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Kenzo Sanjo emerged from the Guy Môquet Metro station and stepped onto the rain-dampened pavement of Avenue Saint-Ouen with the worst migraine of his twenty-two-year-long life. 

Somewhere beyond the grimy turn-of-century shop fronts which marched solemnly uphill towards Montmartre lay Kenzo Sanjo’s destination — but where exactly? 

Clutching his rucksack, he set off up the avenue strewn with leaves the cold March wind had torn from the plane trees. A page of the Paris Sports blew against his legs. He kicked it away viciously and pulled his jacket collar tighter, his head pounding like a war drum. with the worst migraine 

of his twenty-two-year-long life. 

At the next corner, he stepped onto the street but a horn blast made him quickly retreat. A taxi flew by, its driver scowling. No longer in south Osaka, Sanjo urged himself to be more careful.

Up ahead the cursive neon lettering of the Cafe Le Championnat burned in the soft, grey light of the afternoon. It stood on the corner of a side street, Rue Lemarck. Sanjo turned onto its rough cobblestones and climbed towards the Basilica of Sacré Coeur which rose grey and sombre against the sky. Could this be a street along which Hemingway, Fitzgerald, T.S. Eliot, or Gertrude Stein had trod? His foot flattened a dog turd. 

‘Kuso-yarou!’

He cursed himself, but mostly the Championnat’s coffee drinkers who watched as he frantically wiped his sneaker against the curb. 

He pressed on, his head wracked by thunderbolts, passing apartments with filthy glazed doors and numbers half-hidden in grime and graffiti. ‘Hell is the impossibility of reason’ someone had scrawled on one. 

A large, cold raindrop smashed against his forehead. Then another, until a violent deluge drove him beneath a sandstone archway. To his great relief, he found himself standing in the entrance of Number 26, and there, at the top of the tenant list, the name he had been searching for: ‘Enzo’. 

Inserting the key which his old high school friend had given him, he pushed on the door and entered. The lobby was dimly lit, redolent of old wood polish and opened onto a tiled courtyard. Fin-de-Siècle apartments rose on four sides, and as rain cascaded down, Sanjo felt as if he was standing at the bottom of a giant well.

A birdcage elevator delivered him to the apartment on the top floor. It was exactly how Enzo had described: a small hallway, a kitchenette, bathroom, and one large lounge-bedroom with a cow skin spread over its wooden floorboards. The kitchen window looked onto the rooftops and chimney pots of the 18th arrondissement. 

His gaze drifted downwards. On the floor below, in the apartment opposite, he glimpsed a woman standing in her small kitchen. She held a phone to her ear and her jaw worked quickly against it. She looked Asian—Japanese perhaps? He couldn't be sure. All at once, she slumped into a chair, tossed the phone to the table, and held her head in her hands. She was crying. Sanjo lingered, unable to look away. Suddenly she looked up. Seeing him, she leaned to the window and pulled the curtain.

Sanjo shrugged; he had problems of his own, not least of which was his crushing headache. But the most pressing one, his missing luggage. He would call the Japan Airlines desk at Charles De Gaulle International Airport for an update at once. But when he reached into his jacket pocket, his hand came up empty. He tried his other pocket—nothing. A cold panic swept through him. He snatched up his rucksack and emptied it onto the floor, frantically sifting the contents. 

He froze. 

His gaze fixed dead ahead. 

His mind reeled back to the Metro and its crush of people: the accordion player, the passengers of every creed and colour, the flurry of languages, and laughter ... the two teenage girls with flushed faces and glassy eyes who’d fallen against him, apologetic, but somehow not ... They had jumped aboard, then leaped off, prying the car doors open just before the train had departed the station. 

Suri. Enzo had warned him about pickpockets.

Sanjo’s frown deepened. His hand crept to his chest pocket. He plucked out the ten Euro note—change from his Metro ticket from Charles de Gaulle International Airport. In his hip pocket, he found another three Euros. He commenced an apartment-wide search, and after ten minutes had increased his net worth to twenty-eight Euros. The express train and Metro to the airport would cost 13,50. That left 14,50 to last him a week. What could he possibly do in Paris on two Euros a day!

He hurried to the kitchen and rummaged through Enzo’s cupboards: spaghetti, salt, a jar of sugar cubes, a quarter bottle of olive oil, sachets of green tea, a half bag of coffee, and one brown banana. Inside the fridge: a carton of expired milk, half a wheel of brie, a rubbery carrot, and a jar of Dijon mustard. And what luck—a bottle of red wine! 

In the utensil drawer he found a lighter and an unopened packet of Gitanes cigarettes. It had been a year since he’d smoked. Hadn’t Hemingway lived off wine? Hadn’t Orwell survived on kitchen scraps and foraged cigarette butts. Sanjo slumped into a chair and lit up. The irony was bitter-sweet; here he was, a postgraduate student from a prestigious Japanese university, house-sitting for a friend in the City of Light, researching for a thesis on the writers of the 1930s ‘Lost Generation’. The pulsing white pain in his head eased as the nicotine took effect.

He would have to find a public phone to call the Japanese consulate, cancel his credit card, and plead for assistance. Rain hammered against the kitchen window with greater intensity now. With only the clothes he stood in, it would keep him confined for the time being. Peering out through the streaked panes, an idea struck him—

The woman. She had a phone.

Of course, he’d have to shower first; the eighteen-hour flight via Dubai had left his body soured and reeking of nervous sweat. Unable to decipher the settings on Enzo’s watching machine, he leaped beneath the shower rosette and scrubbed first himself and then his clothes. To his relief, the tumble dryer worked at the press of a button. With time to kill, he wrapped himself in a towel and returned to the kitchen, intending to smoke another cigarette. 

Kuso-yarou! 

He leaped, howling, onto the chair and clutched his foot. Just below his big toe, a splinter of wood protruded. After a search of Enzo’s bathroom cabinet yielded nothing, he limped back to the kitchen and his gaze fell to a carving knife—ten inches of tempered Swiss steel, tapered to a gleaming point. 

The rain had stopped and sunlight now streamed into the kitchen. He climbed onto the kitchen table, held his foot to the light, and began coaxing the ten-millimetre-long splinter with the tip of the knife. Slowly it moved outwards, until he held the slither of bloodied wood triumphantly between his thumb and forefinger. Sunlight caught the knife blade and sent a glimmer racing about the walls of the apartments outside. Glancing downward, his gaze hardened. There, at her window smoking a cigarette and looking at him, was the woman.

His first reaction was to leap from the table, but as he did so, the towel fell to the floor and a strange paralysis overcame him. He stood naked in the sunlight, the carving knife in his hand, staring down at her. 

Her face, at first, was unreadable. Then, as if she’d been viewing nothing more than the miserable Montmartre sky, she butted out her cigarette and returned inside. 

Sanjo groaned. 

He snatched up the towel, threw down the knife, and hobbled back to the bathroom. Flushed with shame, he listened for police sirens, his headache threatening to debilitate him completely. He wished he’d never come to Paris. He wished that Enzo’s grandmother hadn’t choked on a rice cake and died the week before. There would have been no funeral, no reason for Enzo to return to Osaka, no vacant apartment ... But could he really blame a rogue rice cake for his lost luggage, for subway thieves, for dog shit, shitty weather, and now this—a splinter in his foot? At the very moment the tumble dryer stopped, an idea struck him. He pulled on his warm, damp clothes, hopped into the living room and took a marker pen and paper from the desk drawer. He returned to the kitchen window. 

A half-hour passed. Rain fell anew. Still no movement showed itself in the apartment below. Sanjo felt his confidence ebbing. He took the bottle of wine from the fridge. Unlike Osaka convenience store wine, this one had a cork; a stubborn cork, which he tugged at with Enzo’s cheap corkscrew until it had bent. Angrily, he hobbled back and forth, grunting and wheezing, until the cork abruptly gave way and his arm flailed into the air.  

Kuso-yarou!

Attached to the corkscrew—half a cork. 

He was raging mad. Mad at the world, at the gods, and at the Frenchman who had invented the wine cork. But most of all, he was mad with himself for coming to Paris. He grabbed the carving knife, settled at the table and began to dig out the remaining cork. Again, he felt someone watching. He glanced down and his gaze met with the woman’s—she was smoking at the opened window again. 

He set down the knife, picked up his message and held it to the rain-streaked window. Her gaze lingered on the paper a moment. She nodded twice. 

Sanjo grinned. He snatched up the pen, scrawled on the reverse side, and pushed the paper against the pane. This time she didn’t nod. Instead, she put the cigarette between her lips, closed the window, and disappeared back inside. 

His heart sank. He slumped into the chair, snatched a chopstick from Enzo’s utensil holder and rammed it savagely into the bottle neck. The contents spurted up, spraying his face. Even if he had cried, no one would have noticed his tears beneath the Bordeaux 2010 dripping from his cheeks. He wiped his face, filled a glass, and drank deeply. 

The woman returned. She held at the window her own message—a question. Sanjo grinned. He nodded vigorously. He gestured for her to wait
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