportunity to see someone from the other world. If you meet with Saori Mizushiro now, you will not be able to make any future requests.’

‘We have one chance here, and one chance there.’

‘Correct. If Saori denies your request, however, it will not be counted against you. The rule applies only when both sides agree and a meeting transpires. If not, you are free to request somebody else.’

When I die, would anybody go to the go-between asking to see me? Who was I kidding? The answer was obvious. In any case, there was nobody I wanted to see besides Saori. That was true now and probably for ever.

The conditions were uncompromising but made pretty good sense.

A door that connects this world with that one. If people were allowed easy access to both worlds, they would flock to see the ones they loved. Death would cease to have meaning, which meant living would become meaningless too.

‘Saori hasn’t met with anybody yet? But it’s been three months. A lot of people must have come with requests.’

‘I’m not at liberty to give out information about other requests.’

Now that I knew this consultation had been in vain, I wanted to try to squeeze at least a little information out of him.

‘But if you already know the outcome, why can’t you just tell me? I’ll be on my way once I know that Saori has seen her chosen person and is now resting in peace.’

Inscrutable until then, he furrowed his brow slightly. ‘Resting in peace?’ He gave a slight nod, as if he was agreeing with himself. I might have even caught a small smile, but it disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

‘I’ve not said anything about attaining peace.’

‘But that’s what this is, isn’t it? You meet, you find peace, you move on. For the deceased, it means they’re freed from the burdens of this world. Right?’

‘I’m not sure. As I said earlier, I can’t explain the inner workings.’

‘You’re a little uptight, you know that?’

After seeing that boyish smile, I felt I could speak to him in a lighter tone. But more than that, I felt as though I’d been shaken awake from a dream.

‘I really can’t,’ he repeated, then met my eyes again. ‘You’re allowed a meeting with the deceased for one night only. I will speak to her and if she says yes, I’ll specify a time and place. Meetings usually take place from about seven in the evening until the sun rises, which is around six this time of year.’

‘Am I allowed to make a request, because I basically have nothing to lose at this point?’

‘You are.’

I’d pretty much given up, but did the fact that he hadn’t stopped explaining mean Saori Mizushiro hadn’t seen anyone yet?

Not everybody knew about the go-between, and not everyone believed in their existence. I knew how lucky I was that a series of coincidences had led me to him, but that was because I was a nobody. For influential people in entertainment, politics and the business world, getting in touch with the go-between was no major thing.

‘So, would you like to submit an official request?’

‘Yes. I would.’

Simply having my name on the list of people requesting to see her felt like an honour. I’d thought of attending her memorial service, but I knew the ceremony would be televised, and the possibility of being caught on camera had kept me away. I had to work late that day anyway. There was no way I could have left the office.

‘OK.’

The courtyard had cleared of patients and visitors, maybe due to the time of day. I stood up from the bench, then paused. ‘Why a hospital courtyard? I thought you would be taking me to see somebody.’

‘Oh,’ he nodded. After a moment, he said, ‘Cafes are expensive. And McDonald’s is too loud.’

I didn’t know what to say to that. Our eyes met. He asked pointedly, ‘So?’

‘You’re trying to cut down on expenses?’

A high schooler’s reason. He squinted at me. ‘Is that a problem?’

‘Not at all. Oh, that reminds me. The money.’

I’d almost forgotten. I hadn’t asked him beforehand because I didn’t believe I’d get this far.

‘How much do I owe you? If the meeting happens, but also in the event that it doesn’t.’ I expected to pay some kind of consultation fee, even if things fell through.

‘Oh,’ he said in the same tone he’d used to talk about how expensive cafes were. I waited nervously. One source had said it would cost a few million yen, tens of millions according to others. I hoped I had enough.

‘We don’t take money.’

‘Huh?’ My eyes widened.

‘It’s free,’ he said. ‘We’re volunteers.’

‘But …’

That couldn’t be. Wait, people talk all the time about scams that start out free …

‘I heard it would cost several million yen. I’m ready to pay. Just tell me how much.’

‘There is no need.’ He frowned, seeing that I was not backing down.

‘But …’

He took the paper cup from my hand and headed towards the cafeteria where he tossed our cups into the trash can. As he turned back towards me, I caught a faint glimmer in his eyes, like he was looking at something otherworldly.

‘You didn’t know how much you would be charged. It could have cost a fortune, and you made your request without checking first?’

‘Yes …’

Unlike the sad, teary girls on TV who looked like miniature versions of Saori, I didn’t even know how to apply makeup properly. Nobody would think from my frumpy appearance that I admired Saori as much as I did. Fully aware that the boy thought I was a weirdo, I nodded.

THERE’S A EUPHEMISM that goes: Your soul catches a cold.

That was probably me, four years ago. When I tried to go to work one morning, I found that I couldn’t get on the train. The stairs at my usual station felt like they went on for ever, and I didn’t think I’d be able to reach the top. I can’t climb all these steps. I rested my head on the railing and took slow, deep breaths, sweating from my forehead and underarms.

I can’t do this, I thought, but pushed myself anyway, trying to keep my nausea at bay as I stepped on to the train. I somehow made it to the office that day, late.

People might not get it. But when I thought about what the other staff members would think of me, what they would say when they saw my empty desk, it was easier just to crawl to my chair and sit in it. Oddly enough, once I’d made it to the office, I was able to give myself over to the stream of paperwork and miscellaneous tasks. Before I knew it the workday was over, and the clock switched to overtime. After most of my co-workers went home, I turned off all the lights on our floor except for the one above my desk, and in that darkened, hushed environment, I breathed more easily.

Work itself wasn’t bad, as long as I could go about my tasks without talking to anybody. If I didn’t have to listen to my co-workers chatting and giggling, if their howls of laughter didn’t sound like taunting to me, then I was comfortable. Alone.

‘We can’t ever tell what you’re thinking, Hirase-san.’

My colleague Yugi wore the skirt of her uniform shorter than the rest of us, and if our bosses said anything to her about her nails or hair, she smooth-talked her way out of it. She and I were the only women who joined the company at that time, and in the beginning, before we knew what was what, we ate lunch together and had actually been friendly.

I’d never had a lot of friends, and I’d got used to being that way. Since I was little, I’d rather read a book than do anything that would force me out of my comfort zone. I wasn’t great in big groups, and I had few desires to own things or do things. I think I always just knew my place.

My parents worried that I would lock myself in my room someday and refuse to come out, and they too said they didn’t know what I was thinking. My father was a professor at a national university in our town, and we’d been known in the neighbourhood as a family of academics, from my grandfather’s generation down. My brother, who was three years older than me, took after our father and grandfather and excelled in school. He was the type who went for leadership roles in the student council, and he could do no wrong in my parents’ eyes. He was their main concern – they didn’t really bother with me. My dad once said to me, ‘Girls can always just get married.’ I was in high school then. ‘Find someone who will take you and be a good housewife.’

I left home and moved to Tokyo after high school, though it wasn’t to get married. I’d been rejected from every university on my parents’ list and had ended up enrolling in a little known college. My parents continued to pay for my tuition, but we hardly communicated while I was studying. As soon as I graduated, I told them I no longer needed their financial support, to which my dad said, ‘And you think you’re going to be able to get by on your own?’ He didn’t fight me on it, though, and they stopped sending me money. Which was why I couldn’t take time off work or whine about not being able to ride the train.

After I’d been working for a while, I went back to my parents’ house to learn they’d told our neighbours that I was married and now lived abroad. It was my mother’s doing. She, a housewife, had a lot of pride and needed to be able to show off her house and family. Her daughter wasn’t the brightest girl in the world, but she’d married a successful businessman and had accompanied him overseas. That was the story she made up for the neighbours.

‘You have to leave before anybody sees you,’ my mother said apologetically, though I couldn’t understand why she looked sorry.

When I was in high school, I ran into my brother and his girlfriend on the street once, but he’d avoided my gaze and walked past me. This was no different. ‘Who’s that?’ his girlfriend had asked, and he’d spluttered, ‘My sister.’ I could feel her eyes on me as she said, ‘No way, seriously? You look nothing alike! She seems quiet.’

Quiet. Mature.

The words people used to describe me were inaccurate. What they were really saying, I knew, was this: She doesn’t look like she has any fun in her life.

It was the same when Yugi invited me out for drinks after work.

‘Hirase-san, I think it’s amazing that you read these huge books. All those words! I could never. Anyway, I was thinking, why don’t you come out with us for once? Some guys from sales asked if we wanted to go for drinks. They’re pretty cute. And I want to buy you a drink for covering my overtime for me the other day. Come on, join us!’

I’d been covering Yugi’s overtime shifts more and more these days because it was hard to say no when she asked brightly, ‘Please?’ Her schedule was packed with ‘fun and exciting things’, and I looked like I had nothing better to do.

Sometimes at lunch or in a cab, she’d say in her breezy way, ‘Sorry, can you pay?’ and when I approached her about it later, she’d squirm her way out of it with, ‘I don’t have any money on me right now.’ Some of the more senior staff did the same thing.

‘She has nothing to spend money on. Think of what we could do with all that time and money!’

I’d heard them talking about me in the office kitchen.

‘What’s the point of saving money if you have nothing to spend it on? It’s so sad.’

I’d been told I wouldn’t have to worry about paying that night, that the men on the sales team would cover it.

I’d never drunk much alcohol before, and quickly learned that I didn’t know my tolerance level. I felt fine after my first drink, but by the time I was finishing my second, my legs could no longer hold me up. My head was pounding. I had a hard time telling which voices were real and which were in my head. I was a paranoid person who fretted non-stop about being a burden.

‘Don’t people usually find out their tolerance level in college? Did she, like, never go out?’

‘She’s a loner at work too, always with these insane-looking books. I’m always telling her the books are going to, like, cast a spell on her or something.’

‘She’s wasting her life.’

‘Are you OK?’

Yugi was peering into my face.

Something was wrong with my breathing. When I inhaled, it sounded like I was laughing. I forced a smile. ‘Yeah.’

My head was still pounding. I felt sick. My body felt heavy, and I imagined how good it would feel to close my eyes and let everything go.

Through my hazy vision, I saw the guys from sales further down the street waving and calling out to Yugi. She turned to them and called back, ‘Be right there!’ She looked at me sitting on the ground.

‘We’re gonna go for another round, but are you sure you’re OK? You can hail a cab at the station, right? Sorry. I should go with them.’

‘I’m fine.’

She scampered over to the men.

‘Is she OK?’

‘Mm, she says she can get herself home.’

With Yugi and her crew gone at last, I was so relieved I almost burst into tears. Except that I really couldn’t breathe.

What’s happening to me?

Everybody who passed me on this Friday night looked like they were having a blast. A few people noticed me on the ground, but nobody offered to help. I was glad. I didn’t want any of them to stop for me.

Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe.

Tears framed my field of vision, which irritated me because I always took such care not to make a scene. And now look at me.

A tall woman in a hat walked past. She had on a leopard-print fur coat, black leather trousers and studded boots. The neon lights from a nearby bar shimmered off one of the studs, blurring my vision further. I could tell her legs were long and slim, even in her pants.

How is it that she and I are the same species?

I always thought that when I encountered cool and stylish people. She was probably one of them.

The woman in the boots stopped, then ran towards me. I closed my eyes, hoping she wouldn’t talk to me.

‘Hey,’ I heard. ‘You OK? You’re hyperventilating.’

I couldn’t answer her.

‘Are you by yourself? Where are your friends? Have you been drinking?’

She leaned in to check my breath for alcohol, then squatted next to me. I heard some objects scatter on the ground.

‘Breathe out!’

She placed her hand on one of my shoulders, then moved it down to tap my back. I opened my eyes and saw that she’d covered my mouth with a plastic bag. I wheezed into it. The bag filled with air with every breath, then deflated. It smelled like face powder. I gasped for breath and started to cough. I pulled the bag away, but immediately got an earful.

‘Don’t stop! This is all I have right now. Come on, keep going.’

I also smelled roses. A sweet scent. I nodded again, this time without choking.
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