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Good Night Papa

Through the kitchen window came the squeals and laughter of neighbourhood kids chasing fireflies beside the river again. He smelled Easter lilies on the night air and decided he would buy some for his daughter’s grave tomorrow.

He drank some more beer and looked back at the letter in his hands. To hell with the construction company and their door-rapping goons. He crushed the paper into a ball and hurled it out into the night. The river would carry off his troubles. No one was kicking ‘Papa’ Matsumoto out for some pachinko pinball joint. A man’s home was his castle—even if he didn’t exactly own it.

He glanced at the wall clock. Half past eight. He drained his beer. Time to roll.

It was still early, but that’s the way Papa liked it. His pick-ups were usually late on account of their preening, fiddling or whatever they did before meeting clients. It didn’t bother him; he was getting paid to drive. It was good money and easy. As long as he had his Elvis collection with him in the front seat, small inconveniences were of no consequence.

The pick-up tonight was in Bozu-machi district. Ah yes, Bozu-machi, home of the finest cherry blossom trees in the city. He loved to park his car beside the castle moat in spring and watch their petals fall like snowflakes into the tea-green water. Then he’d look up to Himeji-jo, the castle of the shoguns, ancient abode of princesses and samurai, and the sight of its sweeping roofs and great white tower never failed to stir something within him.

But spring had passed, the wet season had set in, and the driver’s seat of the black 1990 Nissan President welcomed his bottom back like a sweaty glove. He fished out a cassette from the glove box and inserted it into the player. He knew all the words to ‘Kentucky Rain’ and he sang along as he ran through his pre-flight checks.

He jiggled the dashboard deodoriser bottle, adjusted the rear-view mirror and belted himself in. Next, he checked himself: straighten your tie, Papa, pluck that nostril hair, slick back that cowlick and show me your teeth one more time. Looking good, Papa.

The engine roared to life.

It didn’t matter that the company owned the car. He cared for it as if it were his own, polishing it to an obsidian sheen, dusting the seats and checking the oil, water and tyre pressure.

‘Seven lonely days, and a dozen towns to go,’ Papa sang. He reached back and fluffed the white lace curtains which covered the rear windows. ‘For the privacy of your passengers,’ he said out loud, mocking his boss’s voice, ‘please dry-clean regularly.’ He chuckled to himself. Some of his pick-ups needed curtains they were so hideously made up. Whatever happened to the demure Japanese beauty in pastel-coloured kimono? Rare as a white tiger, he thought.

He eased the car through the narrow streets and across the river where the shadows of small children were still leaping at fireflies. The night had wrapped the city in a warm, damp blanket and lightning flickered in the mountains beyond its limits.

Papa eyed the road ahead warily, occasionally flicking to high beam. Thirty years of driving taxis had taught him to expect the unexpected: the crazy cram-school kid on his bicycle, the elderly dog walker, the drunk salaryman, all of them ready to leap from the shadows. Regardless of who was at fault, by the laws of Japan, he, being the bigger vehicle, would be liable.

Taxi driving had taught him a lot about human nature. Take the middle-aged businessman, for instance; in the company of a woman he would tell Papa to ‘keep the change’. Alone, he would demand a receipt. If Papa liked his passenger, he might venture a conversation. But he rarely did. His passion was driving. Driving and Elvis.

Now that he worked for the agency his passengers were all young women. Most were vain, simple-minded things. They knew nothing of the world—let alone The King. But they loved him, and it was they who had given him the name ‘Papa’.

In turn, he took good care of them, treated them like ladies, regardless of their appearance. When an engagement had ended, after he had driven them home, he would sign off with ‘Goodnight baby’. It was his trademark and it made them giggle.

The warm asphalt faded into the cool flagstones of Bozu-machi, a neighbourhood whose streets had not been widened since the era of palanquins and rickshaws. He turned into a long, narrow avenue lined with cherry trees and stately turn-of-the-century houses whose stone lamps illuminated well-tended gardens. Only the wealthy could afford to maintain traditional residences like these.

He stopped outside a block of low-rise apartments set back from the street and accessed by a paved laneway. Craning his neck he searched for confirmation. ‘Castle Heights’ read the brass nameplate on the stone wall. He flipped open his cell phone, checked the address, then pulled to the curb and hit the hazard lights.

8.48p.m. Now, wait.

‘We can’t go on together, with suspicious minds,’ he sang, tapping his thick fingers against the steering wheel.

Papa’s nostrils twitched. Something on the night air made him stiffen; it’s amazing how a smell can evoke a memory. But this wasn’t a happy memory, this one stabbed deep, and it hurt. Three years ago tomorrow he had laid his daughter to rest. He searched the night for the source of her fragrance.

‘Shit!’ He flinched at the woman’s face in the passenger window.

‘Good evening.’ She smiled. ‘I am sorry to have kept you waiting.’

‘G-good evening,’ he stammered, and leaped from the car. He bustled around to the rear passenger’s door, his eyes gathering as much intelligence about his passenger as they dared in a second.

She wore a peach-coloured kimono with a crisp white inner collar. Her dark brown hair, set in a hive, stood impressively on her petite head. She carried a purse of red silk, and her slippered feet were tiny.

And there it was again—that fragrance. She glanced at the un-opened door and smiled back at him.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, snapping out of his trance. He pulled on the handle. ‘The Sophia, right?’

‘Yes.’

He hurried back to the driver’s seat. ‘First-time? I mean, to the Sophia?’ The engine growled and he engaged gears.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’

‘Sorry?’

‘I said, do you mind if I smoke?’

‘Sure, go ahead.’

In the rear-view mirror, he watched her manicured fingers draw a cigarette from an embroidered case and light it.

‘Capri,’ he murmured.

‘Pardon me?’

‘You smoke Capri cigarettes.’

She watched his eyes in the mirror. ‘Is it unusual?’

‘It’s bad for your health.’

‘I only smoke before a job. It relaxes me.’

‘My daughter smoked Capri.’

‘She has good taste. But she gave them up didn’t she?’

He guided the car along the cherry tree-lined street and onto a road heading south towards the city centre.

‘Yes, she did,’ he said after a while.

‘Well, she must be healthier for it.’

‘She’s not with us anymore.’

The woman looked up quickly. Her gaze met with his in the mirror. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘She was young?’

‘Twenty-four.’

‘What was her name?’

‘Mio.’

It was a sacred word. Meant for him only. Speaking her name brought only pain. He searched the road ahead for signs of traffic jams, accidents or construction works, anything that might delay him from his task at hand.

‘How interesting,’ his passenger said, ‘my name is Mia. We are the same age.’

Matsumoto’s eyes darted back to the mirror. ‘Your perfume. What is it?’

‘Dune.’

Dune. That was it. Horrid stuff. Mio had returned with it from her homestay in Seattle four years earlier. Memories flooded his mind and he fought to stay in control. The effort forced him to break one of his own rules. ‘What’s on at the Sophia?’ he asked.

She drew on her cigarette and blew the smoke through the curtains and out into the night. She looked suddenly disinterested. ‘Oh, some hot-shot with a kimono fetish. “A man of influence,” the agency said. He wants the A-course. Probably a mob guy.’

‘The Sophia attracts that kind.’

‘Why do the rich and powerful love tradition so much?’

‘Because they can afford it.’

‘So true,’ she laughed. ‘How often does your wife wear kimono?’

‘I’m divorced.’

‘But she did wear kimono didn’t she? I mean, when you were together?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘And it made you happy?’

‘Do you always ask so many questions?’

‘It relaxes me. Like cigarettes.’

Papa took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He reached an intersection, indicated and seamlessly entered the stream of traffic headed downtown.

‘I’m sorry,’ the woman said. ‘I didn’t mean to pry.’

Papa glanced in the rear-view mirror and studied his passenger. He had never seen her before. Her forthrightness was disarming, yet there was something endearing in it.

‘After Mio passed away I began to drink. I lost my job driving taxis. I argued with my wife. We grew to hate one another and then one day she tells me she has a new man, a younger guy, someone who looks after her the way I can’t. She asks for a divorce.’

The lights up ahead turned red. He brought the car to a standstill, released his grip on the wheel, and sighed, surprised at himself for disclosing so much. ‘I gave it to her in the end.’

‘Do you still love her?’

‘Love her? Even if I do, there’s no going back,’ he shot back.

‘So you do.’

Blood surged in Papa’s temples and his face grew dark. ‘Look, who the hell are you? Some part-time call-girl psychologist? Why don’t you knock it off, save it for your clients.’

‘My clients?’ she snorted. ‘Rich, married men who spend their money on other younger women? They’re all the same. But you, you are different. You’re a case study in lost causes.’

‘What?’

‘You’re an optimist. You’re hardworking, chivalrous to women and honest. And you loved your family. But none of these things have brought you any great success.’

Papa began to tremble. Sweat glistened on his forehead. He slapped the indicator, jerked the wheel, and pulled the big car into a bus-stop bay. For a while he sat still, letting the engine idle, listening to his heartbeat subside. This woman was draining him. He turned back to her and his eyes were glassy.

‘Mind if I smoke?’

‘Go ahead.’

‘I mean—one of yours.’

She smiled, put a fresh cigarette to her lips, lit it, and passed it between the seats.

They sat in silence as Elvis sang ‘Love Me Tender’ and for a moment Papa forgot all about time schedules, eviction notices and hectic city streets.

He pondered his life to date, the good times, the hard times, and filled his lungs with the bittersweet smoke, letting it stream from between his teeth. Ten years since he’d had a smoke. This woman was perfectly right.

‘Do you like Elvis?’ he asked her.

‘My father does.’

‘Is that so?’

‘He has all his albums. He’s even been to Graceland.’

‘Graceland? In Memphis? That’s my dream. To visit the home of The King. One of these days, I—’

A horn blast burst the night and the car filled with the cold, white glare of a bus’s headlights. Papa cursed, put his foot to the pedal and pulled out into the traffic.

‘Mio died of cancer. The doctors gave her twelve months to live. She lasted only four. I offered my bone marrow, but her cancer was too aggressive.’

‘Leukaemia?’

‘A rare form.’

‘But not unbeatable.’

‘You are a psychologist and a doctor now? Look, I gave and I failed.’

‘But your bone marrow could have saved a life right?’

‘Didn’t you hear me? I failed!’ Then in a lowered tone he said, ‘After my daughter passed away I donated again. I don’t know if it helped anyone. Just felt I had to do something.’

The woman settled back in her seat. Papa caught her face in the passing streetlights. She looked satisfied, serene even.

He took the first right off Otemae Street and turned into the Uomachi precinct, the city’s nightlife zone. Neon signboards rose on each side, turning the narrow streets into canyons of light. Down them, saké deliverymen on bicycles jostled, club touts hassled and knots of drunken revellers stumbled between bars.

The traffic slowed to a crawl. Far from irritated, Papa relaxed. This was his home turf; he even spied some old mates from the taxi ranks among the traffic. He pulled over and cut the engine.

‘The Sophia’s up ahead, on the right. I’ll wait for you here,’ he said.

It was a towering white building with a faux Rococo facade and a staircase which ran from the street to the entrance. Its sign broached the skyline with blue neon lettering which flashed the letters ‘S O P H I A’ at three-second intervals.

‘Eleven p.m. finish right?’ he said.

‘You’ll wait here?’

He nodded.

‘Why not in a parking building?’

‘Agency rules. I have to wait within view of the venue, in case…’

‘In case what? In case one of those creeps decides to scoop me up on my way out?’

Papa looked back to the Sophia. He picked out three men in dark suits milling on the steps outside, eyeing patrons who came and went.

‘It did cross my mind.’

‘Relax. I’m a big girl.’

‘Rules. Sorry.’

‘Look, there’s a ramen noodle stand around the corner called Taro. Tell me if their tonkotsu soup isn’t the best you have ever had? It’ll take you fifteen minutes tops.’

Papa turned in his seat and studied her again. She was beautiful, in a sense that was beyond her years, and yet there was something more alluring. She was determined—just as his own daughter had been.

‘Alright,’ he said, ‘but just fifteen minutes.’

She smiled. ‘I will pay for your dinner if I’m not right.’

He got out and walked around to open the door for her. She took small, nimble steps along the street, holding her kimono with one hand and clutching her purse with the other. At the corner she turned and waved. ‘Good night Papa!’ she shouted above the street noise. Then she was on the steps of the Sophia and suddenly gone.

Papa locked the car and crossed the street. He stopped halfway. Papa? He hadn’t given her his name. Or, had he?

He shrugged, then made his way up a sidestreet to the noodle stand called Taro. He ordered the ramen in a pork-bone broth. It was good, though just a tad too salty. He drained the bowl and jabbed a toothpick between his lips. As he reached for his wallet, a series of popping noises filled the night. Passers-by stopped and turned.

‘Damn kids letting off fireworks in the car park again,’ muttered the old man behind the counter. He took Papa’s money with a click of his tongue.

But Papa didn’t wait for his change. He was on his feet and pushing through the crowd. He reached the street corner in time to see a half-dozen men in suits running in from the Sophia, wide-eyed and shouting.

Then Papa glimpsed it: a body writhing on the steps. He squeezed through the crowd of onlookers and ran up to a club tout.‘What happened here?’

‘You wouldn’t believe it, pops. Some chick in kimono just ran out of the Sophia, blasting her way with a handgun. That guy got it in the leg.’

Papa looked back at the chaos now spilling from the nightclub’s steps and he choked. ‘A woman? In kimono? Where is she now?’

‘Ask those guys, pops.’ The tout jerked his head towards the men in suits now frantically searching the side streets.

Papa dropped back to his car. He flipped out his cell phone. His company had called him five times in the past ten minutes. He switched off silent mode and punched the call button.

‘This is Matsumoto. What’s going on?’

The voice on the end was taut, breathless. ‘Where the hell have you been? Your pick-up tonight, in Bozu-machi, she was found tied up. The police are there now.’

‘What? That’s impossible. I just took her to the Sophia!’

‘The Sophia? Where the—’

Papa didn’t hear the rest. The phone fell to the gutter as the blood drained from his face.

The Uomachi police grilled him into the early hours of the next morning. So much for merry old men. They threw the book at him; they wanted the juice. He gave them a vague description of the woman but in the end they had to release him.

The media were onto the story fast. The breakfast radio bulletin said the Sophia’s back rooms had been robbed, right before an illegal Mahjong tournament was about to get underway. The host was a construction magnate with mafia ties. Two wounded, one seriously, both employees of the Taizo Corporation, and the suspect still at large.

Taizo Corporation. Papa thought for a moment. Then he blinked. The eviction notice, the pachinko parlour people.

He didn’t sleep. He didn’t return home. He went to the early-morning flower markets on the south side of the city and bought Easter lilies. Then he drove north, past the castle, out to the cemetery on the mountain side. There, he parked the car and climbed the gentle slope lined with neat rows of Buddhist tombstones, stopping in front of the one engraved, ‘Matsumoto Mio.’ His ex-wife had not been there, the wilted carnations said so. He changed the water and replaced the flowers, and as he reached down to place a fresh stick of incense in the holder, something caught his eye. Behind the stone urn, hidden from the view of passers-by, lay a small package.

He glanced up—the cemetery was empty, save for an elderly woman praying two rows down. He peeled away the wrapping and into his hand fell a red purse. He popped the brass clasp, peered inside and his eyes widened. A thick wad of crisp ¥10,000 banknotes lay stuffed between the silk folds. Beside this was some sort of booklet. He teased it out and began to read; his mouth fell open. It read: Japan Airlines, JL 503. Business Class. Depart Osaka 13:30. Arrive Memphis, Tennessee 07:30. Ticket type: Open.

On the last page, a slip of Japanese paper had been attached with a message penned in a mature and confident hand.

Please forgive me for intruding on you, Papa, but I had to know if you were my donor. Thank you for the gift of life. P.S. I have given up smoking.
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