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

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

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

      Happy reading,

      Chris Ward, also known as Jack Benton

      October 2022
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      The car was back again.

      A black saloon, Nissan or Toyota—Erika wasn’t the best with car models—it sat with its engine idling outside a noodle shop at the end of the street. Standing at the crosswalk, with the car sitting at the curb a few shops down on the opposite side, Erika paused with her can of chu-hi halfway to her mouth.

      The tinted windows revealed not a hint of a driver. Erika narrowed her eyes, concentrating on details she might need to remember if she dared go to the police. Puffs of smoke coughing out of its exhaust suggested it needed an oil change. The slightly lazy angle in to the curb, the back wheels protruding out into traffic: a sign of carelessness or overconfidence; a gangster or a drunk, a man in a hurry. The rear passenger door on her side had a glint that could be a dent, or equally it could be the reflection of something farther up the street.

      She glanced back at the concourse of Amerika-Mura and the elevated train tracks out of Ueno Station rising above it, leaving the rows of market stalls in its shadow. Tokyo buzzed there, crowds of strolling people picking out gaudy t-shirts or bargaining for fish roe and fresh crabs. Safety in numbers, enough faces to allow her to blend in or disappear, but the car had shown up for the third time this week and she wanted to know if it was following her or not.

      Changing her mind about crossing over, she turned and walked along the pavement on her side, past quiet townhouses, office buildings and financial services. At each alley she glanced up, scoping out an escape route, becoming increasingly nervous as she came opposite the car.

      Still no sign of the driver.

      Then, as she opened up a lead of a couple of dozen steps, its engine groaned.

      A glance into the reflective window of a dentist’s surgery confirmed the car had begun to move, inching out into the traffic lane. A horn blast startled her enough to turn around, but it was only another car, jacking out around the saloon which had pulled out across both southbound lanes, still moving at barely more than walking pace.

      Erika glanced at the buildings she was passing, but she had missed her chance. For the next hundred metres a tall wall topped by a wrought iron fence bordered the edge of an inner city cemetery. Angry at herself for not bailing out sooner, she broke into a run, her work satchel slapping against her buttocks as it hung off her hips.

      The car was out of sight unless she glanced back, but fear kept her looking straight ahead. The next alley after the cemetery led along the southern edge of the acre-sized plot, but it offered no side alleys or the kind of dark spaces between buildings in which she could hide. She was already two cans of chu-hi deep after the subway back from Harajuku, and she didn’t fancy her chances in a straight sprint against someone sober enough to drive.

      As soon as she turned into the alley, she swung her satchel off her shoulder and heaved it up at the railings, the strap hooking over one of the metal spikes along the top of the wall. One of the hems tore a little as she pulled herself up, jamming her sneakers into cracks in the old bricks for purchase. One dirty railing grazed her hip as she hurdled over, landing in a patch of wild grass on the other side. She grimaced, gingerly reaching under her sweater and blouse to touch sticky and sore skin, then squatted in the weeds and pulled her bag in front of her.

      Somehow she had managed not to either drop or spill the can of chu-hi, so she quietly sipped the grapefruit-flavoured alcoholic drink, thankful for its warmth. A little leftover snow still lay in among the weeds where the sun rarely banished the shadows. This late into February Tokyo would get no more, but dark had fallen now and a long, lingering chill that would last until sunrise had set in. Erika listened to the beating of her heart, grateful for the warmth in her fingers and toes the climb had given her.

      She closed her eyes, concentrating on staying still, then snapped then open when a man’s voice came from the other side of the wall.

      ‘This way, I think. This way.’

      Erika held her breath. The footsteps moved away, paused, then moved on again. Then, with the last glimmer of sunlight turning the field of stone memorials around her into blocks of dark and shadow, she stood and made her way across to an entrance in the northern wall.

      She wandered the streets for nearly an hour before she dared go back to her apartment. Even then, she waited outside for another half an hour, watching the dark square on the second floor of her building, her only window, one she had always resented for facing out on to the road.

      Down a staircase at the end of the street, a twenty-four-hour internet café occupied a basement floor, filled with booths rentable overnight for a small fee. They stank of ass sweat and anime-masturbators, but they were anonymous and safe. It wouldn’t be the first time she had hidden like a hunted rat, but this time her curiosity got the better of her, drawing her across the road to the metal steps leading up to her place.

      The lights on her landing had timed off at nine p.m., and she didn’t override them with the manual switch at the foot of the stairs. Her feet made the steps creak as she climbed. She wished her heart would stop pounding to give her a clue if anyone else was there.

      ‘Hey there.’

      Erika gasped as the figure came out of the dark, pushing past her down the stairs, but it was only old and senile Mr. Kobayashi who lived next door, shuffling off on his nightly trek to the convenience store up the street. Erika muttered a greeting, then he was gone, clanking down the stairs as she hurried up.

      The landing was empty. Her door was closed, but when she turned the handle it opened without the key. Had she locked it? With alcohol muddying her thoughts, she scolded herself for not making sure. She thought so, but it wouldn’t be the first time. On one occasion she had left it wide open and had come home to find Mr. Kobayashi standing in the entrance and frowning, thinking someone had changed the layout of his apartment while he was out.

      She switched on the light. It looked as she remembered, empty besides a chair and a desk against one wall, a small flat-screen TV pushed into the desk’s corner beside a stack of English study books, a shiny space in the middle of the linoleum floor where she laid out her futon each night. The rusty kitchen counter was empty, the bin beside it filled with crunched plastic takeout packets. A kettle and a packet of green tea sat on top of a dirty electric range cooker she had bought in a recycle store.

      Erika stepped inside and closed the door. She pushed one underused key between her fingers, then nudged open the bathroom and toilet doors. Both tiny rooms were empty. Without a balcony, the only other place big enough for a person to hide was the large closet in the wall of the main room where she put her futon, but she found the folded futons and blankets leaning out precariously, exactly in the same way she had shoved them inside before leaving for work. In the space underneath, a couple of empty cardboard boxes and a plastic set of drawers filled with clothes jostled for position with a couple of spare cushions.

      The apartment was empty, but something still felt wrong. Unable to shake a sense of paranoia, Erika turned in a slow circle, looking for something out of place.

      The futons, untidily put away this morning while she struggled with a chu-hi hangover, the books on the desk, untouched for several weeks, the plastic container on top of the others labeled with hamburger set which had been last night’s meal—

      Erika froze, looking back at the entrance.

      Three letters, two in white envelopes, one in brown, lay on the ground near the wall behind the door.

      Erika gave a slow shake of her head and clamped a hand over her mouth to stop herself crying out.

      The postbox was two feet off the ground and set right in the middle of the door. The letters always fell right into the middle.

      Either the door opening, or someone’s foot, had moved these letters aside. No sound of paper scraping across the floor had come when she came in, so she was sure she hadn’t done it.

      Erika tried to close her mind to the rising panic, but it was impossible. Grabbing up her bag with one hand, she swung it over her shoulder as she dived at the lower cupboard in the closet, kneeling to reach inside.

      Withdrawing a box, she removed the lid to reveal a pile of books. She tossed the top few aside until she pulled out a tatty old paperback and turned, as always, to page 313.

      A small passport photograph of a three-year-old boy looked up at her from where it was pressed into the book’s spine. Erika sighed, brushed the photograph’s edge with her fingers, then closed the book and stuffed it into her bag.

      Keys, wallet and phone, and she was done. She glanced around her as she went to leave, giving a slow nod. She hadn’t been unhappy in this place. Ueno, while a little farther from where she worked than she would have liked, was a lively and vibrant place, and her apartment, while small, was quite new. Perhaps in other circumstances she might have stayed here longer.

      For now, though, it was time to leave, to move yet again and hope this time no one found her.

      She didn’t bother to lock the door. With her keys stuffed into her pocket, she headed for the internet café, where, surrounded by gamers and net addicts, in her relative anonymity she would feel safe.
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      He hadn’t even reached the steps leading to the stage before the first sarcastic catcalls rang out from the gym’s rear. On the podium, the principal of Minamibashi Senior High School was squirming under the collective laughter of six hundred students. One hand rummaged into a pocket for a handkerchief which he promptly dropped, then scrambled to pick up. As a group near the back burst into a particularly raucous peal of laughter, the principal recovered himself long enough to draw the microphone toward him. Glaring out at the crowd, he said in staccato English:

      ‘Please welcome your new ALT, Patrick Kennedy.’

      A few stubborn claps greeted Patrick as he climbed the stairs to the stage. The principal stepped back from the microphone with obvious relief as he waved Patrick forward.

      Welcome ceremonies were familiar territory, but even as he lifted the microphone a few inches and looked out at the rows of students assembled below him, the first-graders near the front, the second-graders in the middle, and the taller, more ragtag third-graders near the back, all surrounded by a scattering of wandering teachers, Patrick prickled at a sense of hostility he hadn’t ever felt before.

      ‘Hello, everyone—’

      ‘Screw you! Go home!’

      The outburst from near the back knocked Patrick off his carefully rehearsed speech. He took a few seconds to regain his composure as a group of kids hidden among the others laughed. Bellowing with anger, several teachers dived into the lines like farmers hunting stray cattle lost in a field of corn.

      ‘Um, it’s nice to be here at Minamibashi. I’m looking forward to being your Assistant Language Teacher.’

      Was he? The last ALT had quit after two weeks. The one before had lasted two months. Minamibashi High School—South Bridge in English—came with a reputation.

      ‘Douchebag!’

      Patrick blinked. That was a new one. Pretty much every cuss word in the dictionary had been angled at him at one time or another, but slang cusses took greater research. His heckler had a decent level of English. A surprise, considering Minamibashi ranked in the bottom five percent in English grades across the whole of Tokyo Greater Metropolitan Area.

      ‘I come from England,’ he said, deciding to cut out all the middle section about how long he had been in Japan and which parts of the country he had previously taught in. ‘So I hope I can teach you about my country. At the same time, I hope you can teach me more about Japan. Thank you.’

      A scuffle had broken out near the back, the shouting of a group of boys drowning out the lethargic clapping welcoming the end of Patrick’s abridged speech. He stepped back from the microphone, gave a short bow, and then headed off the stage in pursuit of the principal, who had already made his escape.

      As Patrick returned to the ranks of teachers standing along one wall, Mr. Nakamura, the Head of English, gave him a smile.

      ‘Thank you, Patrick,’ he whispered.

      ‘No problem.’

      Another teacher began speaking into a microphone in Japanese. A group of sports kids in their club kit were lining up to take their turn on the stage. It was only May, but the first city-wide sports tournaments were already underway, and it was custom for the participating students to get cheered on by the rest of the school.

      Not interested in the speeches in Japanese, even though his ability was enough that he could understand about half, Patrick eased his way toward the gym’s rear, trying to see what was going on there.

      While most of the students looked relatively respectable in dark blue uniforms—the boys with buttoned-up sailor shirts, the girls with pleated skirts, black socks and grey sweaters under their jackets—a group near the back had taken uniform-rebellion to an extreme level. As Patrick watched, a broad-shouldered teacher with a scowl on his face grabbed one boy by the arm and jerked him out of the back of the crowd.

      With his jacket undone, his trousers hung loose over his hips so the legs bunched around his ankles, and hair that shone with streaks of blond dye, the boy was the kind of caricature of a Japanese high school tough that Patrick had seen in countless TV dramas. So conforming to type was he that Patrick found himself smiling as the teacher dragged the ranting, raging boy toward the gym’s rear.

      ‘Hey! You laugh at me? I sort you!’

      Patrick jerked back to alertness to realise the boy had fixed him with a glare. A finger rose to mark him, then the teacher was shoving the boy through the rear doors and kicking them shut behind him. Even as the heavy metal door slid closed, shouts of rebellion came drifting back in to clash with the organised cheering that had begun at the other end of the gym.

      ‘Oh, no. It looks like you’ve made an enemy.’

      Patrick looked up. Mr. Nakamura was standing beside him, shifting nervously from foot to foot, eyes darting around behind spectacles high up on the bridge of his nose.

      ‘I didn’t do anything. Who is he anyway?’

      ‘Kei Takahashi. He’s in the third grade, class four. Do you want us to leave that off your schedule?’

      ‘Why?’

      Mr. Nakamura wiped a line of sweat from the side of his face. Patrick frowned. Even for May it was bitingly cold inside the gym.

      ‘He usually sleeps through class, but you might … disturb him.’

      The cheering practice was over and students were beginning to file out. Patrick and Mr. Nakamura moved closer to the wall.

      ‘I’m not worried about a few punk kids.’

      ‘Um, Kei Takahashi was the reason Bradley left. The ALT before you?’

      ‘I’ve heard the name. What happened? The company didn’t say. Only that he had personal reasons.’

      Mr. Nakamura looked pained, as though to say, Of course they didn’t tell you. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, a succession of red indents where his spectacles took turns to sit.

      ‘Bradley lived quite near the school. Kei and his friends found out where he lived. They waited until Bradley was at school, then they smashed all his windows. You know, repairs are expensive in Japan. Bradley was upset.’

      Patrick rolled his eyes. “Upset” was likely an understatement. ‘If he knew it was Kei,’ he said, ‘why didn’t he go to the police?’

      ‘He didn’t know. He couldn’t prove it. Kei told Bradley he did it, but what use was that? Just words.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Bradley quit. He went back to America.’

      ‘What about the guy before him?’

      Mr. Nakamura shrugged, as if the answer was unimportant. ‘He quit too. This is a tough school, Patrick.’ He smiled. ‘But don’t worry. Kei’s a third-grader now. He leaves at the end of this year, and the second grade is far better behaved.’

      Patrick sighed. He had eleven months to survive with a live-in enemy.

      ‘You don’t live near the school, do you?’

      Patrick shook his head. ‘Two train stops south. I live in Ebisu. And I have a bicycle anyway. It’s only four kilometres. I can do it in twenty minutes, traffic permitting.’

      Mr. Nakamura grinned. ‘Well, that’s a relief. Come on, let’s go back to the English teachers’ room and have a cup of coffee.’

      The school consisted of a U-shaped building with two wings of four floors of classrooms. The end of the “U” was a lunch room with a meeting room above it, with the third and fourth floors being computer rooms and the library. The school had two gyms, a smaller one around the back, and a bigger one at the north end, reached by a covered walkway that meandered past a sports field and a swimming pool still waiting for its yearly clean.

      Mr. Nakamura led Patrick back to the English room, a small, crowded space near the end of the second floor corridor on the building’s north side. Filing cabinets separated a dozen desks, piles of old textbooks and other assorted junk. Patrick, perhaps by the likelihood of transience, had been allocated a desk in the gloomiest corner farthest from the window, up against a permanently locked second door and flanked on either side by dusty filing cabinets filled with old paperwork.

      In the middle of the room, pressed too close together like misfitting jigsaw pieces, two sofas faced each other over a coffee table. Copies of today’s newspapers lay strewn across ancient coffee cup marks.

      ‘Coffee or tea?’ Mr. Nakamura asked, pointing at a cubbyhole filled with assorted beverage sachets, half-finished packets of coffee, and a biscuit tin containing a variety of individually wrapped biscuits and rice crackers.

      ‘Coffee please.’

      Mr. Nakamura rummaged around at the back of one of the boxes. ‘You like Blendy or UCC?’

      Patrick suppressed a smile at the two cheapest brands available in the convenience stores. ‘Um, either. One with sugar.’

      Mr. Nakamura smiled. ‘Sure.’

      They took seats opposite each other and sipped over-sweet coffee while Mr. Nakamura went over some details about the school.

      ‘There are over six hundred and fifty students,’ he said. ‘This is a vocational school, so many students do specialist subjects like architecture, carpentry, and engineering. Unfortunately they also have to do core subjects such as English and social studies.’ He gave Patrick a sympathetic grin. ‘As you can guess, those subjects aren’t popular.’

      Patrick considered his words. Experience had taught him many Japanese teachers could take offense at anything perceived as criticism, and one wrong word early in a working relationship could cause an unintentional rift that might prove impossible to close.

      ‘I guess we have to do our best.’

      Mr. Nakamura smiled. ‘That’s it. I think it’s still best to leave 3-4 off your schedule for a few weeks.’

      ‘Kei’s class?’

      ‘Him and a couple of his friends, yes. They don’t often show up. When they do, they usually talk among themselves or sleep at the back, but, you know, if they get excited….’

      ‘Sure, if it’ll make things easier.’

      Mr. Nakamura looked a little flustered, as if he had spent a lifetime trying to avoid trouble. ‘It might.’

      A few other English teachers flittered in and out as they talked, muttering shy hellos and being introduced by Mr. Nakamura one at a time. Patrick was a little disappointed to see none of them was within his usual dating range, and that at twenty-eight he was, at a best estimate, fifteen years younger than any of the four female teachers. His friend Dan had an expression he liked to use when referring to co-workers—GPO, or Gotta Pick One—but Patrick planned to abstain from choosing a GPO for this school year.

      The afternoon classes were reserved for new-semester tests, so Patrick passed the time by clearing out his desk drawers of junk left over by his predecessors. One had collected a plastic container of aluminum one-yen coins, and someone else had left behind an old photo album of generic family photos. Patrick stared at the young man in the pictures, wondering if this was Bradley, or someone else.

      At four p.m. he got his stuff together and headed out. The other English teachers had disappeared into a meeting, and all the students had gone home or headed out to sports practices, so the corridors were eerily empty. Patrick waved goodbye to the secretary on the first floor, then headed outside to the teachers’ bicycle park that sat alongside a pond filled with lethargic grey carp.

      His nose wrinkled as he reached his bike, and he glanced over at the pond, wondering if the water was a little putrid. An odious smell was coming from nearby, and it was only as he swung his leg over the saddle and an immediate wetness soaked up through the crotch of his trousers did he realise what it was and where it came from.

      Jumping straight back off, he leaned down to check, then jerked away as the pungent stench filled his nostrils.

      The saddle of his bike had been soaked in urine.
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      Erika unwrapped the packaging around the phone and gave a wry smile. It was a Nokia, a brand long since out-technologied into extinction by heavier hitters, but recycle stores still carried them in big plastic buckets like unwanted antiques. The price alone made her happy, as did the sheer impossibility that it could be traced. It was the oldest type she could find that still supported pay-as-you-go cards, which was perfect.

      The new apartment was actually an improvement on the last. The only window looked out on to an inner courtyard populated by some untended pot plants, oily tyre tracks and a handful of abandoned bicycles. The window had shoji screens too, and even though she had needed to replace the tatty paper, she could now shut out the world at her leisure while still letting light filter in.

      She was almost happy.

      Spring had come, bringing with it cherry blossoms to Tokyo’s parks and the same eternal sense of hope that this time of year always brought. Erika had championed herself to keep her drinking to three cans of chu-hi or beer per day, and during the week, when her job distracted her enough to forget about her troubles for a few hours, it had been an easy promise to keep. On weekends she still let herself go, but that was understandable.

      There had been no more black cars, footsteps behind her in alleys or break-ins to her new apartment. She religiously made sure she locked the door each morning as she left for work, going back to double-check, then leaving an umbrella lying across the foot of the door at a haphazard angle, suggesting it had fallen from where it had been propped beside the door. It was a crude burglar check, but it helped set her mind at ease.

      As always, she rerouted her mail, even though it made sense to set up a post office box. She shied away from the idea of filling out too many forms though, or being seen too much in a public place. Post Offices had security cameras, and whatever privacy laws they might flout, their cameras were always watching. For someone with enough money, the tapes could always be bought.

      After all, the black car and its driver had found her last time, and she had done everything she could to stay out of sight.
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      Friday night, and it was dark before she got out of work, staying late to use the computer after hours. She was feeling glummer than usual today. Perhaps because the last cherry blossoms in the park near her apartment had finally given in to the wave of summer green, or because she had two days of blank walls, drinking and memories to look forward to, but she found herself drawn to a call box outside the train station with her mother’s number floating around in her head.

      Her mother lived in a village up in the hills of Kanazawa prefecture, four hours northwest of Tokyo by the new Hokuriku bullet train. Cancer had taken her father twenty years ago, in 1996, and now her retired mother enjoyed a quiet life, tending her vegetables, watching endless TV, looking after her cats, and participating in the various events at her local village hall. It was a life that sometimes Erika craved, but in the silence and the dark of the mountains, she feared what was left of her sanity might run screaming off into the night.

      The dialing tone on the other end crackled. So, her mother still hadn’t replaced the battered old phone her father had bought her for their first wedding anniversary. Erika smiled. It was the kind of sweet love she had once dreamed about. For the last decade of her parents’ marriage the phone had been replaced by a modern push button one, but after her father’s death, Erika’s mother had put the new phone away and got the old one back out. She had complained about it constantly when Erika was a little girl, but now it was a memorial to her lost husband she used on a daily basis.

      ‘Hello?’

      Erika nearly dropped the phone.

      ‘Um, Mum?’

      The pause was momentary but still there. ‘Who is this?’

      ‘Mum … it’s me.’

      ‘Oh, Reona dear. How are you? How’s life in Osaka?’

      Erika wiped away a tear. Her mother’s hearing was fading with age, and she easily confused her two daughters over the phone. Erika wanted to correct her, but she was too afraid she might hear the disappointment in her mother’s tone.

      ‘Oh, it’s great, Mum. The kids are fine. How are you? How’s the mountainside?’

      Her mother chuckled, and Erika held down a sob.

      ‘Oh, you know, it’s fine. Nice to see the back of winter. We still get flurries from time to time. Did you call for any particular reason?’

      Erika closed her eyes as tears ran down her cheeks. She shook her head, the phone receiver pressed close enough to her face to be comforting.

      ‘No, no reason. Just to say hello.’

      ‘Well, it’s always nice to hear from you, dear. Your sister, she never calls any more. I mean, I know she still feels bad about what happened, but, well, it is what it is. There’s no point crying about it now. You have to move on, don’t you?’

      Erika swallowed a lump in her throat and nodded. ‘Yes, that’s true. Well, I should go, Mum. I’ll call again soon.’

      ‘Any time, dear.’

      The phone rang off. Erika stared at the receiver in her hand as though she had never seen it before, then slowly put it back.

      Feels bad.

      That was one way to put it, but Erika would consider stronger alternatives. Ashamed. Distraught. Hollowed out, cored like an apple with a rotten heart.

      On TV tonight was an old movie Erika had been planning to watch, one about the war, the kind of drama that made her feel good about herself, that things could always be worse. She had been planning not to drink—or no more than one or two cans—but now she found herself drawn to the nearest convenience store and the fridges lined with all manner of memory-blotters. She filled a basket with as many cans as she could carry and headed back to her new apartment, the fourth in five years.

      As she pulled up a floor seat and sat in front of the TV, she opened up the old paperback and looked at the picture pressed within its pages, always in the crack between pages 313 and 314.

      The dates were wrong of course. Japan used a standard calendar style with the day followed by the month and then by the year, but reversed, the 13th of March was the date the light fled from her life, and the 14th the day when the darkness came flooding in.

      ‘Kenji,’ she whispered, lifting the picture in her trembling fingers. The four-year-old boy smiled out at her. ‘I’m so sorry. I’d do anything to change … what happened.’
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      A tough session in his local gym burned off some of his frustration, and a trip to a late-night hardware store for a new bicycle seat replaced the filth staining the old one. Still, as he walked back to his apartment, a burning anger coursed through him.

      That little prick.

      It had to be him. Kei Takahashi. The school’s resident asshole.

      He had learned a lot through his previous schools, and one thing was that Japanese with an axe to grind rarely did anything face to face. Ayana, she was a prime example, and he found himself thinking of her reluctantly, the good times they had shared soured by what had come after.

      Her marriage, to a high-ranked City Office official no less, had come as a shock. Quite happy to take him to love hotels when her husband was working late, as soon as she got bored of screwing him a quiet word to her husband about Patrick’s private lessons and he’d found his contract terminated and an eviction request pinned to the door of his company apartment.

      Lucky Tokyo had plenty of work, even though he had downsized from a prestigious Board of Education-direct contract to one with a teacher dispatch company that was barely above slave labour. It was heartbreaking to work basically the same job for a third less pay and have some prick in an office somewhere all too willing to deduct a portion of your salary for a sick day or for showing up a few minutes late.

      Patrick dropped off his gym gear at his apartment then headed back to the bars by the local station, glaring as he passed at the punk kids hanging out on the station steps.

      While Ebisu Garden Palace was full of shops, aside from a few Japanese-style pubs the nightlife lacked vibrancy. Ebisu station area also was a pale imitation of Shinjuku and Shibuya’s neon-clad twilight zones, but he was too tired to take a subway somewhere more interesting. He needed to save money, and he had gone over his budget for May already. He bought himself a couple of beers at a cheaper bar, then contented himself for the rest of the evening with cans bought in the convenience stores dotted around the area, as he walked in a meandering circle, looking for something and nothing all at the same time.

      What did he want? To score? To pick a fight? Anger and frustration were like two rattling chains, but Kei Takahashi had faded into the background. The punk kid was a catalyst for a deeper dissatisfaction with his life, and when he was drunk it all came raging out. At only twenty-eight years old, few people were saddled with the same crippling loan debt his dearly departed gambling-frenzied mother had left him. The woman, he remembered, who drove his father into an early grave before giving herself over to one of the dealers who loitered around the bookies late at night, something she should have stayed away from leaving her dead in her bed on a cold Sunday morning, choked on her own sick.

      Patrick scowled into the night and finished his beer.
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      Monday morning, he headed into school with the solemn refusal to let the bad kids fluster him hung like a pendant around his neck. He left his bike in the bike park around the back of a nearby convenience store and walked the rest of the way.

      The teachers were assembled in the main teachers’ room on the first floor, ready for the morning meeting at eight-fifteen. Patrick took at seat at the round table at the back, the one reserved for the leftovers without proper desks—the janitor, the two school nurses and the part-time special needs teachers—and waited until everyone was called to stand.

      The next few minutes were a blur of honourific Japanese that even after several years of study Patrick was barely able to penetrate, as a succession of teachers stood and read notices out to the room. He caught the words “swimming pool”, “spring excursion” and “bicycle safety”, but the rest was mostly indecipherable.

      Apart from a name that came up twice.

      Takahashi Kei.

      Said in reverse order with the first name last as was the usual Japanese style, neither teacher who mentioned the school’s resident punk did so with a smile. As they spoke, their words were accompanied by somber nods from the teachers sitting around them.

      Mr. Nakamura waited for Patrick at the back of the room as the meeting ended and the teachers filed out, heading for student classrooms or back to their departmental rooms. He greeted Patrick with a smile, but from the way he shifted from foot to foot Patrick knew something was up.

      ‘Good morning, Patrick. How are you?’

      ‘I’m fine. And you?’

      ‘Yes, yes. I’m fine too. Listen … those posters you put up outside the English room on Friday … we thought it might be better to not put them up this year.’

      Patrick frowned. ‘I’m sorry. I thought that was the ALT’s board. I mean, there’s a sign on it that says so.’

      ‘It is, but, well, we’re thinking about putting some other posters up there this year. I took yours down.’

      Patrick frowned. A knot of frustration was growing in his stomach again, but he could say nothing without causing a scene. Experience had taught him that when trying to stand up against situations that defied logic, he had everything to lose and nothing to gain.

      ‘That’s okay,’ he said, forcing conviction into his voice.

      Mr. Nakamura smiled and nodded as if this was the best possible response. ‘I have your week’s schedule ready. We can go through it now if you like.’

      Patrick had a couple of lessons first up where all he needed to do was introduce himself and field questions from the students. It was the usual mix of forced participation and
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