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      Never look too close, the salaryman whispered, you might not like what you see.

      And so tonight, dreaming in a shadowy bar the size of a decompression chamber, he kept his eyes narrowed and the whiskey flowing. Until his heart’s most secret reservoir overflowed, and a body drifted by. It had been in the water a long time and he snagged it tenderly.

      His eyes closed; a slice of a smile flickered. He watched with pleasure as he chopped up his section chief and fed the bits to pigeons in Ueno Park. The remains could be poured into slick black trash bags and hidden in lockers at Tokyo Station.

      A pair of moon-faced farm girls flanked the salaryman like wings of a vise. Their cotton-candy petticoats escaped high-bodice dresses and buried him to the waist. He looked forlorn, like a man waiting to be dug out of the snow.

      The girls talked over him in staccato Korean, impudently sucking the air out of the bar. They filled the vacuum with fumes of fermented cabbage exuded from every pore. He finished his drink and the girl in yellow dumped water and Suntory whiskey in his glass; he snubbed out his cigarette and the girl in pink reached for a pack of Mild Sevens.

      The salaryman sighed and tried not to think about the blue jeans the girls wore under their petticoats or their rough, stubby hands. Instead, he closed his eyes and floated. Up, up—above the girls with their small breasts and tent-like dresses. Up, up—and straight through the roof. The night sky was warm and damp; he kept climbing.

      Below, wedged between Ueno Station and the Sumidagawa, the lights of Asakusa were dazzling. On Kokusaidori, a Ferrari growled at a pack of college girls digging for smokes inside Yves Saint Laurent bags. Old men in yukata stopped to stare. Their eyes slid up nylon-shiny legs, their breath hot and smoky. A breeze off the river lifted spring dresses and offered a glimpse of lace. With their breasts snugged high and tight in light sweaters, the girls shook their heads in happy debate and looked across the boulevard.

      The district offered many delights—renowned sushi restaurants, mind-numbing pachinko parlors—more temples and shrines than anywhere in Tokyo. The girls marched wickedly tipsy into Mr. Donuts, and the old men shuffled away.

      The salaryman floated beyond the boulevard, watching a small tug push a barge up the Sumidagawa. Its running lights winked on the sluggish black water. A glossy call girl raced down an alley a block away, her high heels clicking to the tug’s diesel beat. A cook in a ramen shop licked his teeth as she ran past.

      The salaryman winced—neon signs on hundreds of love hotels pricked his eyes. Sensoji Temple’s pre-recorded drums rattled his ears. He felt a migraine coming and climbed higher, trying to get away from the noise, the light, and the heat.

      They told him Asakusa was one of the last bastions of old Japan. Twenty-two years old, the salaryman had no experience with such things. A feeling of disquiet, perhaps guilt, crept over him. He decided he’d had enough for one night and searched the eastern terrain for home.

      Tokyo Bay was dark, cars on adjacent Wangan-dōro a thick bright stream. He followed as they bumped down an expressway built on garbage. His sense of insufficiency disappeared as an institution timeless and wondrous came into view.

      A handful of fireworks—gold, green, and blue—painted the night with seashells and feathers. The man grinned and fell toward his apartment crouched in the lee and shadow of Tokyo Disneyland.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      A late spring breeze pushed the bell rope back and forth. Its satin windings glowed purple, warmed by flickering candles and incense burning. Behind the bell, the shrine was weathered wood—chocolate brown, red, and gold. The silhouette of a seated monk could be seen through an open window.

      Elena smiled and listened to the monk’s prayers as they mingled with the horns of impatient taxis and the whisper of lovers in shadow. She reached up, gave the bell rope a shake, and clapped her hands twice. A drum beat, a shakuhachi flute played. The music escorted her out of the shrine and across the street. She looked at the sky, hoping her prayers would find their way to her son.

      Police Lieutenant Nakazono watched from an alley as Elena finished her nightly ritual. She walked into the coffee shop and he followed. He felt uncomfortable as soon as he stepped inside.

      The subdued lighting was peculiar, the smell of cedar, while pleasant, bewildering. He hated the peanut shells customers were encouraged to scatter about. This was a phenomenon outside his experience, and he tried to pick a path to the bar without crunching any underfoot.

      Elena put down a book and greeted Nakazono. She explained the kitchen was closed and all she could offer was coffee or beer. He seemed shy as he ordered, an emotion she would have thought alien to Asakusa’s top police officer. She wondered what he wanted.

      Nakazono felt better sitting. As Elena fetched the beer, he swept the floor under his stool of peanut shells and scanned the room. He’d heard of similar places in Harajuku. But he only left Asakusa in emergencies. He felt big here and small everywhere else.

      While the peanut shells remained mysterious, the cedar booths and flashy Wurlitzer jukebox were comprehensible. Nakazono listened to a woman singing in English. He heard the word love but could make out nothing else. The cop hated English.

      This was Japan and if the gaijin couldn’t speak Japanese, screw ’em. He had three officers who could speak the language, and he let them deal with foreigners. He didn’t trust them and would never promote them, but they were useful during interrogations. What he needed were cops who could speak Chinese or Farsi. Foreigners seeking work were crawling over the city, and his efforts to discourage them from encamping in Asakusa grew more futile every day.

      Elena set a bottle of beer and a glass in front of Nakazono and returned to her stool at the end of the counter. He stared at the empty glass, annoyed she hadn’t poured the beer. She was half Russian, half Japanese. He chalked her lack of manners up to her Russian half.

      Nakazono poured the beer and drank. He wouldn’t admit it, but the greatest reason for his discomfort was the woman sitting next to Elena. He couldn’t look at her without thinking of his mother and the nightmare-inducing stories she told of Asakusa’s powerful witches. Long white hair, flaming lips, and high cheekbones. He stopped wetting the futon. His mother stopped beating him. But he still dreamed, he still believed.

      She’d appeared a year ago, one day in the spring, as if she’d stepped out of a movie or a magazine. There were plenty of gaijin women in Asakusa, but few like her. The rest, the Thais, the Chinese, even the noisy independent Filipinas, were afraid of him. They understood his position in the neighborhood. She did, too, but she didn’t care.
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      The first time he saw her, she walked, head up, straight at him, and didn’t move out of the way. A surprise. Most women stared at the sidewalk when he approached. Worse—the way she sized him up—and dismissed him. She walked past, her blonde ponytail swung behind her like she owned the street. He stood angry and frustrated, vowing it would be different next time.

      But it wasn’t. He stopped her in front of Matsuya department store and demanded to see her alien registration card. Unimpressed with his authority, she didn’t blink. He’d hoped for fear; would have settled for anger. But she fielded his Japanese and handed over her identity card. He felt like a beggar, or worse, a servant.
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      Nakazono finished his beer and ordered another. Elena was talking to the gaijin and didn’t hear him. He raised his voice and both women turned and stared. He asked again and stumbled over the words. Claire said something, and Elena smiled. He felt his face flush, certain they were talking about him.

      Things were not going as expected, and when the gaijin gathered up her things to leave, Nakazono stared at his beer, afraid to look. Her feet went crunch-crunch as she crossed the room; he concentrated on the label on the bottle until the print began to blur. The smell of the cedar countertop was overpowering.

      Elena laughed, the gaijin laughed, and Nakazono looked around for a toilet. A bell jangled above the door and the woman let herself out.

      “Excuse me, Lieutenant. I’d like to close now,” Elena said.

      She didn’t have a clue what the cop wanted. They hadn’t exchanged more than a few words in thirty years, and most of that had come at her husband’s wake two months before.

      Elena had been less perplexed at his appearance at the ceremony than by his attempts at solicitous behavior. At ease harassing bar hostesses or in curbside conversation with local yakuza, Nakazono was a graceless man who did not feign sympathy well. The role fit him no better than his bulging uniform.

      Both had been raised in Asakusa and attended primary school together. Nakazono seemed to have forgotten that he’d been Elena’s main source of unhappiness for years. She still remembered him tormenting her, shouting at the top of his lungs on the playground. To a brown-haired girl, aware she was different from her playmates, he’d been a monster. He chased her home, belly bouncing, buttocks jiggling inside tight blue short-shorts.

      Nakazono gripped his beer, knuckles white. He couldn’t blurt out his offer. She hadn’t smiled once; her face remained impassive. Convinced she was happy to see him, he kept at it.

      The cop talked to Elena of their school days, and seemed to expect that their memories could coexist and even fraternize. She was appalled. He’d been a spoiled bully amid rubble and starvation. The child of an immigrant from an enemy alien nation, Elena had been more afraid of Nakazono than the American soldiers occupying the city.
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      The occupation was long over. And if Nakazono hadn’t changed—he was still a fat, sordid bully—she had. Her father had hung on to his property, and she was rich. Her coffee shop was one of nine businesses in a building she owned outright.

      She collected rent from a Chinese restaurant, a Korean bar, and a bookshop. Small bars occupied the second floor. She owned one and leased the others. Nine apartments, highly desirable by Tokyo standards, occupied the next three floors. The smallest rented for one hundred forty thousand yen a month, the largest for three hundred thousand. She lived in the penthouse with her daughter, Miki, next to a smaller apartment she’d built with her son in mind. She wanted to be ready when he came home.

      The apartment stood empty for a year after she renovated the building. Last year, Elena rented it to Claire for less than it was worth. A month later, she made her annual overseas trip to visit her son.

      Jack was a drifter—Bangkok, Singapore, San Francisco, and London—he’d worked at newspapers in all those cities. She brought Miki along, and the trips were the highlight of the year for her daughter.

      She’d loved Cape Town and prayed Jack wouldn’t move on before she got another crack at its beaches. Miki had a map of the world in her bedroom and had drawn an ominous circle around Moscow. The girl had an uncanny ability to predict her brother’s movements.

      Elena smiled. They weren’t a conventional family, but it worked better every year. The death of her second husband, a car-crash casualty on the Tomei Expressway, had only increased the chances of bringing her children together.

      Elena felt no guilt that the death of the man should bring her happiness. He’d been in the way too long. It had been a mistake to remarry, and she’d regretted it for years. She thought he would provide stability for Jack, but the opposite proved true.

      Jack’s real dad had been an American, and her twelve-year-old son refused to accept a Japanese stepfather. They fought for the first two years, battling for possession of Elena.

      Her loyalty never in doubt, her new husband surrendered, disappearing into his job and himself. He’d treated his home like a dormitory, leaving early in the morning, returning late at night. In the early years, Elena thought of divorce, but he’d been no more trouble than an irresolute ghost, coming and going but never there.

      When Miki was born, divorce was out of the question. Two parents were better than one, and little girls needed fathers.

      With a daughter of his own, her husband became more substantial, a situation intolerable to Jack. Elena packed her son off to university in Britain when he was eighteen. He never returned.

      Life was good. She had a lovely daughter and financial independence, but she missed Jack. The last time they talked, he promised to come home for Christmas. She had a special calendar in the kitchen, and each morning she crossed off a day. Once she calculated the hours and laughed at herself.
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      Nakazono was still blithering; he shifted from the good old days to neighborhood gossip. His eyes were difficult to find, hard little things like the beads of an abacus. Looking at him made her queasy. His face was boozy, bloated with a grayish sheen. His crew cut looked sharp enough to draw blood; the stiff black bristles ready to shine shoes. His scalp was pale underneath.

      Nakazono hated polite conversation. He saw it as a tool weak men used to get under a woman’s skirts. Seduction was not in his vocabulary, but intimidation was. It was faster and produced better results. He looked up and grunted—she was no different from the rest.

      Elena picked up Nakazono’s beer and set his half-empty glass in the sink. His look of irritation pleased her.

      “There’s something I want to talk to you about,” he said.

      Elena fetched a broom and began to sweep the floor. “What’s that?” she asked, her back to the cop.

      Nakazono watched her work. She was still sexy, her auburn hair long and free. “You’re all alone. Your husband’s dead,” he said.

      “Didn’t your wife kick you out of the house three months ago?” Elena asked.

      She finished sweeping and turned off the overhead lights. She had an idea where the conversation was going and didn’t want to hear it. She moved through the darkness, straightening up the room.

      Nakazono glared at her from inside a circle of light cast by lamps over the counter. Was she ignoring him? That couldn’t be possible; she must be playing hard to get. The frustration of the evening broke over him. What started as a request ended up a demand.

      “Come here.”

      Elena’s patience was at an end. She gave him a look reserved for drunks who forgot where they were and who they were dealing with.

      “That’s it,” she said. “I’m closing up and you’re leaving.” She walked over to the cop. “Come back tomorrow if you have anything to say. I don’t have time now.”

      Nakazono didn’t budge. He felt weak, worse than when the blonde ignored him on the street.

      “Wait, this is important. You need a man to take care of you. I’m powerful...”

      Looking into her unyielding face, he wasn’t even strong enough to finish the sentence.

      Her anger gave her courage. Elena looked down on the cop and said in English, “You’re such an ass.”

      He couldn’t fathom the words, but he got the point. His hand shot out and grabbed Elena by the wrist. “Marry me. No woman can take care of this property.”

      Elena laughed and slapped him. “You miserable slob. I wouldn’t marry you if my life depended on it.”

      Nakazono felt the room go red around the edges. He slapped her hard and slammed her head into the counter. Bent over, his bulk a huge weight on her chest, she couldn’t even scream. She watched blood run from her mouth and stain the cedar.

      When she felt his hands close around her throat, she went away, to another time, another place. She remembered sitting on a mountain above Cape Town with her son and daughter—the sun had been in her eyes. The day had been so lovely it had been hard to breathe.
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      A rag-tag band of Mozambican soldiers dozed under an ironwood tree. Half a dozen AK-47 rifles lay in the dust nearby. Two soldiers had boots; the rest wore tattered sneakers or rubber zoris. They glanced at the white man, but the heat dried out their curiosity, and he didn’t linger in their thoughts.

      A convoy of battered Mercedes lorries sat on the shoulder of a dirt road in front of the soldiers. Each truck carried a load of maize under a green tarp. The grain was destined for Caia on the Zambezi River. If it arrived, a few outlying villages might last another week. But the sun seemed hot enough to burn the paint off the trucks, and the soldiers were in no hurry to leave the shade of the tree.

      Jack read the telegram from Japan a second time and put it in his pocket. He walked over to the soldiers, explained he was leaving, and shook a few hands. No one said much as he left. They had their own worries.

      Underpaid, underfed, and outgunned, the soldiers were tired of beating villagers off the trucks with the barrels and butts of their rifles. They were sick of women holding dirty babies in their faces. The women thought their children unique, as if the soldiers had never seen starving babies before. That was all they had seen—the drought was eating up southern Africa—and dying children were everywhere.

      The women and the babies made the young soldiers uncomfortable. But the Renamo guerrillas and the bandits terrified everyone. Burned-out carcasses of relief trucks littered the road. The bandits came at night to steal the grain. The guards that didn’t run away were found dead at dawn, shot, or hacked to death.

      The white reporter from South Africa rode with the soldiers for three days. At first, they thought he was American. He talked like the other American reporters. An officer claimed to have seen a Japanese passport. Everybody laughed. Embarrassed, the officer demanded the platoon sergeant back him up.

      “He might be Japanese,” the soldier said, not wanting to disagree with the officer. “I ran into a Chinese patrol once, but he doesn’t look like them. Somehow I thought they all looked the same.”

      Nobody had been satisfied with the explanation, but they let the matter drop. Now someone had come to fetch the reporter in a Land Rover, and it was too hot to care if he was American, Japanese, or both.
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      “I’m not going to cry and I’m not going to make a scene,” Miki promised herself as she waited for Jack’s China Airlines flight to clear customs. But it took so long, it seemed like the passengers would never come out. She’d watched the plane land from the observation deck on top of the terminal, but that seemed like hours ago. Impatient and guilty for cutting school, Miki blamed the entire problem on Haneda Airport.

      When Jack called, she’d been so happy to hear his voice, she hadn’t paid much attention to his actual words. He said something about politics, South Africa, Taiwan, and China. All she understood was that she had to pick him up at Haneda instead of Narita, an airport she knew like the back of her hand. She thought only domestic flights used Haneda and couldn’t figure out why some planes had to sneak into this dinky little airport.

      It was old and boring, and she didn’t like it. That it was closer to downtown didn’t count for much. She’d never been to Haneda and called half her friends before she found one who knew which subway to take.

      It was a lot more fun, like an adventure, to ride the train from Ueno Station to Narita. She’d made the trip a bunch of times and always enjoyed it. The countryside was pretty, and the men and women working in rice paddies surrounding the airport were compelling.

      Viewed through the window of a fast train, the women seemed proper in their old-fashioned bonnets and blue pajamas. They looked like people on postcards. Unfortunately, these women and their skinny husbands wouldn’t stay put. Every day shiny buses dumped farm co-ops in front of the gates of Sensoji Temple in Asakusa.

      Miki found them embarrassing, especially since there were lots of foreigners in the temple compound. The farmers never changed clothes. They were unfashionable and had no idea how to act in the city. The women, who looked so serene from the train, had loud voices and country accents. They said dumb things and bought the junkiest souvenirs.

      Miki and her friends decided the country people shouldn’t be allowed in the city until they could be taught to behave like everyone else.
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      Miki looked around the arrivals terminal, prepared to glare at any farmer who might spoil Jack’s homecoming. He hadn’t been home in a long time, and she wanted him to like Japan enough to stay.

      At last, the China Airlines passengers dribbled out of the customs area. A man behind Miki tried to push past to get a better look. She jabbed him with her elbow and held her ground. Nobody would see Jack before she did. He looked down at her more surprised than annoyed. Schoolgirls in sailor suits were usually more docile.

      Miki couldn’t help herself. She began to cry when Jack walked through the swinging doors. Her tears splashed onto a bouquet of roses clutched in her hand. Despite her small size and her promises, she caused a commotion. Heads turned as she shouted and charged across the floor. She leaped like a panther and grabbed her brother around the neck.

      Miki didn’t weigh much, but Jack was half-dead from jet lag and a twenty-five-hour flight from Johannesburg. Still, he might have stayed on his feet—her choke hold wasn’t too bad—he could almost breathe. As he was finding his balance, she let go with one arm and pushed a bunch of flowers in his face.

      “Here,” she said. “These are for you.”

      Blinded, Jack slipped on something and fell. The crowd laughed as Miki dropped the roses and scrambled across the floor on her hands and knees. She retrieved another gift, crawled up on his chest, and waved a foil-wrapped box in his face.

      “You stepped on your chocolates,” she said, and whacked him in the chest with the damaged gift. She cried, laughed, and kissed him.
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      “What are you waiting for?” Miki asked. “Get on the train.”

      Jack took a step and hesitated—a wall of bodies blocked the door—there wasn’t the slightest space left in the subway car. Crushed by the crowd, men and women bent at unnatural angles, their faces pressed into the window glass. Above an undulating mass of dark suits and pastel frocks, heads attached to the tallest commuters looked elongated, as if compressed to save space.

      “It’s too crowded,” Jack said.

      Miki pushed him in the back. “It’s rush hour. What do you expect?”

      A petite woman stepped around Jack and Miki, put one foot aboard the train and did a graceful pirouette. A klaxon blared on the platform as she shoved herself backward into the car, leading with hips and elbows. The doors hissed shut and the train began to move.

      “See? She knows how to do it,” Miki said. “It’s easy.”

      The train picked up speed and the lead car disappeared into the tunnel, destination East Tokyo. The trains seemed more crowded than Jack remembered, but Miki was right, they couldn’t stand there forever.

      “Okay, we’ll get on the next⁠—”

      A whistle blew and an alarm sounded. The train slammed to a stop and platform workers came running. The last car stopped in front of Jack. An arm wriggled, trapped in the door. A small blue shoulder bag dangled from slim fingers with delicate pink nails. The workers pried open the door and shoved the arm back inside.

      “That’s it,” Jack said. “We’re taking a taxi.”

      Miki led Jack through the labyrinthine passageways under the streets of Ginza. They surfaced next to Mitsukoshi department store, rising into a crowd notable for its density and opulence.

      Middle-aged housewives, tired after a day of shopping, headed for subway entrances. Sweating in mink and sable, their hair fluttered in the evening breeze. Gold necklaces graced their necks, diamonds glittered on their fingers. Thinking of long rides back to the suburbs and what to fix their kids for dinner, they waded through packs of office girls chatting on broad sidewalks.

      Miki slid through the shoppers and commuters with ease. She reached back for Jack’s hand to guide him past teenagers laughing in front of Mikimoto’s. Their faces gleamed like the pearls on display.

      It was dusk, and one by one the lights of Ginza came to life. Towering buildings engaged in dazzling combat astride the most expensive real estate on earth. Gaudy neon images flickered and flashed—Sony, Toshiba, and IBM. Toyota and BMW sedans moved down Chuo Dori. Reflected in the windshields, ads for Nestle and Kanebo merged with Dairy Queen and Samsung.

      Miki waved at a cab stopped below a TV screen bigger than a billboard. Children gazed up in wonder as electric dragons danced with pink pandas. Jack shook his head—this was not the Japan he remembered.
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      Miki’s courage faltered as the taxi crawled through rush-hour traffic. She snuggled under Jack’s arm and closed her eyes. Her mom’s death hurt every second. It was a cruel lie, devised by strangers and distant relatives who didn’t care about her. She couldn’t imagine what was going to happen and was terrified.

      Jack pulled Miki closer and watched tears slide down her cheeks. He remembered the day his father, an American, died. His bedroom, a warm place filled with familiar things, became a skyscraper without walls or floors. Everyone could see him sitting on an I-beam, miles above the ground. He’d wanted to cry but couldn’t, afraid if he let go, he’d fall and never stop.

      Jack hadn’t cried and he wasn’t sure if he’d ever forgiven his father for leaving.

      Halfway to Asakusa, Miki looked up, tried to speak but stuttered in confusion. There was so much she wanted to say, she didn’t know where to begin.

      Jack smiled and hugged her.

      Miki sniffed, trying on smiles until she found one that fit. The taxi driver made a noise and she directed him past Tawaramachi Station and down Kokusaidori. They turned onto a narrow street and then another. The cab slowed to a crawl to avoid kids delivering L.A. and Chicago pizzas on motorbikes, teetering bicyclists, and women strolling with babies sleeping on their backs.

      “This will be fine,” Miki said, and the cab stopped in front of a small shrine. A tabby cat sat on top of a red torii gate and watched Jack pull his duffel from the trunk. A yellow dog backed out of a garbage can and yipped at Miki. Jack smelled garlic, sesame, and raw sewage.

      Miki pointed across the street at a six-story building faced with new brick. “What do you think?”

      Jack looked down at his sister. He knew an important question when he heard one. He examined the building. The bay windows on the corner apartments were large, the neon signs on the second-floor bars discrete. But aesthetics gave way to commerce on the ground floor. The Chinese restaurant was a greasy spoon, the Korean bar a dive, and the bookshop sold only pornographic comics. Only his mother’s coffee shop managed an air of respectability.

      Jack said, “I love it.”

      This was his neighborhood; he’d been raised here. It looked different but felt the same. He’d stayed away too long.

      Reassured, Miki smiled, and pointed at an antenna dish on the roof. “Every apartment has satellite TV. We watch the Simpsons every week. It’s my favorite show.”

      Jack had heard of the program but never seen it. He grabbed Miki’s hand and pulled her down the street. It seemed every other building was new. Asano’s fish shop was gone, as was the home of the tatami makers. As a kid, he’d sat for hours watching two old men, brothers with strong hands and sharp eyes, produce grass mats on wonderful machines. For generations, the Usui family covered the floors in neighborhood houses. It was hard to believe they were gone.

      “What happened to the tatami shop?”

      Miki pointed at a pink stucco castle replete with fake ramparts, spires, and gargoyles. A sign invited lovers to drive over a cement drawbridge into an underground parking area where they could check in unobserved. Rooms for a two-hour “rest” were advertised as luxurious and imaginative.

      Miki looked at Jack. “They sold their land and moved to Saitama. Lots of people did. I guess the area’s changed.”

      Jack directed his sister back to their apartment building. “Not so much. The love hotels and the bars were always here, there’s just more of them.”

      Miki hopped in the elevator and pushed the button for the top floor. “Lots of people are gone, but we’re not going anywhere, are we?”

      “No, we’ll stay here as long as you want. The neighborhood’s always been a bit sleazy. That’s the charm.”

      Miki clapped her hands and jumped up to kiss him. He leaned down so she could reach, happy to see her smiling again.

      Outside the door of the apartment, Miki whispered, “There’s one more thing...”

      “What?”

      She pointed at the door. “They’re gross. I didn’t tell you because I thought you might get upset.”

      “They” were Miki’s aunt and uncle. The uncle was the older brother of Elena’s second husband. Shopkeepers from Kochi on the southern island of Shikoku, they’d flown up two weeks before to take care of Miki after her mother’s death.

      “Have they mistreated you?”

      Miki pulled on his sleeve. “Shh, they’ll hear you.”

      A woman screamed, glass broke inside the apartment, and a man shouted over a TV turned up too loud.

      “They’re not going to hear anyone. Have you got your keys?”

      She hesitated. “We should ring the bell. They won’t like it if we walk in. There might be trouble.”

      Miki looked like she wanted to run. Jack held out his hand for the keys. Something was wrong—there was a lot she wasn’t telling him.

      “Did they hit you?”

      “No.” She held the chocolates tight across her chest like a shield.

      Jack felt an adrenaline rush and heat on his face. “Are you sure?”

      “Maybe a little,” Miki said, and cried again. The look on his face was scary. “It didn’t hurt. Don’t start trouble, please.”

      “I won’t.”

      Miki held out the keys. “Promise?”

      “I promise.” He looked around. “Do you have anywhere you can go for a while?”

      “What do you mean?”

      The woman was screaming again, the man bellowed in return. More glass shattered.

      “I want to talk to them alone. Is there anyone in the neighborhood you can visit?”

      Miki glanced down the corridor. “I’ve got a key to Claire’s apartment. She lives right there. Is that okay?”

      Jack had no idea who Claire was, but now wasn’t the time. “Sure, that’ll be fine. Go down there now, honey. I’ll pick you up as soon as I can.”

      Miki retreated, watching him over her shoulder. She rang the bell, waited for a moment, and then let herself into the apartment.
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      Jack had promised not to start trouble, but as he unlocked the door, he decided the word was relative. They’d abused Miki. Anything short of killing the sons-of-bitches seemed in bounds. He wondered how high they would bounce if he tossed them down the stairs.
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      Jack pulled off his boots and stepped into the hall. The stench of dried fish, spilled beer, and unwashed bodies grew stronger as he approached the living room. He listened to Miki’s aunt and uncle.

      “All I’m asking is that you don’t hit the kid, anymore,” the uncle said. He sounded drunk and petulant.

      “Why not? I’m taking care of her, aren’t I? You’re no help, all you do is sit on your ass and drink beer all day.” Also drunk, the woman’s voice was thick with slang, expletives, and anger.

      The man shouted over the TV. “You’re one to talk, you old sow. Why can’t you get it through your head that nothing’s settled yet? You know we gotta be nice if we’re going to get custody.”

      “Custody? What’d ya call this? We’re here, aren’t we? Look around you, dummy. This is our place now. Hey, gimme that fish.”

      Jack struggled to follow the conversation. Both slurred their words and spoke in a dialect unique to Kochi prefecture.

      “Here, take it and shut up,” the uncle said. “How many times I gotta tell you Elena left everything to the brother. When he gets back, we’re out on our asses. Our only chance is to use the kid as leverage.”

      “What good is that?”

      “If we got her, we can trade her for the building.”

      “Shit, if he were coming back, he’d already be here. Screw you, I ain’t going nowhere. All these Tokyo people look at me like I’m garbage. We’re rich now and I’m going to rub their noses in it.”

      A scuffle erupted. “Hey, I was watching that. Put it back on.”

      “Get your hands off me, you bitch, I’m watching the movie. I’m sick of your game shows. Go buy more beer.”

      Jack stepped around the corner. Floor-to-ceiling windows ran the length of the room. They opened on a large roof garden that overlooked the street and the shrine below. The carpet was Persian, the leather couch Italian. A Ming dynasty vase rested next to an affable pair of figurines from Holland.

      A quick glance might have missed the relatives from Kochi. Hunkered down in a corner, they were the size of Labradors.

      The aunt wore an unbelted blue and white yukata over an orange slip. She had too much skin for her frame, it hung on her bones like a wrinkled sack. Much of her hair was gone. What remained fell down her spine in a gray tangle.

      Her soulmate’s head was too small for his ears; the back of his neck sported a pair of leaking boils. His hair had been oiled and combed to resemble a supermarket barcode. He wore a tubular stomach sweater over greasy singlet and yellow polyester trousers. Both had prominent beer bellies and fuzzy pink mules on their feet.

      They’d pushed the imported couch to the side and sat cross-legged in front of a low table retrieved from a neighbor’s garbage pile. It overflowed with fish bones, chopsticks, and open tubes of ointment. A few feet away, a thirty-three-inch Pioneer TV floated on a sea of empty beer bottles and discarded Cup-O-Noodle containers.

      Miki’s aunt yelled, dived at her husband, and tried to rip the remote from his hand. He whacked her a glancing blow with a beer bottle and scuttled backwards. Blood dripped off her nose; she screamed and pummeled him in the face with a slipper.
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      Jack crossed the room and turned off the TV. He remembered his promise to Miki and tried to speak in a normal tone of voice. “I’ll give you thirty minutes to pack your things and get out.”

      The Kochi relatives upended the table and rolled across the floor. The husband screamed as his wife tried to impale him with a chopstick. Jack reached down and tossed the pair on the couch.

      The woman shrieked, “Gaijin,” and frantically covered her head with a scarf. Speechless, her husband cowered in a corner, his mouth working soundlessly.

      It took ten minutes to settle them down. They glared at him. The woman closed her yukata and poked her husband in the side. He looked down, zipped his fly, and scrunched farther back on the couch.

      Jack checked his watch. “In seventeen minutes, I’m going to throw you out of the building. It’s chilly outside. You’d better change your clothes. I’ll help you pack.”

      Tears rolled down the uncle’s cheeks. Miki’s aunt hissed.

      He carried the suitcases down to the lobby and hailed a cab. Still jittery with fear, their eyes were black with malice. The aunt objected as he told the driver to take them to Ueno Station, thought better of it, and pushed her husband into the taxi.

      Jack leaned in the window. “Don’t come back. It can get worse.”

      Neither met his eyes and the cab drove off. The driver swerved to avoid a pack of drunk office workers and Jack walked into the building. A chair seemed to be in his way—he kicked it over. A small trash basket stuffed with advertising circulars sat below a bank of mailboxes. He kicked that over, too.
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      One of the building’s residents stepped into the lobby. His eyes widened when he saw the foreigner sitting on the floor amid ads selling condominiums, massage parlors, and politicians. He crossed the lobby, treading uneasily on the scattered paper.

      The elevator was on the fifth floor, and he watched the man while he waited. Foreigners were difficult to categorize. Long dark hair, jeans, and a leather jacket. Boots and dark eyes. He could be dangerous or hip, it was impossible to tell. But muggers didn’t stare blankly at flyers for discount furniture, did they? And he’d never seen one that looked tired enough to cry.

      The tenant relaxed his grip on his Gucci briefcase and thought he should say something. He considered himself an international person. But he was afraid his English might be misunderstood. The elevator arrived and he stepped inside, whispering good evening to the closing doors.
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      Jack spent the next two hours removing all traces of the relatives from the apartment and went to fetch Miki. She opened the door wearing pink and blue flannel pajamas and a yellow flower behind her ear.

      “What took you so long?” she said, pulling him inside. “Come meet Claire. We ordered pizza. There’s some left. You like mushrooms, don’t you?”

      Jack felt like he’d been traveling forever. Africa a lifetime away, the return to Tokyo more of a shock than expected, and he detested mushrooms. He didn’t want to meet anyone.

      Miki locked both hands around his wrist and dragged him like a stubborn mule. He dug in his heels.

      “Is he always this shy?”

      Startled, Jack relaxed as Miki yanked as hard as she could. He flew past her, staggered like a drunk across the room and landed face down on a double bed.

      He looked up—into a pair of watchful gray eyes.

      Miki laughed and the woman leaned closer, her blonde hair caressing his cheek. “You stepped on the pizza and kicked over the Monopoly game,” she said.

      Jack dangled his head over the edge of the bed. She was right—red hotels and green houses lay demolished. A silver slipper gleamed in a mushroom-and-black-olive footprint. He groaned and buried his head in the quilt, but Miki wouldn’t allow it. She laughed and tugged him to his feet.

      “What a jerk,” she said. “I told Claire you were cool. Now what’s she going to think?”

      Claire kept her thoughts to herself. She sat on the bed, her arms wrapped around her legs, her chin resting on her knees.

      Jack tried to apologize. In the middle of the first sentence, he noticed her pajamas were identical to Miki’s and both wore apple-green Godzilla slippers with claws for toes. It was quite warm in the room. He lost his place and started again.

      Claire watched him. She pushed her hair from her eyes; her neck was long and graceful. Her hands...

      The thought slid out of reach. The apartment was a studio and seemed to grow smaller by the second. She had the slightest hollows in her cheeks and...

      Jack stepped back, bumped a bookcase, and brushed a basket of FTD flowers with his elbow. He whirled and grabbed—too late. The basket slipped off the shelf.

      Miki giggled and congratulated herself. She’d wanted to see Jack’s reaction to Claire. This was better than anything she could have imagined. Claire had fascinated her from the moment they’d met. She never talked much, but she had a lot of power.

      Indeed, Jack stood bewitched and becalmed, clutching a handful of blossoms. He drifted in Claire’s eyes, until, at last
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