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Chapter 1

Uh-oh.” Kyoko peeked over the cubicle at me with suspicious black-lined eyes. “They got your work address.”

I stared at the envelope Yoshie-san dropped on my desk. Citibank Corp, it read. Not good.

“Mou ichimai,“ said Yoshie-san slowly, sifting through the mail stack. “One more. For Shiloh Jacobs.” At least he meant to say “Shiloh.” His thick Japanese accent rendered it so incomprehensible, it might have been “Spaghetti.”

“Busted,” whispered Kyoko insolently.

I waved her away with a scowl. “Mind your own business.”

“Sumimasen. Mou nimai. Sorry. Two more.” Yoshie-san’s ink-stained fingers stopped on two more envelopes. “American Express. Daimaru.”

I snatched them out of his hand and shoved them under my notebook. “You don’t have to read my mail out loud!”

“You have a Daimaru card?” Kyoko stared. “From that big department store?”

I ignored her. “I’m busy. My big story on the Diet’s due.”

“I want a Daimaru card. How’d you get it?”

“Go to Daimaru and find out yourself.”

“You know, it’s pretty much impossible for foreigners to get

credit cards here. What’d you do?”

I launched a paper ball over the cubicle wall and socked her squarely on her sleek bob, tinted with that mod dark purple-red tone we saw everywhere. In fact, I don’t remember seeing anyone in Japan with black hair except Yoshie-san, the office helper. I saw chestnut and auburn and bleached blond in abundance, but no black. I should make a list.

Black hair? Yoshie-san. Mod purple-red? Kyoko. My next-door neighbor, Fujino-san. I added some more ticks. I should do a study on this for my master’s. “Modern Japanese and Hair Color: A Study in Transitions.”

“Ouch. What’s your problem?” Kyoko rubbed her head. She spoke with perfect coastal English that betrayed her California roots. If I didn’t look up, I’d think I sat across from a surfer.

The cursor blinked on my screen, and I typed a few more lines about the Japanese legislature, otherwise known as the Diet. When previous Prime Minister Koizumi’s son starred in an ad for diet soda, I’d begged to write the article. The puns were too tempting. But thankfully somebody axed the idea before it ever made it to editor Dave Driscoll.

Somehow I’d become the reporter Associated Press tapped for political stories. Kyoko dabbled in legal articles.

“Wanna go to lunch?” Kyoko could change subjects in the blink of an eye.

“Meeting Carlos. In Shibuya.” The corners of my mouth turned up.

Tap, tap, tap from Kyoko’s side. “Wanna join us? He’s bringing along his new roommate. Wants me to check her out and make sure she’s … you know. Normal. Not psycho or anything.”

“Her?” The tapping stopped. “You’re kidding, right?”

“I said the same thing. But he told me not to worry. Just business, and he’s not attracted to her and whatnot.”

“They all say that.”

“He’s engaged. To me.” I waved my ring at her.

“Doesn’t mean a thing.”

I glared at her again. “I trust Carlos. He’s never lied to me.”

No response. Just those black, overplucked eyebrows. She thinks I’m a moron.

“Do you want to come or not?”

“I’d better. Moral support. ‘Cause believe me, you’re gonna need it.”

“Whatever.”

“Five more minutes. Gotta get this to editing ASAP.”

I added a few more lines, saved, and turned off the screen. The end of this month made two years working for the Associated Press bureau in Tokyo as a news reporter—a heady jump from college papers and my aspirations of the New York Times for as long as I could remember.

Not that I hadn’t worked for it though. I’d grown up in Brooklyn, read every page of the paper since age eight, and studied my tail off at Cornell—double majoring in Japanese and journalism. Studied a year abroad at Kyoto University, number two in the country, and homestayed in Nara. Interned at the Rochester Democrat and New York Post and worked six months at my beloved Times. And suddenly I found myself in Shiodome, Tokyo, in a brand-new office, halfway through my online master’s program in journalism and ethics. With awards lining up behind my name.

Kyoko slung her black skull-printed purse over her shoulder and played with the mouse while I gathered my purse and keys.

The corners of the envelopes stared at me accusingly, and I quietly slid my notebook back.

Shiloh P. Jacobs, they read in stern, accusing fonts. No mistake. Not only was there no possibility of another Shiloh Jacobs in the entire country, but the amazing Japanese postal system once delivered my friend’s letter from New York when the address smudged. They read the names in the letter, guessed the recipient from the context, and forwarded the letter—to mycorrect apartment no less. Back in Brooklyn I still got mail for Mr. Pham, who’d moved back to Vietnam in 1987.

I was still staring at the envelopes when Kyoko scared me by appearing over my shoulder.

“Uh-huh. As I suspected.”

I slapped my notebook down over the envelopes and pushed her with both arms. “Out! Now!”

“How much did your last trip cost?” We walked through rows of cubicles with reporters typing furiously and piles of paper, sprawling books, and boxes stacked everywhere. Reporters never close books or throw paper away; they just stow them somewhere for future use.

“Which trip?”

Kyoko stared at me. “What do you mean, ‘which trip?’ To Brazil of course.” She pretended to smack me in the forehead. “That must’ve cost a fortune!”

We closed the glass office door and pushed the elevator button. “I couldn’t miss Carnaval, Kyoko. The biggest Mardi Gras in the world. It was the trip of a lifetime.”

I closed my eyes and remembered the wild samba, the crowds, the late-night euphoria and thick salt air of the beach. Lights reflected over the dark water, mirroring the two famous bulges of Pão de Açùcar mountains. I’d flown back to Japan with confetti in my hair.

“Well, you’ll pay on it for a lifetime.” Kyoko folded her arms grumpily.

A Japanese woman with fake blue contacts got on, and I quietly made a tick mark in my reporter’s pad under Sandy Blond.

“What’s that?” Kyoko demanded.

I put a finger to my lips and put the pad back in my jacket pocket. The elevator dinged, and the woman got out.

“Research. I’m doing a study on hair color in Japan for my master’s.”

“Aren’t you studying ethics?”

“Sure. The impact of Western imperialism and globalization on traditional cultural attitudes. What do you think?”

Kyoko raised her eyebrows. “You’re just weird. Period.”

I smirked. The elevator was empty, so I turned to the mirror and brushed lint off my new navy-blue jacket. A lightweight silky weave from Comme des Garçons—a super-spendy splurge after a particularly heated argument with Carlos. But I have to admit, it did suit my straight, dark brown hair and hazelish-greenish eyes with their distinctive flecks. All the summer pastels seemed to wash me out, but this did the trick. And my Louis Vuitton silk scarf pulled everything together. Just one Louis Vuitton. I promised myself.

In my teenage years I’d dressed like a bum: torn-up jeans, T-shirts. But this was AP and Tokyo, and the combination reshaped me in ways I’d never imagined. It also reshaped my wallet.

The doors opened with an automated announcement from a high-pitched woman’s voice, and we stepped out into the brilliant late-June sun. And heat.

I took off my scarf immediately and folded it in my purse. And my jacket. Draped it over my arm.

Kyoko wiped her brow. “This is awful! I feel like I’m in New Mexico. Ro-chan …” She moaned. “Are you really going all the way to Shibuya? Again? It’s like the third time this week!”

I grinned at the nickname she’d given me: “Ro-chan.” Chan is an honorific, so she called me, in effect, “Little Honorable Ro.” Kyoko would never admit in English that I had any honor, but in Japanese it just sort of happened.

Ro? That’s another story. Not only did I have to repeat my unusual name—Shiloh—over and over to Tokyo-ites in various red shades of embarrassment, but it’s utterly impossible to pronounce in Japanese. And not just for Yoshie-san.

Just trying to sound out the warped vowels and syllables tofit in the Japanese phonetic alphabet was sheer torture. It ended up something like “Sha-ee-row,” since there exists no “shy” sound or L in any form in the Japanese alphabet, and gave us all a headache.

My mom had single-handedly given me a name where each and every syllable got butchered in Japanese. She’d accomplished a pretty good feat; I’d never seen another name like it. I hoped she enjoyed her little prank.

“Carlos wants me to,” I pleaded. The oppressive heat rushed at us in all directions, making it hard to breathe. “He’s really busy.”

“And you’re not?”

“Not as busy as he is, I guess.” My red face dripped sweat, and my clothes stuck to me.

“Thank goodness!” Kyoko grabbed a mini pack of tissues from a noisy gaggle of spiked- and dyed-haired young people on the sidewalk. Companies and stores gave tissues away by the pack as advertising, boasting bright pictures on the clear plastic. She tossed me one, and I mopped my forehead.

“Good thing, too. My collection at home is getting sparse. With freebies like these, I never have to buy tissues anymore.” I turned over the package and read the kanji characters. “Kinoko Records. Checked it out yet?”

“Yeah. It’s all right. I found some good Ramones stuff there once. And a bunch of Japanese punk albums. More punk than post-punk, but darker than New Wave.”

I never knew what Kyoko was talking about when she started in on her music, which included a heavy dose of retro ‘80s stuff, so I pulled out my reporter’s pad. “Did you catch the hair colors back there? At least one neon blue.”

“You’re wasting your time.”

Maybe. But I knew Kyoko’s secret from the distant gleam in her eyes. She adored “Akiba”—Akihabara, Tokyo’s geeky electronics district. That’s where all of her extra cash disappeared.

Video games, cool stuff for her computer, anime comic books. Record shops reminded her of electronics shops. She was probably plotting her next trip now.

“Akiba this weekend?” she suddenly asked, and I laughed out loud.

We ducked into the subway station already jammed with people jostling in line for tickets that popped out of a machine. The turnstiles opened, and we joined the waiting throngs.

The next two cars were so full we couldn’t even get on, with people squishing out of them and white-gloved “pushers” shoving arms, legs, expensive purses, shopping bags, and occasionally heads through the slowly closing doors.

On the third try the crowd finally spit us into the subway car and smooshed us up against the glass with contorted faces. Kyoko, dressed all in Gothic black, looked scary as she grimaced and sponged her forehead with another tissue.

“Is that a real Louis Vuitton?” she demanded, snatching the corner of my scarf out of my purse when I dug for my tissue pack.

I snatched it back and zipped my purse shut. “Why do you care?”

Her reflection stared back at me in the glass. “Girl. You are a spender.”

“Just like you in Akiba.”

“I bet all my comic books cost less than a corner of that little silk thing in your purse.”

“I bet they don’t.”

“So Carlos has a girl living with him now?” She wrinkled her nose, and her piercing glittered. She’d just done the one-second subject change again.

“For now. Says it’s temporary. The last guy had gang tattoos and never paid rent.” I put my nose in the air. “I don’t see any problem with it, provided she respects our relationship. I’m a modern woman.”

Kyoko shot me a look. “She better be ugly as sin. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Then don’t.” I turned my thoughts to Carlos. Carlos Torres Castro hailed from Argentina (or, as he pronounced it, Arhentina) and in the words of more than one female friend was a knockout. Dark lashes and even darker brows framed gorgeous almond-shaped black eyes, and his skin glowed with a perpetual tan. He was a stockbroker, twenty-seven, just three years older than me—and he let his wavy hair grow just a little over the collar of his fashionable dark suits. Total Arhentinian style.

I fingered the big diamond on my left hand, wondering if I’d lost my sanity to get engaged four months ago—in only my second year at AP. But we’re talking about Mr. Right here. Mr. More-Than-Right, with a Spanish accent.

He’d offered me the ring over wine and steak. “Sí?” he’d said, turning those pleading eyes to me, almost too beautiful to look at.

“Sí,” I replied and slipped it on my finger. It dazzled in the candlelight like fire trapped in glass. And so we were affianced. No wedding date in sight, perhaps not for the next two or three years. But it would happen. We just needed time.

Time. I checked my watch for the tenth time, still too many stops away from Shibuya. The train lurched to a halt, opened its doors, and out rolled a moving sea of people. Kyoko and I hung on to the rings dangling from the ceiling for our lives. The tide poured back in, blasting us like seaweed in a typhoon.

Red kanji characters burned overhead as the doors closed, announcing the next stop, and my eyes bounced over silent, charcoal-gray-clad businessmen avoiding eye contact, a subway map, and too-colorful advertisements for green tea and soap. No one spoke. Kyoko stuck her iPod buds in her ears, harsh guitar chords audible even over the chunk-chunk of the tracks.

When the subway car finally eased to a stop at Shibuya station, I’d melted into a rumpled, wrinkled mass of sweat. Westumbled out into the station and across the platform, following humanity up, up, and up the stairs toward daylight.

We didn’t have to think. The crowds moved us along without effort, like a piece of flotsam in a flood. I just had to remember to keep right so running businessmen could speed past on my left.

The right-left thing changed, though, from city to city. So I had to stay on my toes.

“What’s the P in your middle name stand for?”

Obviously I had to stay on my toes at all times with Kyoko, too. I narrowed my eyes at her. “Nice try.” This time she’d done the split-second subject change on purpose. Trying to catch me off guard. “I’ll never tell. So you can stop asking.”

“Must be pretty wild if you don’t use it instead of your first name.”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” I stuck my tongue out at her.

“Where are you meeting?”

“At Hachiko. We always meet there.”

People crisscrossed our paths yakking into tiny flip cell phones, sucking Starbucks straws, and tuned out with iPods. No two faces looked alike: topped with a delivery cap, wrapped in an Indian turban, or hair cut in the fashionable, shaggy Japanese teen look. But all were on a mission: lunch. And air-conditioning.

I took my scarf out of my purse and tied it on then put on my navy-blue jacket. Even in the heat. And my new pricey sunglasses. Rolled on a bit of perfume from the glass tube in my purse.

“Done yet?”

I sniffed at Kyoko. “Can’t help it I want to look nice. Look! There’s Hachiko.”

As we grew closer to the unassuming bronze statue of a dog, I felt a lump strain my throat. According to the story, Hachiko waited at Shibuya Station every evening for his master to arrive—until the day the man suffered a stroke and never returned. Still Hachiko waited. Even after they gave him away, he escaped andwaited at the station at the time of the train. For ten whole years until he finally died in 1935.

No story had ever gripped me as much as Hachiko’s, and nothing in my adult life—ever—had made me want to cry.

Hachiko chose to love. And stay. Unlike everybody else in my so-called life.

I blinked under my sunglasses at Hachiko’s characteristic bent ear in bronze.

“You okay? You haven’t even met her yet.”

I whacked Kyoko with my purse. “I don’t care about her! Will you forget it? Honestly!” I crossed my arms and scowled at a group of boisterous European tourists, laughing and taking pictures of three delicate Japanese girls, all decked in colorful cotton yukata kimonos and shyly waving fans.

I started to say more, but a pair of black eyes lazily strode into view. “Little late, aren’t you?” he said in his spicy accent, kissing me lightly on both cheeks. Not a bead of sweat—even in a full suit. Tropical blood, I guess. And he smelled wonderful. I leaned closer and tried to memorize the scent.

“It’s rush hour, babe.” I took his arm.

He tugged on my scarf. “Is that real? What am I gonna do with you, spending all your money?”

“It cost about as much as your Italian shoes,” I shot back, reddening not just from the heat.

Carlos spoke as if he hadn’t heard me. “We’re going to Friday’s, but first … oh, I see her. Wait a minute.”

“Hello?” Kyoko waved her hand in irritation, but he didn’t notice. Not unusual. Carlos didn’t care much for Kyoko, and she mirrored his feelings. Plus some.

We strained our eyes through Japanese gakusei (high schoolers) in their blue Prussian-style uniforms, spike-haired store clerks with chopsticks wolfing down rice from to-go boxes, and a TV crew setting up to film a sweat-drenched guy dressed like a piece of sushi. A man yelled angrily into his phone in

Arabic. Cicadas sawed with a ringing sound, and it all swirled together in a hot, sweaty mass. “Uh-oh.” Kyoko’s voice fell flat.

“What?” I asked sharply, shielding my eyes. “I don’t see anyone remotely …” My breath deflated. “Oh no.”


Chapter 2

Kyoko wisely kept her mouth shut as we wended our way across the crowded plaza. There on an iron bench sat a vision of a girl with thick, white-blond ringlets stylishly done up in a messy bun. Her cheeks bloomed pink, yet she remained cool and refreshing in a white skirt and sandals.

She looked up from typing text messages, blinking the palest green eyes I’d ever seen—like translucent sea glass. “Cahlos?” She stood, giving an enchanting, warm little smile that seemed to know no strangers.

He gave her the same two kisses he’d given me, Argentinian style, and I bristled. Did he do that with everybody?

Carlos cleared his throat and looked disinterested. “Mia, meet … um … Sh-Shiloh. My girlfriend.”

I stared into his perfectly sun-browned face. He stuttered. Carlos never stuttered, not even the night he proposed. I’d only heard him stutter once: before a big company presentation with the president. From nerves, he’d explained.

“Fiancée,” I corrected and gave her a stiff smile. Not only did she dazzle with all her perfect hairs in place, but that accent only made her cuter.

“Shoy-loh,” she said delicately, betraying her Aussie roots.

She smiled and fanned herself with a pretty paper fan. “Ploised to meet you. Mia Robinson. I’m from Sydney.”

She dug in her purse for a business card—the quintessential Japanese “who’s-higher-on-the-totem-pole” accessory—and I reached for it with one hand. Not two, per Japanese customs of respect.

“I’ve been to Sydney.” I didn’t even glance at her card, which—if either of us were Japanese—would have insulted her immediately.

Instead I squared my jacketed shoulders, deciding to pull rank as well as height, since petite Mia barely reached my nose. Not that my height was anything to brag about. “Kyoko and I work for the Associated Press bureau in Shiodome. I’m a reporter.” I offered her a business card from a professional card holder inside my purse. With two hands.

“Associated Press.” Mia blinked adorable lashes, those frosty green eyes shining like sea foam. “How exciting! I know someone there—Nora Choi. We studied Japanese together in Kobe University.”

“Nora. Yes. She’s our coworker.” I straightened my slipping purse strap, miffed that Mia had somehow entered the AP circle, if only by acquaintance. The mystery I’d hoped to convey faltered.

Carlos stood there like an idiot, hands in his pockets, and then finally cleared his throat. “Well, let’s go then.” And he turned and headed off through the giggling high school girls. (One of whom tried to take his picture, blowing kisses after him.)

I came to my senses and trotted after Carlos, leaving Kyoko and Mia chatting behind us. I took his arm and tried to talk, but he seemed a million miles away. “The heat, amor,” he said shortly.

“But you’re not even sweating!”

“Well, it’s still hot.” He walked with a sort of swagger. “I’m getting promoted, you know. I’m top seller of the month. Again.”

“You told me. Congratulations.”

“It’s really hard to beat my record. But it’s easy for me. I was born for sales. In fact, they might transfer me to Beijing with a promotion.”

“What? But I thought …” I looked up at him in horror.

“I know. You like Japan.”

We turned a corner, and I coughed back my astonishment. Beijing?

“Hey, porteño,” Kyoko called to Carlos over the street noise, using the nickname for Buenos Aires natives. Her world knowledge never failed to impress me. “Did you hear Shiloh’s story on Kobe won—”

“I know. Some little … award,” Carlos interrupted, checking his cell phone.

“It’s not little,” I retorted. “It’s a big deal.” All the press crowds, snapping photos while shaking hands, and international telegrams and wires made sure it was a big deal.

“Sure.” Carlos glanced back at Mia and smiled. Looked at me, struggling for conversation.

We walked in silence a few blocks, interrupted only by the ringing of cicadas and endless chatter on cell phones. A bento (lunch box) delivery motorcycle buzzed past.

Behind us I could hear Mia’s musical little laugh as she and Kyoko talked. About what, I have no idea because Kyoko sometimes made a piece of shrimp look sociable.

“So you’re going to room with her?” I peered up at Carlos suspiciously through my sunglasses.

We passed an udon noodle shop where businessmen stood slurping bowls of steaming soup through their chopsticks. The delicious smell made me pause for a minute before he pulled me along.

“I guess.”

I wrinkled my nose. “You really think it’s a good idea?”

“Why? You’re not jealous, are you?” He locked black eyes on me. “Stop being childish, Shiloh! This is business. I could use the

money. I mean, I’ve got an extra room I don’t use.”

“Well, why don’t we …?” I fingered the ring again. I didn’t want to push things too fast, but if we got married now, then …

He touched his forehead, which started to glisten slightly with sweat. “I don’t think now’s a good time. I can’t take vacation yet, and a wedding is a big deal. I want to get married back home. It’s better to wait.”

“Bring your parents here. I can help out with the cost.”

“I’ve got a big family, amor. You have no idea how big.”

“I’ve got money,” I pouted again, feeling stung. “I mean, I do work for—”

He tugged on the corner of my scarf, and I snatched it off in exasperation and stuffed it in my purse. He didn’t even notice. “And that trip you took in February? To Brazil?”

“So what?”

“You should have gone to Arhentina. We’ve got a better Carnival. The Brazilians think theirs is so wonderful because they’ve got samba. But we’ve got something better.”

“What?”

“Arhentinians.”

I rolled my eyes. Carlos could be such a nationalistic snob sometimes.

I glanced back at Mia, fluttering her fan while a breeze tossed those white-blond corkscrews. Her celadon eyes glimmered in her happy face as if playing a practical joke on my heart.

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-three.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not sure I like it.”

Carlos rubbed his face with a free hand in annoyance. “I’m helping her out, that’s all. It’s more for her sake. I feel sorry for her.”

“Well, she can come live with me then if she needs help.”

Pure bluff. Housing at the AP apartments would never allow it, and besides, they were already too small. I felt as if I lived in a closet. A nice closet, but still.

“Don’t be silly. You know she can’t live there.” He stopped abruptly on the sidewalk and faced me. “Do you think I would bring her here to meet you if I had other intentions?” He stared me down.

I turned away, blushing. “I guess not.” What a lame answer.

“Then forget it. She’ll only stay a few months. I promise.”

“Months?”

“Weeks. Whatever.”

I laced my fingers through his as if to make sure he stayed with me, no matter what, and tried to push Mia Robinson out of my mind.

[image: ]

Kyoko didn’t say much on the way back. She pretended to be absorbed in her cell phone, typing out text messages nonstop until I finally grabbed her phone and snapped it shut.

“Hey! What’d you do that for?” She scowled. “Now I have to type it all over again.”

I tried to erase the troubled line from my brow, but I couldn’t. “You think it’s a bad idea? Mia and …?”

Kyoko shrank her eyes into dark lines. “You really want to know?”

I swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“Yes.”

“Yes what?”

“Yes, it’s a bad idea. A very bad idea,” she hissed.

I lifted my chin. “Well, you don’t know Carlos.”

Kyoko grabbed her cell phone back. “Do you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I just mean you haven’t known the man for what … eight months? It raises a lot of red flags.”

“Ten. And what do you know about red flags?” I played with the zipper on my purse and fumed. It was also a Louis Vuitton. Okay, so I’d broken my promise. But just that once.

“You asked. I answered.”

“Well, you’ll see. It’ll turn out fine.”

“Besides, Ro, is that even legal?” She squinted at me. “I mean, the company obviously pays for his housing. I doubt they’d be too keen on subletting, no matter how many rooms he has. Did you ever think about that?”

She had a point. Leave it to legal Kyoko. I caught a flash of my face in the glass, lips curved into an unhappy frown. I forced a smile and lifted my head.

“Carlos is my fiancé. I can trust him.” I changed the subject. “Did you go to law school or something?”

She ignored me. “Just the same, better keep him away from Miss Australia for the time being.”

I plodded back to the office in silence, straightening my hair and tying on my scarf in the bathroom mirror. Kyoko reapplied her already dark eyeliner and some purple-brown lipstick. She pressed her lips together, looking like one of those sad, black-clad rockers strumming guitars in subway corners.

We had just come through the glass double doors of the office when Bob the copyeditor jumped out at me. “Good thing you’re back. Dave’s waiting for you.”

“Dave? Why?”

“Says you’re late on a story. He’s not happy.”

I recoiled as if bitten by one of the Japanese monkeys that hung out near the hot springs. They routinely stole lunches and grabbed soft-drink cans. One even tried to carry off Kyoko’s gigantic purse, which is nearly as big as me.

“What? I turned everything in! The Fujimori speech with the faux-pas reference to the shrine. The new recycling bill. The one about—”

“The prime minister’s wife,” Bob finished in irritation.

Sudden horror rose in my stomach, and I felt the floor suddenly buckle, earthquake-like. But I steadied myself and feigned relief. “Oh, of course!” I waved it aside like a pesky bug.

“I’ll send it to you.”

“He’s scheduled a meeting with you at two fifteen.”

I glanced at the clock. Forty-five minutes.

“No problem. I’ll talk to Dave.”

I hurried back to my desk, pins and needles tingling at the ends of my fingers. My breathing turned shallow, and I sat down quickly at my desk, rubbing my face with trembling hands.

Calm, calm, I willed myself, trying to get a grip. The prime minister’s wife story. I remember it now. I’d been so consumed with the Diet story and understanding the complex Japanese government issues (and equally complex Carlos, I had to admit) that somehow I’d forgotten the PM’s wife.

I opened my calendar and flipped back through my list of assignments, and to my horror red ink glared at me—deadlined for Wednesday. Today was Friday. Afternoon.

I grabbed my Rolodex and riffled through it with shaking fingers, nearly tearing the pages until I came to the official governmental numbers. Normally I’d have gotten a secretary to make the appointment for me days ago, but in the haste somehow I’d forgotten.

How? How? I pounded my fingers into the soft fabric of my chair, wondering how on earth something so important could have slipped my mind. I’d never, ever turned in a story late—especially one so stunningly important. Shiloh the award-winning rookie—barely out of college and halfway through her master’s—did not turn in stories late.

If I failed now, I’d fail at everything. Dave would bawl me out. He’d never said a cross word to me, although once I saw Nora Choi fleeing to the bathroom in tears after a heated discussion in his office. The same day he broke the copy machine in half.

What would I say? “Sorry, Dave. I haven’t even started”?

I grabbed the phone and punched in some numbers then hung up. What am I doing? I don’t want Kyoko and the whole world to hear me calling the Japanese government at one thirty inthe afternoon on a Friday! I snatched up my Rolodex and fled to a conference room then shut the door and dialed again. I could hear my panicked breathing as I waited for the sound of ringing.

Please, please pick up!

No answer. I dialed again desperately, keeping an eye on the slowly moving second hand on the clock. Tried another number then another. Finally the beautiful sound of a human voice.

I blurted out my request in my best Japanese, begging for just five minutes to speak to the prime minister’s wife or one of her representatives. I’d just started my lengthy Japanese apology when the receptionist abruptly put me on hold.

I tapped my foot impatiently, maneuvering myself over to the sleek computer on the desk, phone under my chin. Opened a fresh page and set up all the correct headings and formats to save time. I could type the interview, if a miracle occurred, straight into the story.

“Moshi moshi?” asked a professionally crisp voice. “Hello?”

I introduced myself and begged his mercy then pleaded to speak to the prime minister’s wife. I knew I’d breached all possible protocol, and even Japanese etiquette, by demanding something on the spot—but it was my last recourse. They should know me by now. I’ve interviewed the Japanese prime minister, for crying out loud! I’m dependable! I’m good! I’m …

He was saying something about France. “I’m sorry?”

“France,” he repeated. “The prime minister’s wife is in France.”

I lowered my head to the wall and banged it silently. I knew that, I knew that! They’d given me her schedule already. “I’m sorry. Could I please speak to someone else? It’s urgent, and I really need to—”

“Sumimasen. I’m sorry.” And he hung up. Didn’t even bother to give me the typical Japanese runaround where they put you on hold for two hours and rummage for something in a nonexistent file, too polite to actually say no.

I put the phone back in its cradle and slumped there in front of the computer, looking at the empty story with no lines of text. Just a headline and subhead and my poor little by-line looking lost and lonely: Shiloh P. Jacobs.

The cursor blinked.

A scant thirty minutes stood between me and SHILOH GETS BAWLED OUT BY DAVE DRISCOLL—with a possible sidebar on bodily injury and severance pay.

AP reporters never missed deadline.

And especially not for Dave.

I took a deep breath and glanced shakily up at the clock. That useless phone call just cost me ten precious minutes. I shuffled through my notes to find anything I could write about, racking my brain to think where I could get some information fast. I almost ran to Kyoko for help, but she’d yell at me, too. Besides, she didn’t usually do Japanese government stories.

Tokyo (AP)—, I typed.

At that exact moment, as the cursor winked, something caught my eye: a little blue icon opening the Internet.

I licked my lips and stared at it, trying to think through my racing pulse.

I moved my hand to the mouse. And then, all of a sudden, I clicked on it.
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“What took you so long, Jacobs?” snarled Dave as I handed him the hard copy. “You’ve worked here almost two years. You should know better!” His craggy face looked perpetually angry, as if he couldn’t wait to take out his frustrations on the desk or coffeepot.

I knew how to handle Dave. Cringe. Wait. Look properly ashamed, but don’t grovel.

“LATE!” he shouted in sixty-point font, waving me to shut up with his arm. “What kind of flunkies am I hiring to turn in stories late?”

“I’m sorry.” I ducked as his words rattled the glass office window. “I won’t let it happen again.”

“You’re right you won’t! The next time you’re sloppy I’ll throw you into one of those daft hot-noodle shops to wait tables!” He banged his fist on the table, overturning a coffee cup, and roared some swear words about rookies.

“I understand.” Shiloh P. Jacobs, wiping soy sauce bottles. I forced back a smile.

“No, you don’t understand! You don’t understand that every single hour, every single minute we’re late on news, we’re losing dollars! Maybe our shirts!”

He ranted awhile, face the color of a dark red umeboshi (pickled plum), and I tried to identify his hair color. Gray-brown? Slight comb-over? I need to add that to my notebook.

But I tuned in when I saw him winding down. “Am I clear, Jacobs? If not, go sell records or something. I hire reporters!”

He was testing me. “Yes, sir. No thanks. I’m aware of that.” Three statements, three answers.

He slapped the paper down on his desk. “Did you get Schwartz to edit this? Because I’m not wasting any more time doing it myself!”

“Yes, sir. It’s ready to go.” I hadn’t, but it was perfect.

Dave narrowed his eyes at me and banged his index finger into my story. “And if you referred to her as the First Lady I’ll fire you on the spot because that’s for presidents’ wives, not wives of prime ministers! The classic rookie blunder.”

“No, sir. I knew that.”

He waved me out of the room with a furious hand, and I closed the door cautiously behind me. And walked straight back to my desk with my head up. No way I’d go out crying like Nora.

I straightened my desk and pretended to work on the Diet story, but I could hardly stop my fingers from shaking. So, after a carefully timed ten minutes, I gathered up my purse and headed to the restroom.

Kyoko swung through the door on her way out, wiping her hands on a paper towel. “You okay?” Her eyes popped. “I saw you got called into Dave’s. Did you have the story?”

“Of course,” I fudged. “He just told me to make my deadlines.”

“That’s all? I thought I heard him yelling.”

“Not at me. That vending company he hates called.”

“Oh, that one. Whew! Good for you.” She blew out her breath. “I’ve heard he can be pretty tough.”

“Yeah. I was lucky.”

I pretended to casually check my makeup in the mirror until Kyoko left and then fled for one of the stalls.

Do not cry! Do not cry! I told myself severely, holding a wad of tissues to my eyes. It would smear my makeup, and I’d have red eyes for an hour. Besides, I don’t cry. I just don’t. Shiloh P. Jacobs does not cry.

I leaned my head against the cold metal door and breathed deeply, feeling light-headed. I’d done the deed. And if I could slip through, just this once, I’d never do it again. I’d never steal somebody else’s words. And I’d never include quotes that I myself didn’t elicit.

At least I hadn’t invented the quotes. The prime minister’s wife did say them—she just didn’t say them to me. So what’s the big deal? It’s not like I lied. Exactly. I merely lifted information someone else had posted. On the Internet, of course, where millions of people browse every second, and who put what first just sort of blurs. Public domain and all, right?

First and last time. I promise. I’ll never do something so stupid again as long as I live.

I pressed my fingers to my forehead, feeling a headache coming on. If I stayed too long, Kyoko would think I was crying, so I flushed the toilet and took another breath.

Japanese toilets are amazing. First of all, they have padded, heated seats to warm legs and posteriors. Plus a bidet functionthat sprays water, at the touch of a button, and a whole panel of other buttons to adjust temperature, flush, and—my personal favorite—make a flushing sound. That way if people are shy about the sound of nature’s call, they can cover it with a flushing sound and not waste water. Some toilets even play music.

I had just come out of the bathroom and into the office when Dave powered past me on his way to something important. I felt ice in my stomach.

“Good story,” he growled. And stomped off.

I went back to my seat on rubber legs. He didn’t notice. He had read my story, and he hadn’t noticed. Maybe I was in the clear after all.

I picked up my notes on the Diet and hastily got to work.


Chapter 3

I stayed late at the office until Kyoko finally got tired of waiting around. “So, Ro-chan, Akiba this weekend?” She shouldered her huge purse, which could probably carry a folding chair.

“Sure.”

“It’s almost seven thirty. On a Friday. What’s so all-fired important?”

I sighed and shuffled my papers. To tell the truth, I had nothing all-fired important. Guilt just weighed heavily, as if I ought to make up for what I’d done.

I looked up sheepishly. “Going out tonight?”

“Nah. I’m a little bushed from researching Japanese legal stuff all day. Dave’s been breathing down all our necks lately.”

I pretended not to hear. “Takeshi out of town?”

“Takeshi’s over. Too otaku for me. Just weird.” She tapped a message into her cell phone without looking up. A little plastic dog thing dangled from her cell phone, bouncing back and forth.

“I thought you like geeky otaku guys. With their big glasses and plaid shirts and reading comics all day.”

“Otaku is one thing. A guy who takes you to a pachinko parlor on your first date epitomizes weird.”

“He took you to one of those annoying gambling places?”

I’d seen them before, with their flashing lights, weird sounds, and rows of people seated in front of what looked like pinball machines. I never understood the attraction.

“He won a green pepper.”

I smiled. Pachinko prizes sometimes ranked lower than white-elephant gifts.

“Besides, he’s thirty-four and still lives with his mom. Gives me the creeps.” She shuddered. “Dinner … I don’t know. Maybe an onigiri at 7-Eleven or something.” Kyoko snapped her cell phone closed and waited. She knew food held a persuasive power over me that little else could rival. Except maybe Carlos.

Onigiri. I could almost taste the crisp green nori seaweed wrapper, slightly salty, wrapped around a triangle of fresh white rice. I loved the dab of tuna or shrimp and mayo in the middle, or sometimes salmon. I even liked the salty pickled plum, too, but Kyoko called me crazy.

And never before had modern Japanese technology and creativity shined as much as they did with onigiri wrappers.

“You know, I’d lived here six months before I realized the numbered tabs on onigiri wrappers were for you to open them in order?” I saved my half-finished story and started to shut down my computer.

“So what did you do, just rip them open?”

“Yeah. Didn’t you?”

She gave me a look. “No. That’s why there’s a number one. You open that tab first. And then the second and the third. Did you think they printed the numbers there for looks?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I figured it was something like stroke order—you know, the Japanese way of writing kanji characters up to down, left to right. Any other variation and you’ve done it wrong.”

“Well, there’s a purpose in the wrapper, genius. It’s to keep the seaweed crisp and separated so it doesn’t get soggy against the rice. When you pull the tabs, it slips right into place. Brilliant.

Unlike us Yanks, who just slap plastic wrap and Styrofoam on everything.”

“Now I know. But I still haven’t figured out the purpose in stroke order. I mean, who cares how I do it if it looks the same?”

“It doesn’t look the same. We foreigners just can’t see it.”

“Most things in Japan are like that, aren’t they?” I turned off my screen and stood up.

“So, changing your mind about pulling an all-nighter?”

“Yeah.”

“Onigiri?”

“Nah. Something more substantial. As long as you don’t say a word about Carlos.” I hadn’t eaten much with Mia’s frosty eyes twinkling across the red-and-white-checked table.

“Tonkatsu?”

Fried pork? I brightened. “Now that’s more like it. There’s that Momiji place on the way home.”

“Momiji it is.”

We walked out into the deepening blue twilight, and a strange sense of peace fell over me as we crossed the street without speaking. Evening in Japan descended warm and quiet, and the streets lost their boisterous clamor. As far as I could see glimmered lights, lights, and more lights: full-screen TVs flashing advertisements, neon signs, and futuristic glass buildings like they’d popped out of a Jetsons cartoon.

I loved the city, and I loved Tokyo. Surrounded by waves upon waves of buildings like galaxies of stars made me feel at home, at rest, and comforted, like long-lost friends. Inside those offices and rooms and subway cars were people just like me, all searching for their tomorrow, their greatness, and their way home.

And I had found it.

I turned in a full circle, taking in the dizzying immenseness of it all. Skyscrapers lifted their arms up into the perfect indigo dome as if reaching for heaven.

We all did, in a way. Trying to improve, perfect, and attain the next great thing … and for what?

Yet for the moment, I was content just to be a little dot on Shiodome’s sidewalk, dwarfed by a colossus of concrete and stone, by the sprawling harbor and mazes of endless streets and neighborhoods. We moved through Tokyo’s sidewalks like blood in its giant arteries, pumping, pumping through its great heart.

“Do you miss California?” I asked abruptly. A guy sped by on a bike, smooth spokes purring into the distance.

Kyoko stuffed her hands in her pockets. “Yeah.”

“Really? Why?”

She pushed the button at the crossing. “Well, California’s my home. I miss my mom and dad, my brothers, and … well, you know, the idea of home.”

I tried to understand, but a Japanese paper lantern caught the corner of my eye, pricking me with an almost painful longing. “How so?”

The crosswalk opened with a birdlike chirp, and we walked across the black-and-white-striped crossing with the crowd. Not a single straw paper littered the astonishingly clean streets, unlike New York, and we felt perfectly safe to walk alone at night. Darkness and streetlights made everyone look ghostlike.

“Well, I grew up there. My roots are there. Japan’s great, but it’s very homogenous outside Tokyo and the big cities. If you’re different, it’s not such a good thing.”

“But you’re Japanese!”

“No. I’m American.” Kyoko spoke in a tone I’d only heard when she was mad, and I kept my mouth shut. “But people expect me to act Japanese because I look Japanese. They expect me to read and write perfectly, speak with all the honorifics, and dress myself in a kimono.”

“Are you kidding? I needed two people to help me get into mine!”

“Ro.” Kyoko rolled her eyes. “Try getting stuck in thebathroom—on the toilet! With that stupid obi thing wrapped around my …”

“I get it! You can stop now.”

She glanced at me bitterly. “But people don’t expect you to be Japanese—not with your pretty foreign face. You so much as spit out a sentence, and people fall all over you like you’ve won the Nobel Prize.”

Um … that was actually true. Never once, in all my time in Tokyo, had anyone said a negative word about me. (Except Dave, but I heard he criticized a squid at Tsukiji Fish Market until the white-booted fisherman threw something at him.)

Kyoko didn’t look at me. “My grandmother lives in Aomori, up in the north. I visited her one time.”

“I remember that.”

“And probably the last time, too.”

“Why?”

“She hated my makeup, my piercings, my hair, my clothes, everything. She called my parents and scolded them for raising an American vagabond who can’t even speak Japanese. Said I was too big for a proper Japanese girl.”

I sucked in my breath. “I’m sorry, Kyoko. I had no idea.”

She shrugged in annoyance. “Ah. Who cares? She grew up in a different era, a different world, and she can’t expect me to fit in it. I couldn’t do the Buddhist chants right, the claps and candle-lighting and stuff, I spilled tea, and my knees hurt to sit on the hard floor. It’s just not me. I’m San Fran. Trolley cars. Freedom. No stroke order. Know what I mean?”

Funny, but I did. At the same time, Tokyo flowed in my blood, and I had somehow become its child. As much as I loved dirty, messy, brawling New York, smelling of garlic and garbage and the harbor, I couldn’t forsake Japan. It had adopted me.

Down that street stretched a quiet little park just after Mitsukoshi, the ritzy and crowded department store where I bought senbei rice crackers and imported spices.

On the next street I could find Kitamura with fantastic gyoza dumplings and curry, the post office with its friendly, uniformed staff, my favorite karaoke place, and Inoue’s grocery/convenience store where I bought those onigiri rice triangles, cold jasmine tea, and bunches of fresh green onions. Ancient Mrs. Inoue always smiled her wrinkled grin and gave me handfuls of ginger candy.

And down that street, my all-time favorite: Beard Papa’s, the cream-puff shop with yummy custard filling. They’d even expanded to New York, making my two favorite cities now sisters. All thanks to Beard Papa’s cream puffs.

“I could stay here forever.”

A shiny bus swooshed by in a rush, blowing our hair slightly in the evening breeze. The exhilaration of speed and distance made me tingle all over, like a whiff of Carlos’s sultry cologne. The bus was headed somewhere, on a mission, and I wanted to go with it.

“I love Japan. I never want to leave.”

“Not me. Don’t tell Dave, of course. But one day soon my time here will end, and I’ll move on to the next thing.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Europe. Maybe home.”

We stopped in front of the hanging cloth curtain, split in the middle, that indicated Momiji. I lifted it aside and stepped into the brightly lit room filled with rustic wooden tables. The cozy yellow glow reached out to welcome us like a friendly relative.

“Irashaimase!” chirped the crisply uniformed girl, bowing in greeting. “Welcome!”

I stared at her hair: a dark caramel color, cut in long curls with fashionable shaggy bangs swooping to one side. I pulled out my reporter’s pad and made a tick.

“Argh.” Kyoko turned her eyes heavenward. “The hair-color thing again. Give it up, Ro-chan!”

“Wait and see. I’ll include it in my master’s thesis somehow.”

She flickered the first hint of a smile I’d seen in a while. “The

scary thing is that I’m sure you will.”

We sat against a wall with a window behind us. The girl brought us each smooth, glazed earthenware bowls with ribbed insides, perfect for grating fresh sesame seeds, and thick, blunt, knobby sticks for stirring. We set to work grinding the piles of black and white seeds into a tantalizingly fragrant powder.

“Tonkatsu is my favorite food in Japan,” I announced, inhaling from my bowl. “Who would’ve thought to grind sesame seeds?”

“You say that about every food.” Kyoko looked grumpy and pounded her seeds.

“True. But tonkatsu really is.”

We ordered—tonkatsu (breaded, fried pork) for me and chicken katsu (the same thing with chicken) for Kyoko since she always watched her weight. I could hardly wait until the two trays came, steaming, loaded with little bowls and plates. There sat our hot katsu, golden brown and perfect, surrounded by a mound of pale green shredded cabbage, a dish of hot white rice, and a bowl of tasty, salty brown miso soup. A glorious Japanese feast.

We broke open our chopsticks, said the traditional, “Itadakimasu!” with palms pressed together to give thanks, and dug in.

Heaven, covered with a crispy coating and out-of-this-world sauce. A smudge of hot mustard made me murmur my delight out loud.

I’d eaten half my plate when Kyoko squinted at me, nose ring shining. “Don’t you miss your family?” she blurted.

I poured more thick, sweet brown sauce into my ground sesame seeds and mixed it with my chopsticks then drizzled it over my pork. “Me?”

“No, the waitress. Yes, you.”

I looked up in surprise, stirring absently with my chopsticks. “Well, to be honest, I don’t have much of a family. My parentsare divorced, and I never, ever hear from my dad. He used to send checks at Christmas, but a few years ago he just sort of stopped. And so did I.”

“Bummer.”

I shrugged. “It’s not like I miss him anyway. He worked ninety percent of the time, was angry the other ten, and left for good when I turned seven.”

“Remarried?”

“Yeah. To some woman named Tanzania who’s young enough to be my older sister. She’s a belly dancer or something. I think she has a kid. No, two.”

Kyoko’s dark eyes beamed back unexpected sympathy and ever-present cynicism, as if that’s how everything turned out. “I’m sorry. Where does he live?”

“Tanzania,” I snipped, and Kyoko choked on her wisp of cabbage between two chopsticks. Glared at me.

“He lived in Canada for a while, but Tanzania wanted a warmer climate, so they moved to Mexico City. His retirement money goes pretty far there.”

“What a globe-trotting family. And your mom?”

I grimaced. “I don’t even know, to tell the truth. She’s just so weird. After Dad left she just sort of lost it. Nervous breakdown or something. She would mutter to herself and send me to school with an onion in my lunch box.”

“An onion?” Kyoko put down her chopsticks and sipped her hot green tea.

“Yeah. Unpeeled. Just sitting there.” I chuckled. “It’s kind of funny now, but at the time I was hungry. And mad. I learned how to eat out of school vending machines, but then they took away the vending machines because of nutritional debates, and I couldn’t find anything else to eat. Until they caved in to big money and started putting franchises like Burger King and Pizza Hut in the bigger schools, and I could eat to my heart’s content.”

“Obviously.” She scowled at my nearly empty plate. She stillhad half her food left. I cautiously hovered my chopsticks near a crisp, succulent piece of chicken.

“May I?”

“Go ahead.” She shoved her plate in my direction and looked sullen. “I don’t know how you stay thin when you eat like you do.”

“I run?” I offered hesitantly, taking a bite.

“Please.” Kyoko snarled. “You run, what, around the block?”

“Um … yeah. But that counts, right?”

“I could do marathons all night long, and I’d still look like this.”

“Like what? You look great. Stop it.”

She really did. I don’t know why Kyoko thought she should look skeletal—like so many hollow-cheeked Japanese fashion models.

“Who asked you?” She sounded mad again, but I knew her weight bothered her like always.

Genetics played favorites like a spiteful grandmother—blatantly and unjustly arbitrary. All running aside, I could eat and never gain a thing, whereas Kyoko could have a little dish of rice and put on pounds. Or kilos, since we lived in Japan.

Since she was twenty-six, she loved to remind me how the weight would pile on once I hit thirty—and I could kiss my french-fry addiction good-bye. Well, at least I had six more years to go.

“I dispense my opinions for free. You’re one of the lucky few, Kyoko. You really should be more grateful.” I took a long sip of green tea and another piece of her chicken.

She drummed her nails in irritation. “So, do you ever see your mom?”

I made a face. “No. Why should I? She’s just … in her own world. She joined cults all the time. Especially the one about aliens.” I thought hard. “Something about beaming us all up to our celestial home. Or is that Star Trek?“

“Raelians. I’ve heard of them. There’s a bunch of them in San Fran.”

“There’s a bunch of everything in San Fran. But my mom just … doesn’t fit in my life anymore. She swears she’s quit cults and all that, but who knows what she’s into now?”

I rubbed my forehead in annoyance. “The past year or so she’s been bugging to talk to me again, sending me letters and stuff, inviting me to visit, and … I don’t want to. What’s done is done. I’ve moved on.”

“Where does she live?”

Color crept into my face. “I’m not exactly sure.” I picked up some rice with my chopsticks. “She moved a couple of times, and I sort of lost track. Atlanta or something.”

“Ah, the South!”

“Yeah. Of all places.”

“Don’t they still believe the Civil War is going on?” Kyoko smirked.

“Apparently.” I leaned closer. “I knew this guy from Alabama once. They said he married his cousin. Don’t they have laws against that?”

“Not in some states.” Kyoko, the legal expert on inbreeding.

“Let me guess…. West Virginia?”

“Wrong.”

“Really?” I looked up in midbite. “Where?”

She winked. “California.”

I laughed, hands circling my green-tea mug. Kyoko wasn’t kidding about her San Fran freedom. Truth be told, we actually weren’t that chummy at work, where Kyoko could be ice cold and somewhat competitive. But in the soft drone of voices and laughter around us, the amber glow, everything seemed to soften.

“You’d like the food in the South though. I hear everything’s deep fried.” Kyoko’s eyes peered at me over the rim of her shiny lacquer teacup.

“Really?” My ears perked up.

“Yeah. Like pork rinds and deep-fried moon pies.”

“My mom sent me some stuff once here in Tokyo. A bright pink coconut thing, which probably soaked up more red dye than those Chinese ‘congrats-on-your-new-baby’ eggs.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. But the weirdest thing she sent was a mini pecan pie, enshrined in plastic. I still have it at home.”

“Did you eat them?” Her eyebrows contorted in horror.

“No way. I kept the pecan pie as a memento.”

“What do you mean you ‘kept it’?”

“Well, the pink thing started to … well, not look so good anymore, so I threw it away. But the pecan pie never changed. It just sits there staring at me. I think it’s made with formaldehyde or something.” I shuddered.

She stared at me, mystified. “Funny. So that’s your mom’s legacy.”

“Yeah. My half sister told me Mom got a good job doing something … forgot what … and makes a good living, so I didn’t worry about her anymore.”

Kyoko surprisingly said nothing. She twirled her teacup. “So you have a half sister?”

“From my dad’s previous marriage. No relation to my mom, but Ashley lived with us until Dad left.”

“Do you keep in touch with her?”

“Sort of. We e-mail once in a while. She’s pregnant and lives in Chicago.” Obviously Dad, not Mom, named Ashley. “And she’s a pain. Now she just sends a Christmas card every few years.”

“Oh. Well, I guess that sort of makes you free to live where you want, doesn’t it?”

“Exactly.” I smiled. A twinge of sadness flickered across my thoughts, but I grabbed my reporter’s pad instead and made several ticks. “Hair dye companies must do a roaring trade in Japan. Great investment potential, don’t you think?”

“As if you have money to invest.” Kyoko sniffed. “Gucci girl.”

“What? I only have one thing from Gucci.”

“Really.” She didn’t believe me.

“No.” I smiled and asked for the check.
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Quiet settled over the streets when we stopped under the streetlight next to my apartment complex. Which wasn’t as nice as Kyoko’s a few blocks away, since she’d been at AP longer.

“So you really want to stay here forever?” asked Kyoko, digging in her purse for a lighter.

“Yes.”

“Does Carlos?”

I played with my silver watch strap. “Not exactly. But maybe I could convince him.”

She harrumphed. “You’ll have enough trouble convincing him to leave the Girl Down Under alone.”

I sniffed and said nothing. Kyoko lit up a cigarette, which I hated. Hands down her worst habit. “Why’d you have to do that?” I whined. “It’s bad for you. And for me.” I faked a cough.

“No worse than your fried whatever. Besides, it helps me keep the weight off.”

“That’s no excuse.”

“Hey, you gotta do what you gotta do. That’s life.” She made an exaggerated point of blowing smoke on me. “Gotta step on some toes sometimes.”

In an instant I thought of the PM’s wife article and knew exactly what she meant. “Well, you’re right about one thing, Kyoko. Whatever it takes.” I gave her a mock salute. “Well spoken. You up for a run?”

“Tonight? Are you nuts?”

“Sure. Just over to the—”

“No.” Kyoko tapped the ashes off her cigarette and scowled. “Any other silly questions?”

I hid a smile. “Okay then. I’ll go alone. I’m definitely up for

Akiba tomorrow though. I’ll call ya.”

She saluted me back and disappeared down the street until I could only catch a little orange glimmer of her cigarette. Then my cell phone buzzed. DOES THE P STAND FOR PERSEPHONE? she texted.

The split-second subject change again. NICE TRY, I texted back.

MARRY A JAPANESE GUY. THEN You CAN STAY HERE.

NOT POSSIBLE. I‘M IN LOVE WITH CARLOS. ADIOS.

DOES HE LOVE You?

I stared at her brazen letters in disbelief. The cursor winked. OF COURSE HE DOES!

I snapped my phone closed in annoyance and headed up to my apartment on the eleventh floor. Technically it was the tenth floor, since Japanese are superstitious about the number four, which sounded ominously like the word for death—shi. So occasionally Japanese airlines have no row number four, and some high-rise complexes omit the fourth floor, too, like mine.

Funny, the first three letters of my name started with the letters “shi.” Why had I never thought of that until now?

I hoped it wasn’t an omen.

The door to my little flat opened quietly, and I dropped my keys and purse on the long wooden table. Inside, rows of tiny “cubicles” held my shoes so I didn’t dirty the inside of my apartment, per Japanese custom. It reminded me of the “capsule hotels” where Japanese businessmen sleep in a rented tube to save money. I hoped my shoes slept comfortably.

I slipped them off in the genkan, a sort of uncarpeted entranceway, and stepped into padded Japanese slippers, feeling the weight of my too-chic heels melt.

“Tadaima!” I said to no one in particular. “I’m home!”

I shrugged off my expensive jacket and hung it in the small wooden wardrobe near my bed. My apartment looked more like a mini hotel room: sterile modern furnishings, tiny spotlessrooms, solid white paint and carpeting. The “living room” (more like a “six-by-six-foot living space”) barely contained a sofa and tiny table, a narrow hallway with a mini fridge and stovetop, and just enough room to swing my legs over the (single) bed without hitting the wall.

I was lucky; most of my expat friends lived in one-room efficiencies or cheaper underground pads. Bill Gates made chump change compared to staggering Tokyo rent.

My favorite feature: the mini balcony, where I could look out over the city and watch it twinkle and sparkle into the night. Even my new flat-screen TV, which I’d wedged next to the table, took a backseat. I couldn’t fit a chair on the balcony, but I could sit on the arm of the sofa and look out, out, as far as I could imagine. In fact, in a few minutes I’d take my favorite seat and dream, and maybe call Carlos.

My second favorite feature: the toilet-sink. Yes, my toilet did play music, but the top of the toilet tank also sported a faucet, scooped porcelain, and drain—making its own little sink. As Ben Franklin said, “Waste not, want not.”

I doubt he referred to space, but in Tokyo, every millimeter counts. The Japanese did it again—and not just with onigiri wrappers.

The apartment still smelled of newness and carpet. A minimalist design, certainly, but I’d brightened it up with memories of my two years in Japan: brilliant red-and-white carp streamers, colorful kites, paper lanterns, a blue-and-gold silk wall hanging decorated with kimono patterns.

On the corkboard in my bedroom I kept a stash of mementos: special news stories I’d written, ticket stubs, pictures of Kinkakuji (Golden Temple), an iconic “I LOVE NY!” postcard, letters from friends, pressed gingko leaves, a flowered kimono hairpiece, and my mom’s mini pecan pie.

I’d skewered the pie there by the corner of the plastic with a thumbtack. It looked sticky but otherwise the same as it did six

months ago.

The collection of absurdities displayed my life, in a strange little nutshell.

I pulled my hair back into an elastic band and took off my bracelets, setting them in the artsy dish on my dwarfed bedside table. I was just reaching for my running shorts when I noticed the blinking light on the answering machine. Fourteen messages.

No. Please no. Dread crept up my spine. What if Dave …?

Impossible. He would have called my cell phone. He knows I’m almost never home. Right?

Nobody calls my home phone except occasional salespeople, who are too cheap to pay the more expensive cell-phone rate. The number 14 flashed red again like a warning, and a tremor of fear passed through me.

Four. Shi. Death. Mine, at the hands of Dave Driscoll.

As if on cue, the phone jangled loudly, startling me in my silence.
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