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Her slim frame, small, sensitive breasts, and girlish black bangs made Noriko exceptionally ugly. Her flight attendant uniform and the sheer hose she had to wear with it only worsened things. No man would ever want her. She’d die a virgin. That was what she’d always believed. Anyway, what man would want a Japanese girl, especially one who works as a flight attendant?

She had heard of foreign men who loved Japanese girls. But the white men she often saw when walking through Roppongi were always frightening drunks, spilling beer in bar doorways and swinging punches at each other. She would have rather had her Hello Kitty vibrator than one of those men. And the Japanese men she knew were like brothers to her: they were always happy to go to an izakaya together, but would never dream of showing any intimate interest in Noriko.

To add to her romantic frustrations, Noriko had family problems. She was supporting her parents back in Osaka with her modest salary. But her father had now taken a liking to horse racing. Or rather, to betting on horse racing. He’d just borrowed a million yen from some Harley-riding nine-fingered tough named Ichiro, and of course promptly lost it on the horses. Her father’s every trip to the racetrack followed the same pattern: this was the one that was going to be different, this was the race when everything was lined up right, this was the win that was going to redeem him in front of his family. 

As her father had high hopes for horse races, Noriko had hopes for every man she met in her English book club or at her yoga class or on Facebook. With every man she met, she imagined a spark of attraction in his eyes, a box of chocolates, a passionate kiss, a weekend in Kyoto, a loving touch, of course a wedding. But she felt the same way as her father felt watching horses run: it was out of her control, and no amount of cheering or wishing would bring her that result.

While she was walking to the gate at Narita preparing to board her flight from Tokyo to San Francisco, an elderly Japanese man wearing a trenchcoat and sunglasses handed her a business card. “Another dirty grandpa giving flight attendants his phone number,” Noriko thought. She was approaching the point when she thought that maybe even a tryst with one of these famous seventy-year-old perverts would be better than being perpetually lonely. During the fourteen-hour flight to San Francisco, once she had served thirty or so tempura platters and her passengers in business class had dozed off, Noriko fished the card out of her pocket to take a look at it. 

The card still had the smell of fresh ink. The paper was heavy and woven; it was almost like holding a piece of shirt cloth. In black-inked Japanese characters, the card proclaimed, “Lily’s Dating Agency in San Francisco seeks special single ladies. Meet handsome single men and earn $5,000 per evening for your time.” Noriko had heard about clubs of this kind in Tokyo, where down-on-their-luck girls would make a few thousand yen an hour for holding hands with old Japanese businessmen. But the pay she’d heard about in those clubs was more like $50 per evening, not $5,000 per evening, the customers were seldom handsome or single, and, most importantly, she would have been fired and disgraced had she, a flight attendant, been seen anywhere near that sort of establishment. Anyway, she thought to herself, what kind of man would ever pay money to be with her? Maybe only a man who was even less attractive than she was.

The card had a Japanese contact phone number and email address. Noriko had nothing else to do during the flight anyway, so she connected her Ipad to the in-flight wifi and sent a quick message asking for more details, and warning whoever was on the other end that she’s never had a boyfriend and she’s not a beautiful girl. She shut her eyes to the hum of the jet engines and dozed off. She was woken fifteen minutes later by the tone of her Ipad announcing a received email. “If we gave you the card, we already evaluated your looks, and you meet our standards,” the email began. “We arrange private meetings between thoroughly screened eligible single men and lonely young flight attendants. You will be paid $5,000 USD (500,000 Yen)  for your time. There is absolutely no obligation for you and this is not prostitution. Please call 415-555-9988 when you arrive in San Francisco.” She remembered that 9988 was the number of the horse on which her father had lost his most recent Yakuza loan. 
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San Francisco offered itself to Noriko as the plane descended through clouds. Noriko looked through the window, trying to find somewhere on the streets the wrinkled man who had given her the card in Narita. Or maybe his brother. But all she saw was dots moving, and cars, and streets, and hills. Going through US immigration and customs, she was barely conscious of her surroundings, so curious was she about the prospect of suddenly being able to pay her father’s gambling debt. 

As soon as she was safely in her hotel room, before even changing out of her work uniform, she called the number. “Moshi moshi,” she cautiously began, expecting to explain to some shadowy Japanese man who she is and why she’s calling. The voice at the other end was instead female, a bit gravelly and hard-boiled, seared by nicotine. It answered with a throaty laugh, “Watashi wa kankokujin desu,” “I am Korean”—in of course almost comically Korean-accented Japanese, like a token Korean character on a Japanese comedy show. “Can you speak English?” the old woman’s voice continued.

“Of course I speak English; I am a flight attendant,” Noriko answered proudly, surprising herself with her abrupt vanity. 

“Haha, right, yes. Totsuro-san told me about you. Sorry also to hear about your dad’s situation,” the female voice continued. Noriko was simultaneously terrified and comforted by the woman’s calm knowledge of her private affairs. 

“We’re ok with giving you $5,000 up front, just so you don’t think there’s anything tricky going on,” she told Noriko—the most beautiful words Noriko had ever heard. “Maybe we can meet today and discuss it?”

“Today? Oh, uh, ok, I am in San Francisco now. I am staying at...,” Noriko started to look around the hotel room for any branding to remind her which hotel it was, a Hilton or a Marriott or a Hyatt or something or other. It all became a blur in a flight attendant’s mind.

“You’re at the Hyatt Embarcadero,” the woman interjected. 

Noriko gasped.

“Don’t be scared; I can see it from your caller ID,” answered the throaty laugh. “Why don’t you take a taxi to the Mark Hopkins Hotel in Nob Hill. Meet me in the lobby. You can bring your overnight bag. I’ll have the cash for you there. See you in about half an hour.”

The woman disconnected before Noriko could object, but the $5,000 in cash Noriko couldn’t object to. If this was all a joke or a setup, she had nothing to lose. She was just meeting someone in the lobby of a five-star hotel. Maybe this was a setup, and she’d arrive to find her friends laughing at her? Or maybe it was a Japanese TV show prank? She discounted both possibilities. No one cared about her enough to put that much effort into giving her trouble.  And anyway, what was so funny about taking a taxi across town to pick up $5,000?

She hailed a taxi in front of the Hyatt. Seeing her flight attendant uniform, the taxi driver was happy about an expected airport run, but sighed and banged the steering wheel with his hand when she said she’s only going to the Mark Hopkins Hotel. Noriko could hear him gritting his teeth. She apologized to him, although she didn’t know why—what had she done wrong by not being destined for the airport? Were all foreign men so hot headed? She began to fear the same about the man she was going to meet that evening, and nervous quivers brought her into self-doubt about whether she should have gotten that taxi at all. But the ride took all of ten minutes, and soon her taxi was pulling up at the Mark Hopkins.

Problem. The only money she had on her was Japanese yen. She hadn’t even had time to get any US currency before setting off to the Mark Hopkins. She stared blankly ahead after the taxi stopped, pretending to be lost in thought, but really wondering what to do. She considered asking the driver if she can pay with a credit card, but she feared triggering another angry outburst from him. At that moment, a street-wise middle-aged Korean woman with a bob haircut, wearing New Balance running shoes, black tights, and long cashmere pullover, emerged from the Mark Hopkins, gave Noriko’s taxi driver a $20 through his open window, patted him on the back
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