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25 March 2001, 9.46 p.m.

When he is standing as he is now, head tilted back before melting into a slow roll of the neck, pink tongue poking out from between his lips before retreating again, he is likely to send an instinct of unease starting through the mind of his opponent. Doubt will occur, a thought slow and painful, and then they will have lost already, before the bell is rung or the fight begun. When he is standing as he is now, feet planted squarely in his corner, body slack and casual, it is impossible to believe that Kazushi Sakuraba can be defeated, and it is for this certainty that they gather by the thousands to watch him.

Across him in the ring stands a young Brazilian fighter called Wanderlei Silva. As a fighting proposition, he is a perfectly conditioned map of spheres, half spheres and relentless straight vectors. Each muscle dovetails tightly one into the next, and with Silva, things once released – whether it is his devastating roundhouse kicks, his hard stomps or his slamming knees to the head – must roll towards their designated conclusion, no matter the cost or peril. If Sakuraba works laterally, spider frisking across his web, then Silva hurtles forward with the inevitability of the lance. And it is this determination that Sakuraba must harness and expose as Silva’s weakness – for Silva has no other weakness.

They have packed out the Tokyo Dome, fans of the fighting sport, to witness which will be stronger: laxity or tautness, laterality or verticality, Japan or Brazil, but there is not much doubt in their minds that their hero cannot be beaten. It is, after all, his game, and he has written the very terms of the game’s brutality through his apparent uninterest. And so these hundred thousand fans are not so very nervous; they do not believe that fate can let them or Sakuraba down. All across the stadium they are settling further into their seats, elbows propped on knees in a stance of comfortable anticipation. There is nothing they enjoy more than the privilege of watching their hero perform.

In their separate corners the two fighters are turning round, slow and cautious, senses adjusting to the heightened sensitivity that forms a constituent part of the fighting ring – the immaculate detailing of cold air on skin, the touch of glove and the hard hollow clapping of hands, feet bouncing slow on the mat. Their ears are keen to the subtle sounds all around, the solitary cheering of an impatient fan in the left side of the second tier, the meticulous layering and intersecting of the announcers’ voices, moving through the air in different languages and rhythms, pronouncing their names, their fight records, their strengths and their provenance. Then the bell rings, and the fight begins.

A roar leaps out with the ringing of the bell, but then the stadium falls silent as, within seconds, Kazushi Sakuraba, the man who can’t be beaten, the man who has never known the darkness of a knockout or the choke of a tight submission, falls to all fours. He remains there, head down and bleeding from the face as the Brazilian fighter punches and kicks, dances and lunges and taunts him. The silence extends for several long moments, a carefully pieced mosaic of a thousand individual silences, through which the hard slaps of flesh hitting flesh can be heard. Then suddenly that fragile silence erupts into the fragments of a screaming more frenzied than before, and the crowd is on its feet.

Down in the ring, body crouched low to the ground and trembling, eyes swelled shut, face blistering, the fallen fighter sighs. A soft sigh, slipping out from his mouth as a whisper and hanging heavy on the air before him. And as he crouches there, body absorbing a hailstorm of blows, he abruptly perceives the blessedness of the knockout, the sanctity of oblivion. Through his groans, now coming heavier, now coming faster, he smiles, just for a moment, because it is so strange – being stopped, and darkness so close. From across the ring, the referee sees that smile, and then he knows, as he watches, that Sakuraba is getting killed. He is not merely losing, he is not merely being beaten, he is being killed, slowly and systematically.

And so, swallowing hard, he steps in to end the fight. Doctors flock into the ring, and the referee looks on in wonder as they miraculously enact a dirty resurrection. He watches as Sakuraba comes back to life to address the crowd, limbs bleeding, face raw and swollen like the faces of the drowned. He listens as the suicidal request for a rematch is hailed by a blood-thirsty crowd that loves its hero even more in defeat and recklessness, knowing all the while that once Sakuraba exits the stadium stage he will collapse and remain in collapse, so many bridges of consciousness fallen.

Sakuraba disappears down the long gauntlet leading out of the stadium. The referee looks up at the crowd, screaming in fear and enthusiasm. Something has come undone in that bright spangled mass seething heavy beneath the lights; some sky has fallen. The announcer looks bewildered, the promoters stand helpless and hurrying, and there is no telling how long this confusion will last. Then, from inside the ring, the Brazilian fighter throws his head back and screams, ‘I love Japan!’

The promoters stare at him dumbfounded, and instinctively security men move forward. Ringside, a row of men in expensive pressed suits avert their gaze. They wait, nervous and uncertain, as the crowd hesitates. Then a trembling begins in the belly of the stadium, spreading slow to the walls and mounting in register. And so the triumphant fighter says it again, and then again, arms held up and head flung back so that his body is nearly bent double – ‘I love Japan! I love Japan!’ – and when he straightens again, fist shaking the winner’s trophy, muscles numb and head spun by vertigo, there is nothing touching him but the noise of the crowd’s roar.
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THE BIG SUN
Place: Tokyo, Japan

I arrive in Japan for what is to be a long stay, a reply to the imperative of recent illnesses in the family (my father’s long and continuing recovery from cancer, my grandmother’s quickening decline into the twilight of old age; my sense that I have, in Japan, a host of lost relatives). And it is somehow appropriate that this journey should start on a train – trains being an old obsession of my father’s, touched with the dust of the years running from childhood to adulthood and then to middle age, those selfsame years that took him from Japan to America, and then back again to Japan.

Burrowed drowsily in the centre of a non-smoking coach – illogically sandwiched between two smoking carriages, so that the acrid pong of cigarette smoke drifts in as the carriage doors slide open and then close again – I sit aboard the express train running from the suburban outskirts to which all airports are exiled, towards the pulsing centre of Tokyo. Weighted down with its cargo of returning salarymen and the occasional family or two, bursting with fatigue and luggage, the train pulls out of the station at Narita Airport and into a misted morning light, already burning off into a hazy winter noon.

As it gathers its slow momentum, the train’s placid efficiency is many miles and decades away from the laborious straining of the trains that occupied my father’s childhood imagination. Those trains – the trains that tracked across the landscape of post-war Japan, and then also the movie trains that burst out of Hollywood, their celluloid coaches somehow always destined to go off track – affected him so that even when he was older, his vision of happiness flanked the course of some imaginary railway, lodging itself inside the inarticulate bliss of watching phantom coaches, sprung from the canister of childhood and sweeping by according to a regular timetable.

And so it must be through some longstanding empathy with my father that I too have always had a particular inclination towards train journeys, so that they conjure up for me the most longstanding romance of all, that of childhoods known and unknown. And now, newly disembarked from the flight between London and Japan, I find myself observing the strange timelessness that will often declare itself towards the end of long journeys, the product of accumulated fatigue and abandonment. Gradually, it swells through the rocking motion of the train’s body, therein finding its rhythm, perhaps because these trains were always more a part of me than I realized.

I always have a feeling of displaced recognition upon returning to Japan, a place that is not my home, and yet for which I often find myself feeling something more than homesickness. It was maybe the wreckage of my father’s old obsession with trains that led, via the resultant American professorships in civil engineering, to this state of being. The second child of Japanese immigrants, I was born and raised in California, and brought up mostly American – though in hidden, quiet ways that only showed themselves later, also partly Japanese.

Then, some sixteen years after I was born, my parents made a belated return to their native country. My brother remained in California, I went away to an East Coast university and later moved to London for my graduate studies, and as a family we tacitly agreed to inhabit different time zones. It began, though, with my father. He needed, it seems, to return to the trains of his childhood, to their carriages, to the spinning of their wheels and the shifting of their gears. Perhaps he always knew there was going to be some kind of return; perhaps that was why my brother and I grew up in a household that was never entirely certain whether it was going to remain in America or return home, and why, as a family, we were in some sense always bound to live across different continents, and in different patches of land.

A young couple move down the carriage aisle, steps jolting according to the swaying of the train. My ear listens idly as she speaks over her shoulder; he responds in slow grunts, and their conversation – not simply their spoken words, but the language of their gestures, the floating of hands, the flickering of eyes – comes to me in a dulled clarity, apart from fluency and only partially apprehended. Several minutes later, when the train conductor passes through, I speak to him in a gummy Japanese, words spilling out unsharpened. But he understands me well enough, and everything about his crisp uniform, from the weave of its navy fabric to the stitching on the white gloves, bears with it an air of old familiarity, so that I feel a steady sense of inexplicable recognition, of déjà vu not previously seen.

They are both – the young couple and the train conductor – part of a Japan towards which I bear an intimate curiosity, a curiosity that travels in the company of a contrary hesitation. They are part of a Japan that is muffled, speaking in hushed tones and appearing in the half-light of dream corridors. Drawn through this world there is perhaps a dull feeling of regret – the awareness of relatives, cousins my own age hardly known, dead or ageing grandparents whose affection is based on kinship more than knowledge, the consciousness of childhood memories that were so long displaced, so long illegible, that they finally drifted into the fog of a growing forgetfulness. But there is also the growing expectancy of arriving in a place that is part known, part forgotten and part present with a particular richness of being. And it is for this feeling of anticipation, as much as any other, that I travel to come back home.

As the train launches into its long approach towards Tokyo, that sleepy eagerness shakes its head with particular force, and I remember that my cousin is due to meet me on the platform when I arrive. It was almost precisely like this on my last visit to Tokyo, perhaps more than a year earlier. I had collected my bags, and when I stepped off the train she was waiting there, paused before the precise carriage door from which I emerged, waving a casual hand as she stepped forward to help me. She was, then as now, one of my lost relatives, but she seemed unaware of this fact, and there was no quality of lostness to her bearing as she wrestled a bag from me with a casual flip of the wrist, embraced me and then motioned impatiently for me to move out of the way of the passengers bottlenecked behind me in the door of the carriage. Moments later she was striding down the platform, turning her head a lazy half-turn to check that I was following.

And it occurred to me, as I watched the slow swivel of that half-turn, that my cousin was what might be termed a certain version of Japanese. She belonged to the youth generation, the new age of Japanese boys and girls who suddenly seemed ubiquitous in Japan. Thickly thronging the streets, a kaleidoscope of implacable rightness, they and their cool could be seen everywhere. They exhaled cool, lurking on a street corner and flicking the red glowing end of a cigarette to the ground. Their cool tripped after them as they shopped for vintage clothes, browsing with casual deliberation; it kept them company while they sat alone in a bar, legs hooked tightly over stool, mind drifting to the sounds of anonymous jazz.

They were cool in less favourable circumstances, too. Caught within the constrictions of their cram-school uniforms and weighted down heavily with books; dining out with their middle-aged parents (father: salaryman, mother: homemaker), laughing at Dad’s jokes, pulling out the chair gentleman-like for Mom; riding their bicycles, gangly-limbed and knees whirling because they were still in their third year of saving up for a moped. They even managed to exude cool working at the local Mister Donut, dressed in the plasticine-yellow uniform and calmly distributing donuts.

The youth population, particularly in the cities, was so uniformly cool that after several days in Tokyo I remember thinking it self-evident that nobody here was performing the (equally arduous) task of being uncool. Something had happened in Japan. Some kind of revolution had taken place, and after the revolution, all the young people had been liberated and sent forth into a sanctioned state of cool. Somewhere, at some point, the ethos that had so united their parents’ generation – the principles of hard work and selflessness, obedience and depersonalized ambition – had been traded in for trendy haircuts and ironic T-shirts, limited edition sneakers and vintage handbags.

My mind returns to that first glimpse of my cousin waiting on the train platform, face drawn against the blankness of an anonymous crowd. Her bored expression started in the face and then spattered down around her in the clink of silver wrist bangles, in the loose-curling locks of her hair. Her carefully faux vintage dress gathered in an Empire waist before suddenly flaring out to a stop above her knees. As the train rushed forward, slipping into the platform, she shifted her weight in slouchy leather knee boots, balancing neatly on cone shaped heels. A crescent-shaped leather bag with wryly ironic gold and silver baubles hung heavy from her shoulder.

She was the product of an age that took image as its code, and style as its mantra. The tangible portion of this generation’s cool, the part that could be discerned and seized upon, might therefore be said to be in its clothes: in the minute detail of accessories, in the precise folds of sartorial innovation. Japanese boys and girls took style with great seriousness, pitting intuition against vigilance and then deftly plunging through an astonishing range of looks. Bowler hats with surfer shorts, neckties with drainpipe jeans, oversize dinner jackets with cropped trousers and flip flops, loose jeans tucked into worker’s boots – they relished the taste of all these things that tipped towards the ridiculous, while managing always to recover their balance and remain perfectly, thoroughly, right. And that style gave them a kind of allure that was quite apart from their beauty. (Oh, but they were also beautiful! The girls with their flawless skin, their coquettish smiles, their narrow hips. The boys with their stylish sobriety, their hair grown longish, their coltish limbs and their dreamy expressions.) It was in pursuit of that allure that my cousin, illuminated by a sense of philanthropic mission, decided to take me shopping at one of the largest department stores in Tokyo.

As the train churns through a wet and pastoral landscape, I lazily recall the details of that shopping expedition – never had the experience of shopping seemed so much an expedition – my mind leaping idly from the slow rocking of this train to that of a Tokyo subway carriage, swaying rough through underground tunnels as it burrows out of the past. Slowly past and present converge; as we rode along, standing and swinging to the jolting of the underground, my cousin explained to me the importance of the department store.

It was, she explained to me, an institution in contemporary Japanese life. It was where young people went to hang out, where harried housewives bought their groceries. It was where elderly folk went when they had a bit of shopping to do and cared to pass the hour trudging down the aisles, murmuring to themselves how everything had changed since the old days, and not for the better either. It was a whirl of activity, people flying this way and that as they made their purchases or maybe just took a long look round. You had to stay on your feet, she warned, just to avoid the bustle of the crowd. And so it was at Takashimaya, the finest and largest of these temples of contemporary consumerism, that we, after a slow and grudging ride on that rough rocking subway, finally arrived.

A young mother careered past, briskly pushing a buggy with a wailing infant seated inside; an old lady shook a fist at her as she brushed by, three generations brought together for an instant before going their separate ways. A pair of schoolgirls in blue and white uniforms walked past, naughtiness written in the wriggle of their hips. Over their shoulders hung enormous shopping bags (Gucci, Prada, Louis Vuitton) and as they passed by, collapsing with giggles, a salaryman in search of a birthday present for his wife gave them a look of disgust. Youth today. What was this country coming to?

We had come to a place of things, things to appraise and things to desire. Japan is one of the few places in the world where the public pulse of wanting and the national love of consumption surpass America’s. Here, in the department store, the post-war colonization of Japanese culture reached its inevitable apogee. There were people shopping frantically, people shopping listlessly, people shopping accidentally and people shopping with deadly intent. Every imaginable product was for sale here – and many more that were unimaginable. The whole place was animated by the energy of money passing hands, the thrill of purchase, the power of commodity.

Starting from the basement there were the food halls, a subterranean maze of winding corridor and aisle. Piles of food: fresh vegetables, ready-made sushi, fried shrimp and pork and chicken, golden-battered tempura, teriyaki bowls; rice with beans and rice with vegetables, rice with fish and rice just plain; sweets of all description, beggaring description (Japanese pastries, beautified balls harbouring a doughy, sticky centre, cakes done in the French style, covered in fruit and cream and chocolate, individually wrapped cookies nestling in beautiful tins); sweet boiled potatoes and fried potatoes in their slick, sugary glazing; salads – dozens of salads, shrimp and broccoli, Caesar, green, pasta, Chinese chicken, tomato and mozzarella and avocado, all ranged along the length of a single counter; ready-made soup, neatly poured into clear plastic containers and placed into bags with cutlery and folded paper napkins. From their counters, uniformed assistants in pinafores and toques hawked their wares, and as you walked through these narrow aisles, brushing hips with the housewives burdened by their purchases, all that could be heard was the cacophony of their cries, ‘Fresh potato, fresh potato. Sweet cakes. New fish. Try my crackers!’

One floor up, there was a hanging gallery of accessories – those anonymous, costly objects drenched in the impersonal scent of One Size Fits All. A hundred variations of the same glove, in leather, in cashmere, in vinyl, in wool, decorated with spangles (for the teenage girls) or plain (for the middle-aged ladies) or maybe just dotted with a single, pert ball of fluff. Wallets, scarves, a whole wall cleverly rigged to display six layers of umbrellas, ranged one atop the other. Handbags; many, many handbags, most of them too refined to endure the brutal whacks dished out on a crowded bus, in a busy street, and none of them big enough to hold much more than a lipsticked handkerchief, a tin of mints, a single, exhausted credit card and a quitter’s half-pack of cigarettes.

But we were not here to buy crackers, or potatoes, or even lipsticks and eyebrow pencils – though I was tempted, in the distracted style of material longing. We were here to buy clothes. My cousin hooked me by the elbow and pulled me towards an escalator leading up to the second floor. There we discovered a multitude of garments specific to an age range that accommodated teenagers and young women in their twenties, with some minimal acknowledgement made to those with the gall to stray into their thirties.

They were beautifully produced, and marked low. Two matters of seeming permanence, the Japanese economic recession and the Japanese passion for style, had together resulted in a deluge of massively under-priced, devastatingly trendy clothes. I was assailed by a rush of consumerist agoraphobia as I took in the endless array of shorts, pedal pushers, trousers boot cut, tapered or flared; dresses that were impishly short, elegantly long, sleeveless, strapless, figure skimming and sack-like; shirts and sweaters and scarves. Lost in this dizzying array of preferences, the wary shopper could never be sure of having the right one and was instead condemned to the perpetual uncertainty of peeling clothes on and off, squinting into the mirror, standing on tiptoe and hypothesizing the outfit with heels, on a good hair day, in better light.

And everyone everywhere seemed to be doing precisely this. They were casually trying on clothes, gossiping with girlfriends over their shoulders or through a crack in the dressing room curtain, reapplying lipstick in the mirror or frowning over a disappointing hem. They chatted on their mobile phones as they manoeuvred their head and arms through tight sweaters, a sharp elbow poking through the knit and an industry marvel of a phone moving from hand to hand in balletic tension. Clothes flew off the rack and onto bodies and off them again; moments later, they were folded in glossy shopping bags and jogging out of the store, or else they were back on the rack, awaiting the attention of a new customer. Hands reached for the same item of clothing, retracted in momentary confusion, and then reached out again more ruthlessly, scruples overcome.

I turned to look for my cousin. She was standing some feet away, mobile phone in hand, head and face absorbed in disembodied conversation. Working on an entirely different continuum, her spare hand slowly flipped through a rack of clothes. As I looked up, two teenage girls walked by, the rich physicality of feminine friendship hanging thick in the air around them. Lost in mutual delight, they fluttered across the floor like twin butterflies, then disappeared into a changing room. Near by, three girls of indeterminate age browsed with studied indifference. Speaking a patois of mightily condensed slang, one of them demanded a dress in red rather than white, in patterns rather than plain, in a doubtful two sizes smaller. Wary of offending, the shop girl slowly shook her head; they snorted disdainfully and left. As they moved by, the air flashed with diamanté, lengths of skin-tight denim, sequins and sparkles, the acrid scent of cheap perfume.

Still on the phone, my cousin threw me a pointed look. I ignored her and continued creeping through the aisles, peering at people over racks and through display panels. She crossed towards me and grabbed my arm. I looked at her meekly. She indicated a nearby concession with a grim jerk of the head. Then, using my elbow as a lever, she propelled me to a rack. Obediently, I delved through the dense sheaf of clothes, pulling out shirts and skirts and trying to exude a busy air of cooperative activity.

A shop girl approached and said, inclining her head politely and smiling a friendly smile – something, my ear having missed the pattering of her words. I stared at her. She looked back at me, gently puzzled.

I turned and looked helplessly at my cousin. Rousing herself, she momentarily prised the mobile phone away from her ear and flatly declared, ‘She doesn’t speak any Japanese.’ (There was a kind of emphasis on both the ‘she’ and the ‘any’, so that it was more like ‘She doesn’t speak any Japanese. Not a word.’ Later, my cousin told me I was being paranoid again.)

This announcement seemed to baffle the shop girl even more than my apparent social idiocy. My cousin paused again in her telephone conversation. ‘She’s, you know – American.’

The girl nodded politely. She continued to smile, but with a more remote enthusiasm. Another girl joined her, and they exchanged secret glances.

I looked at them nervously. One of them smiled very faintly in private amusement.

Despairingly, I grabbed a pair of trousers and a shirt. They fell well wide of a tenable match, and amidst the dozens of garments on the rack, they were incongruously bad. They were even – upon closer examination – possibly ugly. They were possibly the only two ugly garments out of the thousands in the store, very possibly the only two ugly garments for sale within the extended archipelago of Japan, even. It was not of such stuff that cool was made. No matter, my cousin had already waved the shop girls over.

‘Go on, go and try them on.’ She smiled and then turned away, still talking into her phone. The two girls smiled at me with cloying professionalism as I traipsed towards the dressing room, then looked about hopefully for other customers to wait upon. I grunted to myself.

Loosening the curtain, I stepped into the dressing room. Consternation appeared on the faces of the girls, who looked at me, then gestured to my cousin in panic. I froze inside the dressing room, one hand on the curtain, rabbit in the headlights of a speeding social censure.

My cousin bustled over, shop girls in tow.

‘You have to take your shoes off first.’

Defensively, I spluttered, ‘How was I supposed to know that? Nobody told me. How on earth was I supposed to know something like that?’

The girls, heads bent over the soiled carpet inside the dressing room, seemed genuinely horrified. I stared down at my feet, dutifully mimicking their dismay. Muttering to myself, I backed out of the dressing room and bent over to take my shoes off. That done, the shop girls ushered me into the dressing room again, one on each side and with appropriate caution; they had, it seemed, decided upon a more hands-on approach. One of them held up what looked like a jumbo-sized gauze envelope. Moving slowly, she mimed placing it over her head, carefully unfolding the fabric and maintaining rigorous eye contact to check that I understood.

I heard my cousin’s voice from the side. ‘You put that over your head. You know, to prevent makeup stains.’

‘I’m not wearing any makeup.’

She looked at me blankly. ‘You’re not wearing makeup?’

‘No.’

‘Why?’

‘What?’

‘Oh, never mind. Just do it. Otherwise you’ll stress them out even more.’

‘Fine,’ I grunted. I snatched the gauze makeup cover. The shop girl sprang away lightly, only a faint panic showing in her eyes. She closed the changing room curtain with a rattle.

I was left alone with the clothes. For several moments I stood still, looking down at them helplessly. They looked as limp and despairing as I felt, as if they too knew the case was hopeless. Outside, I heard one of the shop girls clear her throat delicately. Gritting my teeth, I started changing out of my clothes.

‘You OK in there?’ Through the curtain I heard my cousin’s muffled voice pause midstream. Then, without waiting for a response, she plunged back into her mobile conversation.

I looked at myself in the mirror. I was dressed in hip-hugging, butt-crunching, red tartan trousers. They flared into an unforgivingly bell-bottomed cut, and conspired to make my legs look as though they belonged to an overweight and improbably nationalistic Scottish pony. The plaid patterning came undone in those choice locations where the fabric was naturally apt to grow a little stretched. For a top, I had selected a bright green cardigan in a fleecy material that looked capable of dyeing everything in the washing machine intensely green, before then fading into colourlessness. Its oversized buttons were moronic, and the tawdriness of the fabric was apparent before a first wash, wearing, or glance.

‘Hello?’ My cousin tentatively stuck a hand round the edge of the curtain. I looked at the hand. The hand waved dejectedly. ‘Hey, can I come in?’

I muttered something that, in the crack between her English and my Japanese, sounded like consent, and she pulled the curtain open. I was indeed a sight to behold, judging from the aghast expressions on the shop girls’ faces and my cousin’s own undeniable consternation.

‘What are you wearing –?’

She looked at the shop girls accusingly. ‘What is she wearing?’ They shrugged helplessly with uplifted hands, disavowing responsibility.

My cousin sighed and put her hands on her waist. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘It’s not funny. Stop fooling around and take that off.’

‘I’m not fool—’

She pulled the curtain shut with a firm and practised motion.

‘— ing around,’ I said to the curtain.

Squirming my way out of the clothes was itself an endeavour, the static of the green top clinging to my hair and setting it straight on end, the trousers so monstrously tight that it took an inordinate amount of time to peel them down, inch by slow inch; even so, they left long and angry red markings on my legs. Heaving a sigh of relief as I slipped into my jeans and tank top, I heard my cousin busily haranguing the shop girls:‘ Who would wear that kind of purple?…This? But the cut on the sleeve is terrible! Here. Let me see that one…’

When I emerged from the changing room, she was standing beside a display cabinet covered in clothes, sleeves and slips hanging messily over its edges. A few stray hangers were strewn on the floor.

‘We’ve picked a few things for you to try on,’ she said cheerily as she sorted through the selected garments. She raised her head and looked at me. Her brow crinkled.

‘What’s wrong with your hair?’

‘Nothing.’

‘OK,’ she said reluctantly. She hesitated for a moment. Then, shaking her head, she turned her attention back to the clothes she had amassed, as if for reassurance.

‘Here.’ She threw an armful of clothes at me. ‘Go and try these on.’

‘I’m not sure this is a good idea.’

‘Look.’ She paused. ‘Just try these things on. If you don’t like them, we can go. Simple as that.’

Sighing, I clutched the clothes to my chest and lumbered back towards the changing room.

‘Don’t forget to take your shoes off!’ she called after me.

My cousin had picked an emerald-green dress with a plunging back and front. A delicate embroidery cut across the fabric, and tiny knots of darkened leather were stitched down round the neck and waist. The dress was stylish, efficient. The fit was perfect. I opened the curtain. My cousin was waiting, arms folded across her chest.

‘Much better.’

‘What do I do with this?’ I held up a gauzy indigo scarf.

‘Here.’ Stepping forward, she grabbed the scarf from my hand and tied it around my hair, smoothing it down with a deft movement of the fingers. She stepped back, tilting her head to one side in appraisal. ‘Yeah. I think that works.’ She leaned over to pick up her bag. ‘OK, let’s go.’

I changed back into my jeans and tank top while my cousin waited outside. I handed the clothes to the shop girls, one of whom trotted off to wrap them. I turned to my cousin.

‘How do you do it?’

‘Do what?’

‘You know – that, with clothes. How do you know what to get?’

She shook her head slowly, then sighed.

The shop girl returned with a glossy shopping bag which she handed to me. I signed the credit card receipt. My cousin thanked the shop girls with brusque politeness before leading me towards the escalators. The time had slipped into the post-work hours, and the store was even more thronged; young women littered the aisles and pressed up together on escalators and in lines, lost in busy conversation, opening their wallets, slipping in and out of clothes. For a brief moment, in the schema of mirror and glass, they were reflected one across the other, and I caught a brief glimpse of my cousin, embedded in that glittering affray. Their multiple images slid across the polished surfaces. Then, in a quick trick of the light, they disappeared altogether.

On the train, sunlight cuts through the overhang of cloud, dazzling the eye. A young man reaches for his sunglasses, pauses, then lowers the blind instead. Just as the blind touches the ledge of the window and his hand moves away, the sun disappears again, and the landscape outside scrabbles back into grey. The young man sighs, then flicks the blind back up. With a snapping motion, the length of blind disappears into the top of the window.

I turn away. The question of where they would go, these boys and girls, when they tired of their shopping and when the day was over, the question of what waited for them on the other side, when they emerged from the darkness of the subway, squinting in the newfound sun, whether it was a part-time job without benefits or the confines of a bedroom long ago outgrown, the question of what truly separated my cousin from me, of what sometimes made her so bluntly unreadable – in the myopic closeness of the moment, that pile-up of questions was blotted out by the glinting surface of their shared aura, by the impression they left trailing in their wake.

That surface was so brilliantly rendered that it very nearly made the question of what lay beneath irrelevant – very nearly, but not quite. The cool that floated over this current generation was a strictly surface thing. It failed to penetrate; it declared itself on the surface, in the fashion of a haircut, in the falsetto vocals of a rock band, in the creation of a façade more complete, more fully imagined, than any conceivable to the generations before. And that exterior, slippery and elusive and surprisingly vital, was at once the screen behind which this generation concealed itself, and also the code by which it was read and revealed.

It was the nature of this paradox that most concerned modern Japanese parents, those mothers and fathers – my aunts and uncles – who stared at their children from across a moat of baffled incomprehension. It was never the precise quality of that surface that was the genuine cause for concern; rather it was the anxiety that this surface was not surface at all, but totality. The internal life of this youth generation was a great unknown, and the real dread was that this opaque surface might itself constitute the sum total of their world.

If that anxiety was especially acute, then that was because these parents believed they were ceding their children a world of firmly established moral principles. From the earliest days of their childhood, in cram schools, private tutorials and music lessons, in the smothering of a heavy pressure to succeed, in the perennial absence of their hard-working fathers, in the count of his overtime hours and the monotony of a vacant chair at the head of the dinner table, these parents taught their children that hard work and achievement was a natural, inevitable state of being. But when the Bubble of the over-inflated Eighties economy burst and national morale plummeted past zero, when fathers across Japan were laid off and household finances spiralled into disarray, when an epidemic of depression and suicide sprang upon the country, these children grew alive to the fact that hard work came with no guarantees, and understood with uncanny prescience that the model they had been taught to follow from their earliest years was crumbling to pieces before their eyes.

They watched silently as their fathers returned, bodies depleted from a lifetime’s work. They noted the sudden outbreak of parental quarrelling. They observed the swift death of affluence as the companies that seemed permanent collapsed and the buildings that seemed indestructible fell. They watched as cults of apocalypse and despair seized upon the talent and determination that had suddenly been left homeless. They understood what they were witnessing, as they saw the pride and fortitude of their parents’ generation fall away, and blankness sweep into its place.

Outside, the landscape passes from the muteness of greened fields to the irregular murmurings of farm-houses and sheds, from the fragmented articulations of freestanding homes to the slow-gathering pronouncement of suburban streets. And during the course of this gradual acquisition of terrestrial speech, there is now visible in the middle distance the urban pileup of skyscrapers and lights that denotes the noisy proclamation of Tokyo City itself.

A light rain begins, throwing sloppy tears onto the train windows. Condensation slowly clouds the view. A young girl pulls down the end of her sleeve before wiping her hand across the window in a slow and unhurried gesture, leaving behind a fan-shaped clearing on the glass. I sit low in my seat, coat stretched tight across my lap and hands resting folded on its lapels. From across the aisle, over the head of the girl and through that second window within the window, I watch the drizzling of the landscape, and there is something in the sight of that backdrop that makes me recollect a parallel rain, several years earlier in London.

I was then newly arrived in the city, and growing accustomed to its restless patterns of rain. Reluctant pedestrians were clogging up the exits from the Tube, and on the street, the light had reached an approximate dusk. As I walked from the direction of the library at St Pancras, the rain continued to fall, and I remember that across the street, the bookshops were glowing with warm, dry-looking light. On my side of the street a reluctant renovation was taking place, its sluggish tempo of progress recorded in the irregular collage of fly-posters pasted across boards and wrapped around scaffolding poles, ancient images from a month ago already covered up by this week’s release.

Further down the road, another stretch of wall was covered with posters advertising a film. The poster was arresting – a black and white image of schoolchildren solemnly posed in a classroom photograph. Girls sitting in front, boys standing behind them. A severe schoolteacher seated dead centre. The photo was grainy, their faces blurred and haphazard, like images of the deceased. The faces of several children were obscured by lurid red crosses; across the bottom left-hand portion of the poster, an inky emblem read BATTLE ROYALE. One of the posters was crumpled and falling forward, and for the sake of the row’s consistency, I slapped it back up as I passed by.

I arrived at the cinema to meet a friend; he was waiting impatiently in the lobby.

‘You’re late,’ he said frowning. ‘And wet.’

‘It’s raining.’

‘We’ll miss the trailers – they’re the best part!’

‘You always say that, and we never miss the trailers.’

He sighed. ‘Anyway, I’ve got the tickets, let’s go in.’

He handed the tickets to the usher, who stared at us dully, glanced with the same expression at the tickets, then muttered something indistinct and directed us downstairs.

‘Fine. So.’ My friend paused as we reached the bottom floor. ‘How was the library?’

‘OK.’ The poster, expanded in its dimensions but still grainy and indistinct, was hanging prominently on the wall. I stepped up to take a closer look.

‘Do you know if the film did well in Japan?’

‘I don’t know. I suppose so – I mean, Kitano’s in it.’

‘Hasn’t been released in the States, I hear.’

‘Why?’

‘Apparently it’s too controversial.’

‘Right.’ I paused. ‘What does that mean, exactly?’

He shrugged. We filed into the darkened theatre.

‘Look,’ I said as we sat down. ‘Perfect timing. The trailers are about to start.’

He grunted and rolled his eyes at me in the dark. I elbowed him.

‘Hey!’

The man next to us coughed.

‘You’re irritating the other people,’ he said reproachfully.

‘Shh.’

Trailers flashed across the screen before us. A brief pause of blackness and then the film began, launching into a series of images depicting unruly adolescents engaged in various acts of recreational violence. Then a schoolgirl, covered in blood and surrounded by camera crews. A translated text announced the premise for the film:

At the dawn of the Millennium, the nation collapsed. At 15 per cent unemployment, 10 million were out of work, 800,000 students boycotted school. The adults lost confidence, and fearing the youth, eventually passed the ‘Millennium Educational Reform Act’…

AKA Battle Royale.

Somebody in the audience giggled, then fell silent. I shifted in my seat. I smelled wet.

Under the auspices of the ‘Millennium Educational Reform Act’, a ninth-grade class was annually chosen by ‘lottery’ to participate in the game of Battle Royale. Now, as we watched, this year’s selection of girls and boys was corralled into a classroom and shown a menacingly chirpy video explaining the rules of Battle Royale. They were to be placed on a deserted island, equipped with diverse weapons, and ordered to kill each other. There could only be one winner. If, at the end of three days, more than one student remained living, the electronic dog collars attached to each child would explode. Clearly (in case we had somehow missed the point), it was a dog-eat-dog dystopia that was intended to ensue.

The video zapped out. The assembled students were busy exuding disbelief and bravado, laughs and chortling sneers, but they abruptly fell silent when their menacing teacher (the iconic Takeshi ‘Beat’ Kitano) calmly leered, telling them, ‘It’s your own damn fault. You guys mock grown-ups. Go ahead and mock us.’

Kitano, with the blank unreadability of his thickened neck and hollowed gaze, ploughed the hammy lines with a genuine counterpoint of hazard and dignity. From the first flicker of his heavy-lidded eyes, he possessed the role of demented teacher with uncanny success, and inside the cinema as much as the class-room, a real sense of unease started to thicken around the abstract premise.

On screen, one of the students protested bravely (you’llnever get away with this, she told him). Casually, Kitano aimed and then shot her in the head. She reeled back and then collapsed, dead on arrival. He grinned. The audience murmured appreciatively.

‘They’re getting into it,’ I whispered.

‘Very much so.’

The children were dropped onto the island. Predictably, a peacenik contingent emerged; predictably, the peacenik contingent was mowed down by the more brutally disposed schoolchildren. The film was an unruly combination of horror, action, comedy and romance, with a generous slug of graphic violence stirred into the mix. The violence paired up with every genre aspect of the film in a show of consistency that had to be admired, resulting in a staggering series of couplings, reeled off in galloping haste: violent-horror, violent-action, violent-comedy, violent-romance, even, improbable as it sounded, violent-romantic-comedy. But most salient was the film’s gleefully stylish aesthetic. Exceptionally good-looking teenage girls panted across the island in short skirts, severing heads with swinging machetes or disembowelling wayward suitors. Boys with bandannas and trendy haircuts gunned down other students while screaming expletives and slogans. It was a point that anybody fat or ugly got killed off very quickly.

Nobody in the audience appeared to lament this discriminatory homicide. When a particularly sexy girl was killed, the audience shifted discontentedly. Somebody booed.

Strictly speaking, the film was about juvenile apathy, teenage delinquency and violence. But in reality, the film was about the adults. The adults who reacted in fear and hysteria, the adults in their hollow sadism – the adults in their dogged, inexplicable absence. The entire film, with its mad, schizoid energy, was in a sense a fantasia composed by those guilty, absented adults. And that fantasy was not, ‘Send any teenager who has ever mouthed off to you to a deserted island where they will be brutally hacked to pieces by another teenager who has mouthed off to you’ – but, rather, ‘Send your own kids to a deserted island where they will be brutally hacked to pieces by their best friends.’

And that was the crux of the film. Rather than a dystopia on delinquency and the increasing violence of means, the film was a staggeringly effective set piece based on the disjunction between two generations. It was a film, simply and most poignantly, about a generational gap, into which a great many plot twists and severed heads had space to fall. And that gap was grounded not in an abstract future, but rather in the quickly receding present. Everything apart from the actual deserted island frolics, everything in the framing and the establishment of the film’s premise, took place in a recognizable Japanese society. The generational gap, with its spreading web of confusion and miscommunication, was finally – or so at least the film seemed to say – the problem at the heart of the current conflict in Japan. It was as prosaic as a growing spread of years.

As it emerged from the cinema, the audience was enthusiastic, if somewhat dazed. I turned to my friend.

‘What did you think?’

He shrugged. ‘Slightly B-movie. Cult classic, I would imagine. You know – you can practically see the online fansites and the chatrooms. Thousands of geeky kids with Battle Royale posters hanging in their bedrooms.’

We looked to one side of the lobby. From a folding table, churlish cinema staff were selling Battle Royale posters. A knot of people had already formed around the table. A voice asked if there were T-shirts available for sale. After a momentary pause, it asked why not.

I frowned. ‘And they’re not even kids.’

‘As a film? I don’t know. Stylish, cool – all of that. Very hammy, though.’

‘I don’t mind the melodrama.’

‘No, it’s odd to complain about the melodrama when the whole film is completely over the top. Cute girls, though, right? That’s what everybody cares about.’

He crumpled a plastic water bottle and chucked it towards a rubbish bin. He missed, and it landed somewhere near my left foot. Sighing, I leaned over to pick it up and dropped it into the bin.

‘Have you noticed how lately everything Japanese is cool? Clothes, magazines, movies – stuffed animals even.’ I paused. ‘But there is such a thing as too cool, isn’t there?’

I thought there was. The enduring point about Battle Royale was that its chic melding of desperation and cool was entirely symptomatic of Japanese youth culture. The underside of its perfect cool gave way to a mire of unforgiving facts: a dramatic rise in violent crime, the spread of panic attacks among the young, grade-school children hooked on anti-depressants, outbreaks of anorexia and bulimia, teenagers holed up in their bedrooms for weeks at a time, students boycotting school and children boycotting life, weird and wondrous stories of stringent denial and fathomless apathy. Yet these facts seemed to pose no direct challenge to the implacable smoothness of the generation’s style and flair. Instead, the removed chilliness of cool, the reckless vacancy of casual ennui, was somehow indistinguishable from the psychological paralysis sweeping across the generation. Their cool was, for the less extreme of them, the bedroom into which they retreated. And they seemed, even as you watched, to withdraw into the sanctuary of that cool. They baulked; they backed up; they disappeared into the details of that immaculately rendered surface.

They left behind nothing more than the empty outline of the clothes they wore, as lonely as a room recently vacated. The secret pattern of the place to which they disappeared remained unknown, and ultimately that surface fragmented when pressed too closely. It bowed, it shattered, it let expectation sink to the ground. And the collapse of what was once absolute and impermeable could only leave this generation adrift and abandoned, caught in the aftermath of an unnamed disaster.

The rain slackens and turns instead to a time several years after that rainy walk in London and some short few months before this present visit and this present rain, when Japan was in the midst of what was maybe the longest summer I could remember. I was there on my summer holiday, visiting my parents and working half-heartedly on my doctoral research. I could almost watch as the arguments of my thesis seemed to loosen with the heat; outside, the pavement was too hot to touch, and mothers warned their children to wear shoes when they went out to play. During the day the air was stagnant, and evening brought no respite. Windows and doors were left flung open, and electric fans bladed their way through the night-thickened air.

The facts themselves were nothing much. One child dead, killed by another child, in the incongruous setting of a Japanese grade-school classroom. Had it happened in America, in a post-Columbine landscape, the story would have been familiar enough: the same protagonists, the same antagonists, the same location and the same plot, variation on a theme too common to carry any import of shock or menace. But in Japan the story was received in a different manner. It became – not itself, not the concrete facts of a dead child, a father in mourning and the blankness of all cruelty, but instead the harbinger of a quickly growing generation that was little understood. It became a symbol and it delineated a threshold, teetering on the brink between the comforts of a manageable past, and a future utterly unknown and uncontrollable.

It was in the suffocating claustrophobia of that heat that the case ran with such terrifying speed. The facts, when first we read about them in the newspaper, seemed strangely blank. A twelve-year-old girl had been murdered at school by her eleven-year-old classmate. There was no explanation of motive or method, no embellishment upon these bone-dry facts, nothing to mitigate or make sense of their baldness. For a day or two the case floated across the fronts of newspapers, empty and insubstantial, but carrying its summertime stench of decay. Aged facts, and no new news; it was the continued and unalleviated blankness that made those facts so offensive and so unbearable, hinting as it did at a kind of senselessness we were unprepared to face.

Then, over the course of a slow week, further details emerged. The newspapers and television news reports told us that the girl had been murdered with a cutting edge, the sort that are used in grade school for arts and crafts courses. A solemn news reporter with a thick middle parting and a canine look of entreaty about the eyes told us that the two girls had been friends. On another channel a young woman with bouffant hair told us that the girl had been found dead in an empty classroom, killed by a ‘sharp’ instrument of some kind. A syndicated columnist, a middle-aged woman with a fuzzy byline photo, told us that the two girls had quarrelled in an online chatroom – a childish, girlish quarrel, with the murdered girl calling the murderer ‘fat’. Of all the facts, most disturbing was the unfathomable childishness of the motive. We somehow knew then that we were not dealing with an adult murderer shrunken into a child’s body, but a child murderer, with a child’s own reasons and reasonings.

My mom in particular was preoccupied with the case, though the concrete reasons for that preoccupation eluded us. She was the one who brought us updates on the investigation, gleaned from daily papers and television news reports, from op-ed pieces in weekly magazines; she was the one who worried over it and watched for it, bringing it up in conversation so regularly that it soon took on the strange familiarity of a mantra. Daily, over the course of a summer month, she brought the case to our doorstep and into our home.

‘Look,’ my mom said one morning; on one such day.

She spoke across a cluttered breakfast table. Tea and coffee cups, thick slices of toast and jam, a glass container holding butter, boxes of cereal and cartons of yogurt were scattered across the tablecloth. Sections of three newspapers – two Japanese and one English language – were portioned out around the table, and we were, as per custom, quiet behind these newsprint barriers, reading in privacy as we ate our breakfast. The family dog travelled round the table, wearing a sheepishly determined expression as he begged for scraps.

‘Look,’ she repeated.

She folded a page of the paper back upon itself, and cleared her throat. My dad lowered his newspaper a fraction of an inch. The top of his head tilted to one side, in a gesture of acquiescence running tight on a timer. I continued reading my paper.

‘The perpetrator’s teachers considered her a well-adjusted student. She excelled in her studies, and was always respectful and well-behaved, though some recall she was at times a little withdrawn.’

‘Hmm.’ After a civil pause, the sheath of newsprint moved back upwards, and the circumference of my dad’s head disappeared from view.

‘Who? Whose teachers?’ I asked.

‘The girl who murdered that other girl.’

‘Oh.’ I paused. The dog whined faintly, nudging at my leg with his nose. Although I was only an occasional visitor, he had me remembered as a soft touch. I lowered my paper and patted him on the nose. He grinned a little with his eyes. Then, shifting his weight, he prodded my leg again.

I looked at my mom.

‘You mean, respectful and well-behaved when she wasn’t killing other girls?’

‘Oh, wait. The other children in the class, however, describe the perpetrator as a bully, recollecting that she would often get angry and violent for no reason –’

‘Well, there you go. That sounds more like it.’

‘– but claim she concealed that side of her personality from adults.’

The dog whined again. I fed him a piece of toast.

‘Drink your coffee,’ my dad intoned from behind his newspaper. ‘It’s getting cold.’ My mom ignored him and continued reading.

‘…the perpetrator was known to have read extensively, in particular violent horror novels and mystery books…’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘I read a lot of mystery books when I was little. You read a lot of mystery books. You still do.’

‘I suppose,’ my dad said mildly, ‘it somehow feels better if there are reasons, however silly those reasons might be.’ He sighed and lowered his newspaper, submitting to the necessity of conversation. He peered dolefully into his cup, then reached for the sugar.

‘How do you mean?’

‘It’s natural to look for explanations. To say that it’s because she read horror books, or mystery books, or whatever it is. There’s great comfort in cause and effect.’

‘They’ve been doing psychological profiling,’ my mom said doubtfully.

‘And?’

‘Well, they don’t know yet. But they say the girl is very pretty,’ my mom added vaguely. She paused. ‘Oh. They’ve found out more about how the actual murder took place.’ She leaned in closer to the page. ‘During a school recess, the perpetrator lured the victim to an empty classroom, and under the pretence of playing a game, blindfolded and tied the girl.’ I put down my toast. The dog’s eyes brightened hopefully, and he wagged his tail politely. ‘Initially the victim cooperated, but soon began struggling and asking to be released. It is believed that the perpetrator then slit her throat with a razor edge.’

‘God.’

I fed the dog the toast.

‘There’s not butter on that toast, is there?’ My mom looked at me. ‘Because you know butter is so bad for him.’ Looking back down at the paper, she cleared her throat. ‘The perpetrator waited until she was certain the victim was dead, then returned to her classroom. According to her teacher, the perpetrator’s uniform was covered in blood, and she was very calm. She told the teacher where to find the body, and later claimed to have planned the murder several days in advance.’

She lowered the newspaper with a sigh. ‘Well.’ Her eyes fell on the dog. He was licking at his chops in a spasm of enthusiasm. She frowned.

‘No more human food for you, young man.’

‘Young dog.’

‘Young dog –’

‘Why are you so preoccupied with this murder case?’ my dad asked.

My mom put down her paper, and looked at my dad. ‘I don’t know.’ She took a sip of her coffee, then replaced the cup in its saucer. ‘It’s just that they’re so young,’ she said, her voice straining in mild protest. ‘And there’s something so unfathomable about this girl. She had her parents, her teachers, she had all the adults around her completely fooled. The other children were on to her, but the adults – the adults had no idea.’

‘The adults were maybe not paying close enough attention,’ my dad said. ‘Children learn a code very early on, about how their behaviour is read—’

‘And the fact of the matter is,’ my mom continued, ignoring him, ‘we know nothing about this generation. They’re unmotivated, they’re surly and lazy, they seem desperately unhappy and we don’t know what’s making them act this way. They’re a mystery. The adults around them, their own parents, don’t understand them at all. You hear stories nowadays that are incredible.’ She paused, collecting her thoughts. ‘This case has only highlighted something that has been growing for some time now. An attitude of fear.’

‘You’re absolutely right there. It’s a culture of fear,’ my dad said. ‘And the worst thing about a culture of fear is that it gathers momentum as you talk about it, in the media, in the family, at the breakfast table, as we’re doing now. It becomes unstoppable. It contaminates everything.’ He put his hands down on the table emphatically, suddenly irate.

The dog burped, then looked at me with a guilty expression. My dad looked at the dog, then looked at me.

‘Could you please stop feeding the dog from the table?’

‘I’m not feeding him anything,’ I protested.

‘I saw you slip him more toast.’

‘Yes – you’re always feeding the dog. And you know how bad human food is for him.’

‘I don’t even have any toast on my plate.’

‘That’s because you gave it all to him. I’ve been watching. You’ve hardly eaten anything yourself – you never eat proper food. Really, I shudder to think how you eat when you’re in London.’

‘I can cook, kind of…’

‘Whatever. The point is that whenever you’re here, you feed the dog human food and he gets terrible indigestion from it, and then he doesn’t want to eat his dog food any more, and you know very well that we especially picked the organic macrobiotic science diet for him, we’re very strict—’

‘What’s wrong with you guys? Why are you so irritable all of a sudden? It’s not like I killed anybody.’

‘I’m not irritable. I’m not irritable at all,’ my dad said. ‘I just want to get back to reading about this proposed lightrail system in São Paulo,’ he said in a superior tone. ‘It’s a fascinating article. All about user behaviour patterns and decision making.’

‘Fascinating.’

‘Now there’s no reason to be disrespectful about your father’s interests, just because we caught you feeding the dog – caught you red-handed I might add…’

That evening, my mom and I went by bus to a local restaurant where we were meeting some family friends for dinner. It was getting on for six o’clock, an hour when the bus is always loud with the tangential chatter of schoolchildren, business people discussing cases and clients, friends loping their way through a good recapitulation. It was still light, and as people stepped from the blustery heat outside into the air-conditioned coolness of the bus, they shivered at the plunge in temperature and wiped at the sweat on their foreheads and necks.

Two young women in pastel suits sat near the back. Their hair was sleekly trimmed, their noses powdered, and severely masculine briefcases rested at their feet. They were talking animatedly; one of them said something, leaning forward slightly and covering her mouth as she spoke, and then they both laughed. In front of them sat an old man with a double seat to himself and no visible intention of sharing. He had his hands propped on his walking stick and was somewhere between asleep and awake, uttering loud guttural sounds as he breathed. Three middle-aged ladies were sitting in the seats adjacent, a cacophonous chorus of gossiping; a young man in headphones and a suit fitting awkwardly at the shoulders stood in front of them, hand looped through one of the vinyl handles hanging from the ceiling. He moved uncomfortably, looking to one side, then turned up the volume on his disc player.

The bus slowed to a stop, and a cluster of uniformed schoolgirls clambered noisily aboard. There were four, perhaps five of them, and they gave a mixed impression of hair in bangs and bobs and thick ponytails, scuffed knees and hairless legs. Their sneakers squeaked on the vinyl flooring of the bus, and their cheeks were flushed. Dampness touched upon lithe, athletic bodies, and they looked as though they were returning home from a spirited sports practice of some kind.

They created an impression, in the rawness of their vigorous youth, in the clumsiness of self-consciousness not yet fitted to size and the dense imprecision of their movements – in their approximate resemblance to the schoolgirls we had recently been seeing everywhere in the news. A jumbled assortment of wide eyes, gaping smiles, full lips and black hair, they were a parody of schoolgirls in their navy pleated uniforms, and they seemed to carry with them a dash of lately associated recklessness.

Large clusters of keyrings and mascots – Winnie the Pooh clutching a pot of honey, Minnie Mouse in her red-spotted dress – hung from the oversize sports bags casually slung over their shoulders, and as they moved, bags swinging and knees working, keyrings flying, the bus grew suddenly full. In a moment the collective noise escalated several notches; with a sigh, the pastel women gave up on their conversation and folded their hands resignedly. The young man with the headphones looked at the girls, then turned up the volume on his disc player until it hit maximum. The old man remained enveloped in the cloud of his semi-somnolence, walking stick jolting from side to side. Slowly, the windows of the bus fogged with steam.

One of the girls was standing at the edge of the group, back hunched against their merriment. She bore the same residue of exertion as the other girls, but here that dampness was somehow vaguely unhealthy. Her calves, massively overdeveloped, protruded beneath knock-knees, setting her body visibly off-balance. Her upper torso ran to the surprising counterpoint of a sunken delicacy, so that everything looked out of proportion and showed signs of a subtle malfunctioning. Her uniform was stained and wrinkled, her hair unkempt, and she wore her skirt several inches too high. Winnie the Pooh and Minnie Mouse hung hopefully from her bag, velour matted and features worn.

The other girls pointedly ignored her, back turned against back. From that locked perimeter, their muffled conversation rose and fell in the exaggerated rhythms of teenage banter: intimate whispers, tones of inflated surprise, jeers of puncturing harshness. One of them laughed, a trilling sound that carried and bounced off the sides of the bus before slowing into a sneer.

A middle-aged woman reached down to massage her calf, voice complaining. The girl rubbed at her nose. With a sudden and powerful roll of the shoulders, the strap of her bag was dislodged – a faint vapour of helpless malice flashed into the air – the bag crashed to the ground with surprising force, cutting off the woman’s meandering grievance. Its falling edge narrowly missed the sleeping old man, who woke with a start; as it hit the ground, falling amidst a crowd of feet, the floor of the bus trembled with nervous vibrations. Several people turned to look in the girl’s direction, and the middle-aged woman froze, hand on leg.

The girl slouched back into stillness. Hulking awkwardly, bag resting at her feet, she seemed impervious to the stares of the other passengers. She rubbed at her nose again.

As the bus approached its next stop, a passenger brushed by, struggling towards the doors at the front. The girl turned round, body lurching back into powerful motion. This time, the sharp point of her elbow clipped the young man with the headphones. Warily, he moved several feet away, whereupon she glared at him through the overhang of her hair. He stopped, nervous and uncertain. A distant hush fell over the bus. The other girls turned their heads to look, strangely quiet; glances were exchanged among the passengers.

She got off a few stops later with the other girls. A palpable release shot through the bus when she stepped off, and for a moment the passengers indulged in their shared relief. An air of near jollity seemed to pass between them; the middle-aged woman mouthed, ‘Phew!’ to my mom, who smiled and shook her head ruefully; the old man nodded sagely to the young man with headphones, who looked down uncertainly. I turned my head to look through the window as the bus lurched forward again. The other girls had linked arms and pulled ahead, skirts flying and lips pulled back in laughter. The girl trailed behind, legs working clumsily, then stopped and shifted her bag from shoulder to shoulder.

My mom leaned towards me. ‘You can just tell, they were all looking at that girl, and wondering…’

‘She was just awkward.’

‘Maybe. But there was something strange about her. You know. The way she was swinging her bag around, and the way her hair hung over her face.’ Her voice was excited.

It was true. There had been more to her than awkwardness.

‘You could tell,’ my mom persisted, ‘you could tell that’s what everybody was thinking. You could practically see the thought running through their head.’

‘I know. I agree.’

‘People are scared of little girls in uniforms now.’

‘Yes – but rationally speaking, if for every psychopath there are several million perfectly normal adolescent girls, you have to admit that the odds are mostly in favour of the perfectly normal girls.’

‘But remember how after Columbine everybody was terrified of those teenage boys in trench coats? They couldn’t help it. Even if they knew that five years later the majority of those boys would end up married with kids, they still couldn’t help it. It wasn’t a question of rational thinking. It was beyond that.

‘The next stop is us,’ she said suddenly. She got up, then began walking unevenly down the aisle. I followed her.

‘Well,’ I said as we stepped off the bus, ‘it’s a generational gap, isn’t it? It happens everywhere. Japan isn’t the only place where parents don’t get the kind of music their children listen to.’

‘Yes, but it’s more serious in Japan, because here families are more dependent on each other. The generations are pressed closer together. In America, when you turn sixteen, you get a car; when you turn eighteen, you move out of the house – twenty-one and you’re independent. It’s not like that here. Children live at home well into their twenties. In many cases they live at home until, or even after, they get married. So if parents and children don’t get along, it’s serious. It’s a problem.’

We turned into a narrow side street. An apartment block stretched down the street. I peered up at the endless rows of short balconies and small doubleglazed windows. Limp shirts and socks were pegged onto washing lines and mats aired over railings, giving a shabby intimacy to the place. On the other side of the street, several darkened machiya houses rested still and close to the ground.

‘What are you doing?’

I turned. My mom was standing several paces ahead, looking back at me. ‘Nothing,’ I said, and hurried to catch up.

‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘houses are so small in Japan…’ She paused, her eyes scanning the buildings around us. ‘I can’t quite remember where the restaurant is,’ she murmured.

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘What? Oh,’ she said. ‘Well, the houses are so small, and when you get two or three, sometimes even four, generations living in a single home – you need a strong sense of family to survive that. But nowadays, no family has that strong a relationship. That kind of relationship itself doesn’t exist any more.’

‘What happens then?’

‘I don’t know. People get used to living together like strangers. People get used to not knowing each other. But I almost think it’s better to hate your parents, or hate your children, than not know them at all.’

I thought about the Japanese homes I had been in – small airless apartments, tiny houses with closed-off rooms. The contents were often of the same diminished architecture, small bedrooms with shallow wardrobes and a narrow perimeter rimming a twin bed; a single bathroom overflowing with the assorted mess of shampoo bottles, hand mirrors and tweezers, face wash, moisturizers, hair tonic, acne cream, the collected grooming implements of an entire nuclear family squeezed into an insufficient number of bath-room cabinets; a combination living/dining/family room with a miniature kitchen appended, a multi-purpose space where the noise of the television contended with the murmur of conversation and a small and crazed dog chased its tail; sandbox rooms with transparent acoustics linked together by the narrowest of corridors. These houses and these rooms could not help but breed the contagion of misconstruction that sprang from claustrophobia. There was not enough space to live like strangers.

A flock of teenage boys on bicycles turned off the main road and came swooping down the narrow street. I turned my head; a coarse eruption of laughter twanged wide through the air. There were maybe five or six of them. They flew across the pavement, bicycles leaping through uneven patches of light, voices rough and loud. As they came swarming towards us, I could see that they were sloppily dressed in their school uniforms, shirts untucked and shoelaces untied. Their backs were hunched and their heads pushed down as they pedalled towards us on their bicycles. Intuitively, my spine stiffened. I looked at my mom. Her lips were pressed together and she was striding ahead firmly.

Another moment and they were upon us. I saw a flash of silver chain; a low and vulgar laugh; a dyed head of hair flying past; an almost canine grin and open mouth. A whirr of wheel, a metal gear in flux. I jumped, and clutched at my bag. A moment later and they had sped past, already receding from sight. My heart thumped and I was short of breath. Embarrassed, I blushed. My mom smiled.

‘They’re just kids on bikes,’ she said. ‘Nothing to be afraid of.’

‘I know, but I’m feeling kind of jumpy.’

Her face lit up as we came to a stop before a small restaurant. A light outside glowed cosily. ‘Ah, found it. Here it is.’ She paused as she opened the door. ‘Come on, we’re late.’ She stepped inside as I held the door open. Distantly, I heard her greet some friends. ‘…I know, it’s been too long…’

I turned my head to look down the street, but it was empty and still.

I wake up when the train makes a brief stop at some undisclosed location, one that remains undisclosed, the haziness of my waking continuing beyond the stop, beyond the passing of the signs that reveal the still hidden name of the station and into the train’s smooth resumption of speed.

And when, more fully awake, I look up again, I see that the train is inside Tokyo, and that the city has leapt upon and swallowed us unawares. The glitter and flash of the city’s lights – those lights that never shut off, only fade blinking into daylight and then re-emerge again come dusk – once so distant, are now suddenly close. They are pressed against the glass of the train windows, their colours and shapes blurring through the recurring rain, and as we finally arrive in Tokyo, it is as though the train has been freshly doused in the wash of the city.

Around me passengers start to gather their things. A businessman stands, yawning, and wrenches his briefcase up from the floor with a sharp snap of the arm; a young mother coaxes her son into a winter hat and gloves before retreating down the aisle and towards the carriage doors.

I pull on my coat and hoist my bag down, then join them.
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