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 PART I

Gomi

AUTUMN


Deep Autumn—

my neighbor,

how does he live, I wonder?

—BASHO
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CHAPTER ONE



semai: (ADJ.) narrow; confined; small


Dear Miss Marina how are you? I’m fine thank you. A reason for this letter is: recently you attempt to throw away battery and jar and some kind of mushroom spaghetti and so forth, all together in one bin. Please don’t try “it wasn’t me.” We Japanese seldom eat Gorgonzola cheese!

Now I prepare this sheet so you could learn target Japanese words and gomi law in one simple occasion. I hope it’s so convenient for you. It’s kind of so rude if you “can’t remember” about gomi law. Your neighbors feel some stress about you, and they must be so busy. They can’t talk to you every time you make a gomi mistake. I think they want to know you so much. First learn gomi law, second Japanese language, and third you can enjoy international friendship. This is like holding hands across a sea!

Let’s begin with gomi law for Monday. Getsu-yobi means Monday in English. Kanji for Getsu comes from the moon. On a moon-day, you can throw soft plastic bottles, for example from Evian water, in blue bin by stone temple. Please save hard plastic bottle tops. On second and fourth Monday of a month, you can throw clear glass bottles in orange bin by #71 bus stop. But not bottle tops! You should take all bottle tops, together with brown or green glass bottles (for example from French wine you enjoy often), to red bin outside Caves de la Matsumoto sake store. Before you throw a bottle, please clean (very clean!) and remove paper from outside. You should save this paper for Tuesday’s burnable collection, to put in a bin by Mister Donuts. I think you eat a donuts every day. Maybe you know Mister Donuts location well.

Please share this letter with your special friend. Your neighbor, Mister Ogawa, reports that she became angry when he tried so gently to explain gomi rules. “Kowai,” he say. He feels frighten. He is very old man. He only wants to help two young ladies sharing traditional Japanese house. You know some saying: when in Rome, please become Roman? When in Japan, please obey gomi law.

That’s all for now.

See you,
 Hiroshi Miyoshi



My supervisor gives me the first letter on a Monday afternoon in late November.

I am sitting at my steel desk in the buzzing, empty faculty room, reading a novel I should hate more than I do as I wait for the dismissal bell to ring. Since coming to rural Japan, I read only the books that my mom sends in her care packages, mostly comedies of manners. These novels are formulaic, but at least I understand them. People play by and break the rules of love and social conduct, and the right twosomes always find each other at the very end. At least I know when to cringe and when to cheer, who to be charmed by and who to be wary of. There are rules here too, governing my days and shaping my weeks, but four months into a one-year teaching contract, I still don’t have them down.


As the after-school cleaning music starts to play—a Muzak rendition of “Whistle While You Work”—Miyoshi-sensei enters the faculty room, shuffling in flan-colored plastic slippers with the high school logo calligraphed on each toe. They make his feet look like hooves. As he nears my desk, rubbing a palm over his blow-dried hair, I hide my novel in the pleats of my skirt. “Mari-chan,” he says, and the female diminutive, chan, lets me know that I’m about to be reprimanded for something. “Would you care for a cuppa’?”

The idiom is one he learned from Joe Pope, the British expat who taught English here until I took his place last August. Before his teaching contract expired, Joe was plucked off the streets of Kanazawa City by a scout from the gaijin modeling agency with the unfortunate name, “Creamy Talent,” which places foreigners in local print and TV ads. But he still makes the two-hour drive up to Shika every few weeks to join our teaching team, strumming his guitar and leading sing-alongs to which only Miyoshi-sensei sings along. Rumor has it that my supervisor pays for Joe’s visits out of his own pocket, and I believe it. On my first day here, Miyoshi-sensei informed me that English is only his number two hobby, his number one being karaoke. Usually, when he asks me to join him in a “cuppa’,” he has a new English CD and wants help translating the lyrics. But today he has no CD.

“I’d love a cuppa’,” I say, waiting for him to leave so I can stash my novel in the drawer. Instead he leans over my shoulder, studying the photo trapped under my clear plastic desk cover.

“Miss Marina’s friend is very…hansamu,” he says.

“Thank you,” I say, wondering if the word “handsome” often applies to women here. With her short hair and lanky frame, Carolyn sometimes used to pass for a boy, and you can’t see her face very well in this picture, which was taken at the Halloween party we threw at Shika’s recreation center. Carolyn cut ribs, pelvises, and femurs from white contact paper and we stuck them to black turtlenecks and jeans, smearing black shoe polish in the hollows of our eyes, across our cheekbones and lips. We tried explaining to the quivering senior citizens that Halloween costumes are supposed to be scary, but they preferred Joe’s Elvis costume, touching his sparkly gold jumpsuit as if it were something truly precious.

“Do you enjoy putting on a costume?” Miyoshi-sensei asks me.

“Yes,” I say cautiously. “Sometimes.”

“I thought so,” he says. “Me too.”

I follow him to the soshiaru kona or “social corner” at the back of the faculty room, where he pumps green tea from an electric carafe into two cups. As we sit side by side on the couch, my body sinks lower than his on the cushions. Our hips touch briefly and he pulls away, crossing his legs. He pulls a pack of Mild Seven menthols from his jacket pocket, clamps a cigarette between his lips, and lights it with his Zippo, the silver engraved with his favorite song title: “Imagine.” Usually he offers me a smoke, but today he puts the pack back into his pocket.

“It’s good you stopped smoking,” he says, tapping his ash in an abalone shell piled with butts. “Woman teachers who smoke set a bad example, ne?” I’m about to point out that male teachers who smoke set an equally bad example when it occurs to me that I never told him I was trying to quit. I haven’t even told Carolyn, in case I fail again. “Recently,” he says, “your neighbor Ogawa-san discovered a box of Nicorette chewing gum in soft plastics recycling bin. Product description is in English. Also, we don’t have this gum in Japan. So we know it must be yours.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper. The first thing I notice is that the page is covered in a strange cursive; faint swashes of lead joining not just the letters, but also the words. He tells me to study it well, then ask him any questions afterward.


I chew my lower lip as I read his letter twice, just to delay looking up. When I do, he is also biting his lip. His right eye flickers, the way it does whenever he’s embarrassed and trying not to show it. He dislikes confrontation, and I feel worse for putting him in this position than I do for having thrown a box in the wrong garbage can.

“Gomen nasai,” I say: forgive me. “Shitsureishimashita.” This translates literally: I have committed a rude. After four months in Japan, I’m fluent only in apologies.

“Daijoubu,” he says. “It’s okay. I know there are so many gomi rules here in Shika. And you can’t read the Japanese signs above the bins. So I promised Ogawa-san that I would teach you better. After you read the rules in English, then you couldn’t make any more huge mistakes, ne?”

“Miyoshi-sensei, I am sorry to cause so much work for you,” I say, slipping into Japlish like I do whenever I’m in trouble. “It’s true, Shika’s gomi system is so complicated. I have tried to follow the rules but…so difficult. In America, we can throw away all together. Thank you for your help. From now on I will do better for you.”

When I first arrived here, Miyoshi-sensei told me that I needed to space my words more clearly, so that the students at this vocational high school would stand a chance of understanding my English. “Americans talk like cats,” he complained. “All sounds blend together. Mrowmrowmrow.” Now I pronounce English, “En-gu-ree-shu.” I drop contractions and speak like a record played at half its speed. By making myself as easy as possible to understand, I try to compensate for reading novels when I should be planning lessons, sneaking out of school early, and throwing unsorted garbage in the wrong bins. But the senior citizens who police our neighborhood garbage cans understand neither my glacial English, nor my stammering Japanese. They are not charmed into overlooking my negligence. Neither is Carolyn, who teaches at a rival vocational high school in Hakui, ten kilometers south of Shika. She gets up before me to ride the bus to work, so she is the one who usually answers the door when Mr. Ogawa turns up at dawn to return our garbage while the rest of the neighbors gather round to watch.

“Mari-chan,” Miyoshi-sensei says, “I think for you, Japan must be so…” His eye twitches as he searches for a word. “Semai. Can you catch my meaning?”

“Crowded?” I guess.

“Nooo…Maybe yes, crowded, but also…semai. You know what I mean?”

“Narrow?”

“Yes! So narrow.” He claps my shoulder with the hand that holds his cigarette. Ash snows on my legs, but in his excitement over finding the right word, he doesn’t notice. Speaking in English animates Miyoshi-sensei. In English he talks loudly, emphatically, coming up with inventive, spot-on similes as strange as they are apt. At thirty-two, Miyoshi-sensei is ten years older than me, but he is the youngest Japanese teacher at this school and the only one who doesn’t yet have a family of his own. He is also the only son of the mayor of Shika. He alone has the time and money to spend his vacations abroad, in New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. On these trips, he likes to slip into high schools, snapping pictures to shock his students back here. His desk is barricaded by a row of photo albums, filled with shots of cafeteria lunch trays, kids framed by metal detectors, and Dumpsters spewing trash. Miyoshi-sensei likes me, but he also likes to be an expert, especially on the paradoxes of the West. My presence makes this an interesting challenge.

He stuff s the cigarette into the abalone shell, where a finger of smoke rises from the heap. It looks like a tiny volcano about to blow. I wish I could pluck it out and take a drag. Instead, I thank him again for his help.


“It’s okay,” he replies. “You are my job. If you need help with something else, please ask me.”

“Actually, we do need help getting rid of something,” I say. “Our refrigerator is broken. Joe offered to help us drive it to the dump, but we don’t know where the dump is.”

“What is ‘dump’ meaning?” he says.

“The place where you take big trash,” I begin. “Where you throw away furniture, cars, large appliances, that kind of thing.”

“Oh no,” he says, shaking his head vigorously. “Japan is much too semai for some kind of dump system. You had better call refrigerator manufacturer, to come to your home and collect broken one from you.”

“The refrigerator is an Amana,” I tell him. “I think the missionaries who lived in the house before us had it shipped from Iowa.”

“Ah,” he says. “Probably Iowa manufacturer could not come to your home.”

“Probably not,” I agree.

“I have one unusual idea,” he says. “How about using refrigerator for another purpose, for example to hold all your books or souvenir?”

“That’s an interesting suggestion,” I say, “but the fridge is huge and it smells bad and we’d really like to throw it away and get a new one.”

“You had better not attempt to throw away some huge and smelly refrigerator,” he says, clapping his knees and standing up. “Please obey gomi law!” He taps his index finger against the page of gomi instructions before walking away. “Ask before you throw!”


To: Miss Marina. How goeth thy day? Mine sucketh royally. In front of our first period class, my supe said, “Kyaroryn becomes so womanly lately in pretty dress and longer hairs. Maybe she has some secret new boyfriend, don’t you agree?” The drowsy studentia roused themselves to vote unanimously that yes, I indeed possess a shi-ko-re-tto ra-ba, hidden in the depths of my closet. If they only knew what’s really in there! Then, during lunch, my supe announced that I was showing great strides wielding my chopsticks. She said, “Don’t use chopsticks too well. If you eat too much, your bosom will become so big you couldn’t see your feet anymore.”

AVESAY EMAY!

Plz pick me up in front of school asap. I’ll be waiting outside.

XOXO C.



As paper inches from the fax machine on the vice-principal’s desk, I recognize the handwriting instantly. As always, Carolyn wrote in code to frustrate roving eyes. Whenever she faxes me at work, I imagine her sitting in a faculty room just like this one, having a day almost identical to mine, and I wonder if she might be feeling the exact same way as me.

I wait until Miyoshi-sensei has gone to the bathroom before leaving school ten minutes early. The wind whips a dust of new snowflakes across the driveway and the air feels tight with cold. Ever since the start of November, it has been snowing on and off. The cherry trees that line the school driveway are bald, each branch encased in a dripping sleeve of ice. But even though it was freezing this morning, I had to walk to work instead of driving, so that Miyoshi-sensei wouldn’t see the car he helped me buy three months ago.

“Temporary people probably shouldn’t drive,” he warned me at the used-car dealership, having accompanied me there with reluctance to translate the epic sheaf of paperwork. “The rules here are different, the roads are semai, and how could you communicate in case of accident?” I assured him that I was a good driver, and that since the only vehicle I could afford was so small—a Honda Today! with a two-cylinder engine and Big Wheel-sized tires—Shika’s narrow roads wouldn’t be a problem. This did not turn out to be true. A week after buying the car, I scraped the left side against a telephone pole, knocking off the handle and side-view mirror. A month later I skidded on an ice patch, crashing the other side against the Dumpster in front of Mister Donuts. Now the car looks like it was squeezed by a giant pair of tongs. Neither door opens anymore, and we have to leave both windows down at all times, so we can crawl in and out like thieves.

The upholstery is dusted with snow, which soaks through my tights and sears the backs of my legs. The heater activates the smell of mildew and cat piss. Keeping both windows down, I drive to the end of our block, turning onto Shika’s commercial strip. I pass a shop with a window display of dusty trophies, sporting goods, and knitting supplies, a store selling tofu in buckets of cloudy water and mountain yams still packed in dirt, a police station that doubles as a post office, and a liquor store with a wall of bootleg videos and a cooler of imported cheese. This is downtown Shika, the town where the Japanese Ministry of Education placed us, despite our request to live in a major Japanese city.

I turn onto the coastal highway, a narrow ribbon of a road at the edge of the cliff s, high above the Sea of Japan, which stretches blue as a bruise all the way to Korea. Steering with my knees, I open the glove compartment and grope among the crumpled rice ball wrappers for the pack of cigarettes I forgot to throw away when I decided to quit. I light one and stick my head out the window to exhale. Harvested rice fields stretch to the bottoms of distant hills, and water surrounds the cropped brown stalks, reflecting the silver-bellied clouds. When the wind blows, the earth shimmers. Every quarter mile or so, a blocky apartment building sprouts from these rice fields, deserted-looking except for the occasional futon flung over a chipping red fire escape. “Always air your futons,” Miyoshi-sensei told me when we got here, “so your neighbors will see you are clean.”

Carolyn is standing on the curb in front of Hakui High School, a three-story beige stucco edifice that looks like a carbon copy of Shika High School, down to the round analog clock set in the second story grille. She’s shivering in a pink miniskirt, which she borrowed from me, a black cardigan, green argyle knee socks, and her ancient army boots. Her hair is growing out from its old buzz cut, the cherry dye faded to a more conservative auburn, and she looks almost girly. She glances around before lifting one leg into the passenger-side window and then the other, arching her back and lowering herself onto the seat like someone doing the limbo. White circles of chalk dust her breasts, where she must have rubbed against the blackboard while teaching. I reach out to brush off the front of her sweater, and she seizes my fingers as a pair of high school girls skip in front of our car, pausing to wave and yell, “Bye-bye Miss Kyarorin!”

“Be careful,” she says.

“Sorry,” I say, squeezing her knee instead.

“It reeks of cigarettes in here,” she says as she opens the glove compartment and fishes out the pack. Carolyn claims to hate everything about smoking—the smell, the taste, the look she describes as my “craving face.” She claims never to have been addicted to anything, only to smoke the occasional cigarette to make me feel guilty for corrupting her, but I think she wants a vice of her own, something to tether her. The matchbook is limp and she tears through a half-dozen matches before I take the cigarette and light it for her. She smokes like a kid: fingers stiff, cigarette close to her palm, lips pursed. I ask how her day was and she says that it was crappy.


“Didn’t you read my fax? My supervisor kept insisting that I have a secret lover.”

“Do you think she knows about us?” My pulse jump-starts at the thought.

“She has no clue. She thinks I’m dating Joe.”

“Joe Pope?” I laugh. “What gave her that idea?”

“I don’t know,” she shrugs. “Because we’re both foreign, I guess. I couldn’t possibly be with a Japanese guy, let alone another woman.”

“Maybe you were right about being open with people from the start,” I say. “They would’ve had to deal with it. Now it seems too late to tell them, like they’ll think we were lying to them or something.”

“We were,” she says. “We are.”

Carolyn came out in high school. She has been with a thirty-year-old biker chick, a homeless busker, a divorced lawyer with two kids. We met in college, where we lived in the same dorm, our rooms stacked one over the other, and I sometimes think our relationship bored her in its simplicity. We had to make our own complications.

“I’m actually glad no one knows,” she says, throwing her cigarette out the window.

“You are?” I say. This is a first. “Why?”

“It’s been hard enough. I don’t want to stand out more than we already do.” She pulls off her boots, plants her heels on the edge of her seat and wraps her arms around her knees, looking out at the rice fields. I look out my own window, at the ocean pounding the cliff s. There is no guardrail here. It would be so easy to miss a turn, tumble over the rocks and into the water below. All you’d have to do is close your eyes. I don’t want to think these thoughts. These are not my thoughts. But I can’t help but see the world as full of traps. Tempting, if you lean that way.


 

“Just look at this place.” Carolyn shudders as I park in front of our house. A slumped and rusting storage area made of corrugated aluminum surrounds it, blocking all of the windows on the ground floor. This storage area is filled with the possessions left behind by decades of tenants, in boxes stacked from floor to ceiling. When she’s bored, Carolyn likes to go shopping in storage. She has rescued a poster of the human skeleton with every bone labeled in Japanese, a set of lacquered nesting bowls, and two china bulldogs joined at the throat by a chain. She has a great eye for finding treasures in trash. She always gets to these things first, and then I wonder why I didn’t notice them.

The cat climbs out of the drainage ditch, greeting us with a meow that sounds like a newborn baby’s cry. Carolyn scoops her up, burying her face in the scruff of her neck. From the beginning, loyalties have been clear. We both love Amana but she belongs to Carolyn, who knows just how to pet her, how to play with her, when to pick her up, and when to leave her alone. She honors her feline whims and is rewarded with canine loyalty. Amana follows us whenever we go on walks, running in the bushes and then stalling until we catch up. Once we came out of the supermarket and found her waiting in the basket of a stranger’s bicycle. She likes to sleep right in between us, the middle spoon.

“The gomi froze,” Carolyn says, as she sets the cat down and peers into the garbage can in front of our house. Sure enough, water has dripped from the roof and filled the can, melted and frozen solid, forming a giant cube of ice sealing in the garbage. She pushes the can onto its side and the cube slides heavily to the pavement. The setting sun, faint as a headlight pushing through fog, illuminates the cylinder of yellow-veined ice. Like scraps of insects trapped in amber, I see a wine bottle, a milk carton, kibble, and cigarette butts.


“It’s a trashsicle,” I say.

“An unsorted trashsicle,” she says, looking at me from beneath one arched brow.

“At least Ogawa-san won’t be able to get at it with his tongs,” I point out.

“We can’t let him see it,” she says, looking around almost furtively. “Bring it inside and put it in the bathtub. After it thaws, you can sort through the melted trash.”

“Why is this my job?” I ask. “We both ate that stuff.”

“But you didn’t sort the trash before you threw it away. You never sort the trash.” She’s right. She bought a special sectioned garbage can, but it’s hard to remember what goes in what compartment. There are so many rules to keep straight. When I make this argument, she rolls her eyes and says, “It’s really not that hard. You just have to listen.”

“I listen,” I protest.

“Well we wouldn’t be stuck in this house, dealing with the gomi police every day, if you’d listened to me in the first place.”

I can’t argue with that.








CHAPTER TWO



gomi: (N.) garbage; trash; waste

The original gomi sin was not my fault.

Four months ago, we arrived in Shika on a hot and moonless night, after having spent five days at a training seminar in Tokyo with three thousand other English teachers on their way to every corner of Japan. We traveled twelve hours by bus from Tokyo to Kanazawa, then two hours by train to Hakui, then completed the final leg of the journey by taxi. By the time the white-gloved driver reached our new address, the only light came from his headlights, which shone off the aluminum siding, two yellow tunnels attracting a flurry of insects. The back doors of the cab opened automatically. The driver handed us our luggage, bowed and sped off. In the darkness, I fumbled to find the key that Miyoshi-sensei had sent to New York, along with a letter apologizing for the fact that his vacation coincided with our arrival, so he couldn’t come to the station to meet us. I’d barely opened the door when the stench hit us, a physical blow.

“Something must have died in there,” Carolyn said, gagging as she backed away.

She wasn’t that far off.

The refrigerator loomed inside the genkan, the Japanese entryway traditionally reserved for taking off shoes, putting on slippers, and displaying a floral arrangement. It was a hulking vintage Amana with rounded corners and a cherry red handle, the enamel yellowing like old teeth and splotched with the pale ghosts of lost alphabet magnets, the words “jesussaves” arced at eye level. Pinned behind one remaining magnet was a receipt from a slaughterhouse in Nebraska. The previous tenants, a pair of Mennonite missionaries, had ordered half a cow to be shipped on dry ice to Japan. But in the month of July that elapsed between their departure and our arrival, the house electricity was cut. The stench of rotten meat had seeped out of the refrigerator and into the walls, which are made of a plaster that holds odor like an old sponge. We pinched our noses, but the smell was so foul that we could taste it.

“I told you we should’ve seen the house before signing a lease,” Carolyn said, pressing her face to the inside of her elbow. “I don’t know why you were in such a big fucking hurry.” It didn’t seem like the moment to admit the truth. In Miyoshi-sensei’s welcome letter, he’d told me that aside from this house, “a traditional Japanese house built in the Showa period,” the only local apartments for rent were six tatami mat studios, “too small for two Americans to share.” Carolyn had brought up the idea of renting separate apartments of our own. She thought that living together for the first time in Japan could put too much pressure on our relationship, that we risked becoming overly dependent on each other. But I persuaded her that we shouldn’t pass up the chance to live in a traditional Japanese house. I also convinced her to use the tips she’d saved waiting tables all year to cover the “key money,” six months’ rent up front, which was nonrefundable.

“I’m sure the rest of the house is nice,” I said, crossing my fingers that this was true.

To get past the fridge, we had to turn sideways and squeeze through the gap between the wall, which crumbled at the slightest contact, bits of plaster and twigs falling to the Smurf-blue carpet. A narrow hallway led to a room dwarfed by a ripped vinyl couch the color of root beer, which faced a big TV propped on a sagging cardboard box. In the bathroom, the toilet was a porcelain-lined hole set right into the floor. This “Japanese drop toilet” was something else Miyoshi-sensei had warned me of in his letter, something else I’d failed to mention to Carolyn, since it didn’t sound like a selling point.

The kitchen at the back of the house was smaller than an airplane galley, smaller than the refrigerator itself. It had no oven, just a single electric burner lined with scorched aluminum foil. Carolyn loves to cook and had been looking forward to having her first real kitchen. Her face was blotchy, she kept retching, and I felt terribly guilty.

“I’m so sorry, Caro,” I said. “It’s not what I pictured either.”

“It’s just so dark and seedy,” she said. “It feels like an abandoned storage unit.”

“We can make it better,” I said. “You’re good at that.” It was true. Her dorm room had been identical to mine, a shoebox with institutional furniture and zero charm. But with just a few yards of fabric, some plants and random thrift store finds, she had turned it into an oasis of calm. “But the smell…” She clapped her hand over her mouth and I was afraid she might throw up. Her nose is sharper than mine, and I was gagging too. The house smelled like death. I said that it would fade as soon as we took out the trash and she agreed, visibly steeling herself.

Carolyn is great in a crisis. She doesn’t shirk from a mess, just cleans it up. Luckily, the cupboard under the sink was stocked with garbage bags and cleaning supplies. She had the good idea to smear toothpaste mustaches across our upper lips, and we laughed at how ridiculous we looked as we set to work. Into a trash bag I dumped parcels labeled “ribs,” and “ground round,” and a disgustingly soft triangle marked “heart,” trying not to visualize its sloshing contents. She attacked the inside of the freezer with bleach while I carried the bag of trash down the street, holding it away from my body. I hoped that once the smell did fade, the episode would become a funny anecdote. I hoped we could still make a fresh start on our new life together.

When I got back, Carolyn was seated on the floor in the entryway, hunched forward, her back to the fridge and her hair falling in her eyes. I heard a rumble and at first I thought she was crying, but when she straightened I saw that there was a cat curled up on her lap. She told me the cat had been hiding behind the Amana, that she’d lured her out with a can of tuna she found in the cupboard. “Poor kitty,” she said. “Did they just abandon you here? You must be starving!” Someone had obviously been feeding her. She had the dark mask of a Siamese but the body of an overweight sheep, a belly that bulged over spindly legs that ended in ridiculously tiny paws. She looked like one of those old claw-foot bathtubs. Her stomach hit the stairs as she climbed them, leading us to the second floor room with its pitched roof, tomato red walls, silk-edged tatami mats, and large window—the only one in the whole house with a view.

“This is more like what I thought a traditional Japanese house would look like,” Carolyn said, sounding as relieved as I felt. She opened the window while I found two futons folded in a cupboard and unfurled them on the tatami. Too tired to undress, we lay side by side, listening to the cicadas chirp. They all kept the same rhythmic beat, and the sound reminded me of a car alarm. If I closed my eyes, I might have still been in New York.

The stench of rotten beef wasn’t gone, but it had faded enough that I could smell other things: the slightly fishy scent of the woven straw mats, the powdery old cotton of the futons, the bleach on Carolyn’s hands, and the tang of sweat dried on her skin. We were alone for the first time in our new bedroom, but we didn’t touch. In her stiff ness and silence I read a copy of my nervousness. It was as if we’d gotten ourselves this far on a dare and now there was no turning back. Not that I wanted to. I just didn’t know what came next. Then the cat crawled into the gap between our bodies. She stretched long, rolled onto her back, and started to purr like a diesel engine. Carolyn suggested that we call her Amana, after the refrigerator she’d been hiding behind. “Amana,” I repeated, and the cat actually meowed. She acted like she knew us already, like she’d been waiting for us to come home and there we were.

 

The next morning, at dawn, I awoke to The Four Seasons. Staticky and loud, the music seemed to come from all sides, as if everyone in the neighborhood had simultaneously turned their radios to the same classical station. I joined Carolyn at the window, taking in my first daylit glimpse of Shika. The road was so narrow that I could have reached out and grabbed the boughs of the pine tree across the street. Planted in front of every house were telephone poles, topped with large speakers blasting Vivaldi.

“What is this?” I said groggily, “some evil alarm clock?”

“I’ve been up for ages,” Carolyn said. “I can’t believe you slept through it.”

“Through what?”

“The smell,” she said, making a face. “I kept waking up gagging.”

“Poor Caro.” Now that I was awake I could smell it too, the sweet and putrid smell of decay. The circles under her eyes looked like thumbprints. She asked how far away the trash can was where I’d thrown the beef away and I pointed to the end of the block, where concrete stairs led to a grassy path bordering a river that looked as green as Scope mouthwash. On the riverbank, a group of senior citizens was performing calisthenics to the sounds of Vivaldi. Following the lead of a lean, gray-haired man in a red jumpsuit, they all rose on their toes and then crouched down again, swinging their arms in unison. Carolyn said that since she couldn’t sleep, she wanted to ask the neighbors if she could join them, but she didn’t want to impose herself.

“I’m sure they wouldn’t mind,” I said. “You want me to come with you?”

“That’s okay,” she said. “I’d be too self-conscious if you were there. Besides, we should really try to make our own friends right away. I don’t want people to think we’re joined at the hip, just because we’re living together. First impressions are so important here. They’re almost impossible to undo.”

Carolyn, always a perfectionist, was determined to do everything right. For months she’d been studying Japanese, reading up on the culture in every spare moment. When we found out that we’d both been assigned to teach at schools on the Noto Peninsula, a region so remote and conservative that our Japanese teacher in New York likened it to rural Georgia, she was actually excited. As the only foreigners in the area, she said, we wouldn’t be able to hide in a gaijin enclave. We’d have a rare opportunity to see the real Japan.

Before she left the house, she made me promise not to watch her exercise, saying that she’d be too self-conscious if she knew that I was looking. Carolyn hates to put herself on display, to make a spectacle of herself. But I couldn’t resist stealing a peek. She bowed deeply, and our new neighbors stopped in mid-jumping jack to stare back at her. She’s not a large person, maybe five foot five, with a delicate bone structure and a small face, yet she suddenly seemed enormous. She was taller than the tallest man in the group, and her cherry-red hair stuck up like a Kewpie doll. She was wearing voluminous baby blue basketball shorts and a pink sports bra under a green tank top, and from a distance the pumpkin-colored freckles on her shoulders and thighs blended together. She looked Technicolor bright compared to the senior citizens in their earth tone tracksuits, as if she’d been painted into a black-and-white picture. They didn’t seem to grasp what she was doing there, so to demonstrate she started doing jumping jacks, scissoring the air with her arms, her breasts bouncing. Watching them watch her, I felt embarrassed but also proud. She was so brave. After a moment, the old man who’d been leading the class either got it or gave in. He took over again, bending down to touch his toes, and the other old people smiled when Carolyn followed his example.

As The Four Seasons continued to play, I lay back down and thought about the last time I really paid attention to that piece of music. I must have been nine or ten, home alone with a cold, when I found the record in my father’s hutch, its jacket printed with Botticelli’s Autumn. I wasn’t allowed to play his records, but I figured that if I was careful and covered my tracks, he’d never know. I’d heard the piece before—it was one of my dad’s favorites—but for some reason, on that particular day, it matched my mood perfectly. I turned the stereo up as loud as it could go and bounced the needle back again and again to hear the best parts, twirling around the living room in the hazy golden sunlight, so entranced in my private rapture that I didn’t notice my father standing in his hospital scrubs until the record started skipping where I must have scratched it. He didn’t say a word. He just walked across the room and picked the record up, cupped in one large hand, and then he sailed it out the apartment window like a Frisbee, where it shattered on the sidewalk below. My mom swept up the shards from the sidewalk when she got home, but for weeks I’d find slivers of vinyl kicked against the curb, like splinters that only gradually work their way to the surface of your skin.


Carolyn returned home sweaty, red-faced, and grinning. She told me that the neighbors had been patient and welcoming, that she felt like she’d already participated in a real Japanese experience. “Participated instead of just observing,” she stressed. She was vowing to keep going every morning for the rest of the year when our doorbell rang. There stood the old man who’d taught the class. Still dressed in his red jumpsuit, holding a black plastic bag over one shoulder, he looked like a gaunt and angry Japanese Santa. He used a pair of long tongs to pull the parcels of rotten beef from the garbage bag, stacking them at our doorstep while he lectured us in Japanese, somehow managing to smile as he scolded us.

“I think that means ‘today we don’t burn,’” Carolyn attempted to translate what he was saying. “Did you throw our trash in his garbage can?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “The can was at the end of the block, and it was empty.”

“Maybe that should’ve told you something.”

“What?”

“I don’t know, but this sucks. We’ve been here less than twenty-four hours, and already the neighbors hate us.”

“Say something in Japanese,” I pleaded with her. “Tell him it wasn’t our fault.”

“I didn’t get that far,” she hissed.

The old man bowed before retreating to the house across the street. In front of it, an old woman wearing a Hello Kitty apron over purple sweats was feeding the fish in a barrel, reaching into her apron pocket to scatter rice and table scraps into the water. After the door closed behind the old man, she held out her hand and said, “Chotto machinasai.” Wait a minute. Then she too disappeared into the same house, returning a moment later with a boy who must have weighed three hundred pounds. His sweatpants hugged his thighs, his stomach hung over his waistband in a broad flap, and the flesh of his face almost swallowed his eyes, only a fingernail paring of black indicating that they were open at all.

“Haruki,” the woman said as she lifted the boy’s wrist and wagged his hand at us. Carolyn and I waved back and introduced ourselves in rudimentary Japanese, awkwardly trying to explain that we’d just moved from New York to teach English. “Sensei,” the woman echoed reverentially. She prodded the boy’s back, and he crossed the street so slowly it looked like he hoped to get hit by a car midway. When he reached our stoop, he picked up the parcels of rotten beef. “You don’t have to do that,” I said. “If you could just tell me where to throw it away…” But he walked off as I was speaking, vanishing around the corner with our trash.

 

There were two weeks before school started. Carolyn’s new supervisor expected her to come to work every day and sit in the faculty room, just in case any students wanted to stop by to meet her, so I was left on my own to explore Shika. I managed to get lost every time I left our front door. The streets here aren’t named and the houses look almost identical, sided in beige or gray plaster with dark wooden support beams, only their roof tiles varying from blue to black to persimmon orange. I dropped things on purpose to mark a trail back home, and just like in the fairy tale, they always vanished before I could retrace my steps.

It was a few days before I managed to find my way down to the sea, even though I could hear the raspy breathing of the surf from almost every part of town. But finally I spotted a vending machine stocked with cigarettes, beer, and cream of corn soup, at the top of a flight of stairs padded with sand. The stairs led down to the beach, where a very long bench stretched on and on like a train. I learned later that this was the second-longest bench in Japan. It had once been the longest, until an even longer bench in Hokkaido was built, and Shika lost its claim to fame.

The beach was empty, but the sand was littered with cans and Styrofoam trays, so it felt deserted, like an off-season fairground. Close to the water, birds jabbed their beaks into the yellow foam, scattering as I approached and huddling in a cluster, each perching on one leg and eyeing me warily. The waves seemed fidgety, indecisive, barely rolling in and out. But the water was a beautiful shade of blue, dark and clear like a bottle. I stripped off my shorts and T-shirt and ran into the water. The ocean stayed shallow for a long time, barely surpassing my knees, until the sand suddenly dropped out from under me. I closed my eyes, plunged under and swam as far as I could, wondering what was down there with me, alert to my intrusion. When I broke the surface, gulping for air, the salt kept me afloat and I lay on my back, drifting for a while.

Three teenaged boys were sitting on the bench when the current bumped me into the sand. They were all smoking and staring straight ahead, watching me with expressions that were almost identical, almost neutral, as if I were some less than interesting TV show. I wanted to hide underwater until they left, but it was ridiculously shallow. The waves kept pushing me into the sand. I yanked on my T-shirt and shorts and then I faced the boys, trying to conceal my embarrassment. “Ohayogozaimasu,” I managed. Good morning. In Tokyo, we’d learned the importance of proper greetings. The boys didn’t answer. Nor did they laugh or jeer, as American teenagers would have. In some ways their silence was more intimidating. Finally, one of them stuck his cigarette in his mouth and mock-saluted me. He had a big, bushy Afro that I assumed was a perm, because it was so tight and perfect, and because his face, while tan, looked characteristically Japanese.


“Good-o morningu, Miss Marina,” he said.

“How do you know my name?” I asked, but he didn’t answer. He wasn’t the first person in town who had greeted me by name. I remembered from Miyoshi-sensei’s welcome letter that there was only one high school here. I guessed that I had just met my new students.

 

But I was wrong. Shika High School is split into two tracks: secretarial and technical, and I was only going to be teaching the secretarial students. While no law segregates these tracks by gender, no girls were enrolled in the technical track, and only one boy—Haruki Ogawa—was in the secretarial course. On my first day, I was surprised to walk into the freshman secretarial class and see him, the one boy in a room full of girls, squeezed into his desk like a snail in its shell.

“Hi,” I said, glad to recognize someone. “Haruki, right?”

He flinched at the sound of his name and the girl to his right snickered.

“Anoko wa dare?” she said. Who is that?

“Wakannai yo,” he mumbled. I don’t know.

“I told you my name,” I reminded him. “It’s—”

“Wait!” Miyoshi-sensei said, ushering me to join him at the front of the classroom. “You shouldn’t reveal the answer to the first question on your self-introduction test!”

In his welcome letter, Miyoshi-sensei had told me the date upon which to show up at Shika High School, “only to introduce yourself.” So I assumed I’d be meeting my new colleagues and getting a tour of the school and explanation of my duties. On my walk that morning I got lost as usual. “Where is Shika High School?” I asked an old woman pushing a wheelbarrow full of melons, but I couldn’t understand her reply. This, I was learning, is the problem with memorizing questions in a new language. No matter how simple the question, there are always more answers than you can know.

By the time I found the school I was dripping with sweat, eager to get my introductions out of the way and return home for a shower and nap. Outside the door stood a slim young man in a well-cut black suit and Converse sneakers. As I neared him, I noticed that his yellow shoelaces matched his yellow tie. His hair was blow-dried back from his face, styled into a kind of pompadour, so that he looked vaguely rockabilly. He had a dimple in his chin, eyes that turned down slightly when he smiled, and a firm handshake.

“I’m Hiro,” he introduced himself. “Like superhero, you know? But alas I have no superpower. I am only your supervisor.”

“Nice to meet you, Hiro,” I said.

“Most people call me Miyoshi-sensei,” he said.

I apologized for being late, explaining that I’d gotten lost, and he apologized for having drawn a faulty map. I told him that his map was fine, that I have a rotten sense of direction, and then he apologized for not having been in Shika when I arrived. Just when I thought the volley of apologies would never end, he told me that we should probably go inside, so that I could make my self-introduction test before first period began.

“What self-introduction test?” I asked.

“A test about you,” he said. “To make our students listen when you speak.”

I told him that I’d rather not test the students on my first day, that I didn’t want to make them afraid of me. “This is a vocational school,” he said, smiling sadly. “Our students have no fear of teachers. Maybe the only way to make them listen is to give a test.” So I made the quiz as easy as possible, with multiple-choice questions and pictures for clues.

The girls in the freshman secretarial class squinted at me and guessed most of the answers correctly. Only Haruki’s page remained blank, his UFO-patterned pencil case zipped shut, his hands wadded on his desk. I crouched beside him, wanting to help him as he’d helped us. “You know my name,” I reminded him, unzipping his pencil case, “and I told you I moved here from New York.” I pulled out a mechanical pencil, clicked out the lead and wedged it between his fingers. When he still didn’t budge, I placed my hand on top of his and made him circle the correct answers. His hand was moist and heavy like dough; I wiped my palm on my skirt before returning to the front of the room.

The boy was practically catatonic. Only once in the whole period did I see him move. When I read the correct answers aloud and Miyoshi-sensei told the students to grade themselves, he turned his pencil upside down and erased every mark on the page before drawing a large “0” at the top. Then he resumed the act of sitting as still as a statue. It looked like hard work, curbing his body’s every desire to twitch, swivel, and flex. It was difficult to look at. That seemed to be the point.

 

“What’s the matter with Haruki?” I asked Miyoshi-sensei at the end of the day as we shared our first “cuppa’” in the faculty room.

“Matter?” he repeated.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“Ah,” he paused, “until recently, Ogawa-san was a…I don’t know how to say in English…hikikomori? This means hiding in cave. Like a bear in winter?”

“He was hibernating?”

“He was a school refuser.”

“A shut-in?” I said, and he nodded. I had heard of such cases in Japan.


“In junior high, some older boys subjected him to ijime. Bullying. It’s not so unusual. But he could not tolerate. For three years, he refused to leave his room. Naturally, he became kind of fat and nervous.”

“Poor kid,” I said. “What did he do in his room for three years?”

“I don’t know,” Miyoshi-sensei said. “I only met him last April, when he joined my homeroom. Usually only girls choose secretarial course. I guess it’s his happy place now.”

“He seems sort of depressed,” I ventured.

“Depressed?” Miyoshi-sensei echoed.

“So sad,” I tried. “Upset.”

“Ah,” he nodded. “Maybe he’s upset because he had to throw your gomi.”

“My what?” I asked.

“Your garbage,” he said. “Beef is burnable gomi, collected on Tuesdays in your neighborhood.”

“That garbage wasn’t ours,” I protested, glad for the chance to vent at last. “It was there when we moved in.”

“Hmm…” Miyoshi-sensei turned his lighter around so that sunlight winked off the silver. “Before you arrived, I inspected this house. I even looked inside garbage cans. They were all empty, ne?”

“That’s because the beef was in the freezer,” I explained.

“So why did you throw it away? Don’t you like beef?”

“Not really, but that’s beside the point. The beef was rotten,” I said, increasingly frustrated. “It smelled terrible. We had to throw it away immediately.”

“Ah,” he said again, “well, in that case, you had better take it to the nuclear power plant, like Haruki did for you. They burn gomi every day.”

“What nuclear power plant?” I asked, hoping I’d misunderstood.

“Don’t you hear the music every morning?” he asked, and I nodded. “In case of emergency evacuation, such a smoothly operating PA system could be quite useful, ne?” He opened the bottom drawer of my desk and pulled out a baggie filled with pills, explaining that it was iodine. “Only take in case of radiation sickness,” he said. “Don’t eat like candy.” I asked how far the plant was from our house, wondering why he’d failed to mention it in his welcome letter, which listed the English songs on catalogue at the local karaoke parlor and the flavors of rice balls at the town’s two convenience stores. He said, “not far at all,” as if this would be reassuring. “Would you like a tour?”

“We can tour the power plant?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” he said. “But almost. Come with me. I’ll be your guide.”

 

Miyoshi-sensei drove a silver sports car. Before I got in, he pleated the cardboard shade that had been blocking the windshield, and turned on the air-conditioning. Then he got out his cigarettes and a special screw-top ashtray, explaining that it was against the law to drop butts on the street. I wanted one too, but he didn’t offer and I was too shy to ask.

We drove on a road that ran parallel to the river. The water that day looked pink, as if it were reflecting a vivid sunset, but the sky was a faded denim blue. I’d noticed that the river seemed to change color from day to day. Sometimes it was fluorescent green, other times a deep indigo, and most often it looked olive drab, like water in a jar holding dirty paintbrushes.

“Why is the water pink?” I asked, turning to look at him.

“Ah,” he exhaled. “Maybe, Shika is downstream from a textile mill.”

“Maybe?” I repeated. I was getting used to his speech patterns.


“Mmm,” he grunted. “Maybe they pour dye into the river.”

As we crossed a bridge, I noticed rainbow stripes ascending the cement banks. A man in thigh-high rubber boots stood in the middle of the river, flicking his rod into the rosy current. “What happens to the fish?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe they become salmon?”

His delivery was so dry that it took a moment before I realized that he was joking. When I laughed, he laughed too. I noticed that as long as I kept laughing, his hands kept tightening and relaxing on the steering wheel, like a cat kneading its paws in pleasure. He turned away from the river, onto a road that veered up a steep hillside covered in thick bamboo, which ruffled and clacked as we drove past. At the precipice, an empty parking lot faced a brick building. Pointing the way inside was a pasteboard sign cut in the shape of a blond, blue-eyed girl wearing a white pinafore over a blue dress.

“Welcome to Arisu in Shikaland,” he said.

“This is the nuclear power plant?” By that point, little would have surprised me.

“Plant is higher up the hill.” He gestured at a fence looped with double rungs of barbed wire, beyond which I could see a cement tower purging smoke into the sky. “Arisu in Shikaland is museum. To explain how nuclear energy works.”

“It’s based on Alice in Wonderland?” I guessed, wondering if he got the irony.

“That’s right,” he said. “Arisu fell down a hole. Into new world she could not understand. Rules were so confusing. To break them was kind of dangerous. Off with their heads, ne? People here in Shika felt the same when this nuclear plant was built. So the plant created this museum, to make us more comfortable.”

Inside the front doors, a Japanese woman wearing the same blue dress and pinafore handed me an English brochure. “Count Rabbit explains about the benefits of radiation,” the cover promised. But instead of an explanation, inside was a poem.

 

‘Twas brillig and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;

All mimsy were the borogoves

And the mome raths outgrabe.

 

Curiouser and curiouser, I thought, remembering when I read Alice in Wonderland in elementary school, how I couldn’t stop thinking about the cake that made her so large that her tears filled a room and almost drowned everyone in it. I was the Cheshire cat that year for Halloween. My dad made my mask out of surgical fiberglass, laying the wet strips across my face while I held a grin until my cheeks burned. The funny thing was, I hadn’t really liked the book, the way Alice was always getting in trouble without understanding what she’d done wrong. It was arbitrary, there was no clear cause and effect, and this bothered me.

I followed Miyoshi-sensei into a small movie theater where the burgundy velvet curtain parted as soon as we sat down. We watched a man in a white rabbit costume guide a Japanese girl, in yet another blue dress and pinafore, through the control room of the nuclear power plant. “Count Rabbit was played by Mister Joe,” Miyoshi sensei whispered, even though we were alone. “Arisu was Shika High School freshman, Ritsuko Ueno. Narrator is head of nuclear power plant. Now he explains how nuclear power works.”

“I wish I could understand it,” I said.

“Me too,” he said.

At the end of the short film, he led me to a picnic area outside, where a vending machine stood next to the building. He banged a button twice, sending two cans of iced chrysanthemum tea down the chute. “You don’t need money here,” he pointed out. “Everything is sabisu. Meaning free. Including gomi collection.” He showed me a mesh bin heaped with trash bags and explained that this was where Haruki brought our trash.

“He had to walk all the way up here?” I asked.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Haruki should move more. He has…how to say…spare tire?”

I laughed, resisting the urge to joke that Haruki looked like the Michelin man. “But you are English teacher, not exercise teacher,” he went on soberly. “Everyone follows the gomi rules. If you make a mistake, your neighbors will know it’s you every time.”

 

After leaving the museum, he took me to Shika’s “Beach Driveway,” a tunnel that ended on a stretch of sand rutted with tire tracks, littered with half-buried cans and bottles.

“There’s a lot of trash on this beach,” I pointed out.

“Mmm,” he agreed, “but it’s not Japanese.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “How can it not be Japanese?”

“Because it floats from Russian and Korean ships.”

“Come on,” I scoff ed, no longer able to maintain a polite veneer. “I’m sure not all litter in Shika is foreign. That’s kind of racist, don’t you think?”

“It’s fact,” he replied coolly. “You can see for yourself.”

I rolled down my window and leaned out, trying to read the labels on the trash as we passed, but he was driving too fast, gunning the engine and making sand spray behind us. “Woo!” he yelled, taking his hands off the steering wheel as we sped toward the surf. He braked to a screeching halt, so close to the waves that they spat on his windshield. I could feel the wet sand sliding and shifting beneath the tires. Suddenly queasy, I pushed the door open and lunged out of the car, bending over to grip my knees and take a few ragged breaths. I felt upset and a little humiliated by my reaction to what had obviously been a harmless prank. What had I thought—that he was going to drive straight into the ocean? As a wave swept over my feet, soaking my shoes, I noticed an old Coca-Cola bottle. The writing on the glass was etched away, faded but still legible, printed in Cyrillic.

“You were right,” I said, getting back into the car. “The trash is foreign.”

I waited for him to say “I told you so,” or some Japanese equivalent, but instead he apologized. “I’m sorry if I frighten you,” he said. “I was only goofing about.”

“I know,” I said. “I wasn’t scared.”

He pulled out a pack of Mild Sevens and held it out to me before helping himself. As he lit a cigarette, I noticed that he had long narrow fingers, perfectly articulated, and that they were trembling slightly. My own hands always shake, so that people are constantly asking me if I’m okay when I feel perfectly fine. I wondered if he had the same problem, or if he was upset. I don’t know how he guessed that I wanted a smoke, but it was a relief not to have to ask. I took one and he lit it with his Zippo. Then he rolled down both car windows and we smoked in companionable silence, our arms extending into the sunlight, still facing the sea.

 

At the end of my first week of teaching, Miyoshi-sensei offered to take me grocery shopping. “I had better teach you how to shop,” he said, which made Carolyn laugh. I’ve never had a hard time figuring out how to spend money. But the truth was we did need help decoding the Japanese supermarket, which still left us stumped after a month in Shika. We’d buy corn oil only to find out it was corn syrup, bring home fresh bamboo tips that remained woody after an hour of boiling, purchase a melon without doing the yen conversion and figure out too late that we’d spent twenty dollars on showpiece fruit.

Carolyn was especially frustrated. When I told her about Miyoshi-sensei’s offer, naturally she assumed she’d be coming along. “Don’t do anything to give us away,” I said as the doorbell rang. She frowned and I shrugged. I sensed that Miyoshi-sensei and I were on the verge of becoming friends—we noticed the same things and found the same things funny—and I wanted this to happen. But I also wanted to keep my home and work life separate. He was perceptive, and I worried that he’d guess Carolyn and I were a couple.

“It’s great to meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

“Ah,” he said, blushing slightly. “I hope it’s good things.”

“Of course,” she said. “M is always talking about what a fun young supervisor she got. I’m jealous!” Carolyn’s supervisor was a grandmotherly type with a subscription to Britain’s Royalty magazine, who couldn’t understand how Carolyn failed to share her single-minded fascination with the landed gentry of the world.

“Ah,” he said. “Sorry, but you are…?”

“This is Carolyn,” I said. “We both moved here from New York, remember?”

“Of course,” he said. “That’s why you needed a house big enough to share.”

“Thank you so much for helping us find this place,” Carolyn said, “and for offering to teach us how to grocery shop. I do most of the cooking, so I’m the one who needs help.”

“Ah,” he said again, looking back and forth between us.

In the car he offered me a cigarette and I asked Carolyn if it would bother her if I smoked. “Do whatever you want,” she said, sounding annoyed. More than the smell of smoke, she hates to police me, to come across as uptight. When I turned around, trying to catch her eye and share a private smile, she was staring out at the apartment buildings rising incongruously from the rice fields.

“Who lives there?” she asked Miyoshi-sensei.

“No one,” he replied. “They are vacancy.”

“Vacant,” she corrected him. “I thought there were no apartments for rent.”

I held my breath, waiting for him to blow my cover. No apartments big enough to share, is what he’d said. But instead he explained that these buildings had been erected during the real estate boom of the eighties, then abandoned when the investors went bankrupt.

“It’s kind of a ghost town,” he said.

“This whole place is,” Carolyn pronounced with characteristic bluntness. She is compulsively honest, almost physically incapable of bullshitting. I worried that he’d be off ended, but instead he agreed. He told us that the Noto Peninsula was depopulating rapidly as companies shut down their small town branches and young people left for the cities in Central Honshu where all the jobs were. In the past, kids had attended their neighborhood high schools—he himself had gone to Shika Koko before it became a vocational school—but now, those with entrance exam scores high enough to qualify traveled as far as two hours by bus to attend prestigious schools in Kanazawa City.

“Shika is inaka,” he said. “Meaning hick town.” We laughed and he went on. “When I saw you were living on Manhattan’s Broadway before this, I worried for you. It’s true, there is not much here for tourists. But this is the real Japan, ne?”

“That’s what I keep telling M,” Carolyn said, touching the back of my neck, pushing her fingers under my hair. And even though he could’ve seen in his rearview mirror, I leaned back for just a moment.

 


As we entered the supermarket, Carolyn was almost giddy with excitement. She admires produce the way other people do flowers or jewelry. Inspired by an ingredient, she’ll create an ordinary weekday dinner for just the two of us to rival the finest restaurant meal. But Miyoshi-sensei was pushing the cart, and every time she wanted to buy something, he had a good reason why we “had better not.” The enoki mushrooms were too expensive; the fresh tofu was not a good bargain; peaches had gone out of season, so we “had better” buy apple pears instead.

In Tokyo, we’d been required to sit through a culture shock panel led by an ex-marine turned EFL teacher, who told us that the expression “you had better” was a direct translation of a Japanese idiom that didn’t have the same patronizing tone. “If my Japanese wife tells me that I ‘had better not’ go drinking with my buddies after work,” he said, “she’s not trying to be bossy, she’s just looking out for my best interests.” He winked. “And I don’t have to do what she says.” Every time Miyoshi-sensei rejected something that Carolyn chose, she looked at me expectantly and I felt trapped. He was only trying to help us, and we could always come back later. She picked out a package of fresh ramen noodles and he took it out of her hand, adding a dusty stack of Cup Noodles to the cart instead.

“Let me guess,” she said flatly, “It’s a better bargain?”

“Sodesune,” he agreed. “Also, I think Americans prefer this kind of ramen. Maybe real Japanese noodles are kind of so difficult to cook correctly.”

“I used to work at a Japanese restaurant,” she said.

“Ah,” he said. “But American Japanese food is so different. When I spent a summer in California, I could never find real Japanese food like home.”

“Well you weren’t going to the right places then,” she said under her breath.


 

He took us for lunch at Coco’s California Café, a family restaurant off the highway that we had already been to several times. There were color pictures of everything on the menu, but he proceeded to describe the specials in detail. The Japanese hambagu, he explained, was different from the American hambaga, because the patty came without buns, heaped with grated daikon. “You had better try it,” he said, and when the waitress came to our table he began to order three hambagu setto. A setto, or “set,” was a prix-fixe meal, with an appetizer, main dish, and dessert. Unlike at home, there weren’t different choices in each category, and substitutions were unheard of. You couldn’t even ask for mustard instead of mayonnaise on the chicken sandwich, when the photo quite clearly showed a white and not a yellow stripe. The menu was nonnegotiable, with no exceptions.

“Actually,” Carolyn spoke up, “I’d like an omelet and a salad.” She waited for him to translate, but instead he inspected the menu. “Maybe you should order hambagu setto,” he said at last. “It’s a better value, ne? We always order setto.”

“There is no omelet setto,” she said.

“Exactly,” he said. “Don’t worry. Hambagu is not so different from hambaga.”

Carolyn kicked me under the table. She hadn’t eaten meat since the fifth grade, when her class took a field trip to a farm. Sometimes her discipline impressed me, and sometimes I found it exhausting. I’d stopped eating meat—at least red meat, at least most of the time—when she told me that she could taste it on my breath when we kissed. But secretly I was looking forward to my hambagu.

“Hambagu is a Japanese variation on an American theme,” Miyoshi-sensei said, “just like Miss Marina’s American variation on a Japanese theme. Midwest-o sushi.”


This was a sore spot. On the application to teach in Japan, we had to answer the questions, “How does Japanese culture influence or inspire you?” and “How are you preparing for life in Japan?” At the time, I happened to be interning for a short-lived magazine called Midwestern Palate. My job was to come up with recipes to showcase the products of our advertisers. I wasn’t a very good cook, and most of my best ideas—including Midwest sushi—came from Carolyn. I’d stapled a copy of the recipe onto my application, to go with an essay about how I’d been trying to bring my love of Japanese cuisine to small town America.

Carolyn and I were both enrolled in a Japanese crash course, but only she did the homework regularly. She wrote the Japanese words for every object in her dorm room on strips of paper that she taped to the things they named, while I only learned the words that sounded like English: foku, naifu, supoon, for fork, knife and spoon, waishiatsu, for white shirt, tabako, for cigarette and (my personal favorite) sukinshippu or “skinship,” for close physical contact. When I teased her for being such a nerd, she said that I’d be sorry when I didn’t know anything about the country, couldn’t utter a word except “skinship,” and didn’t have any money saved.

“I’ll have you,” I said.

So we were both upset when I got in on the first round and she was wait-listed. I told her that I didn’t want to come here without her, which made her even angrier. She said that I was putting too much pressure on her, that she didn’t want to be responsible for my happiness, that I shouldn’t make her the focus of my life. We were just twenty-two, after all. What were the odds of this lasting? I knew she was right, but I hated her honesty. When she did get in off the waiting list, just a few weeks later, it wasn’t quite the celebratory moment that it might have been.

“I translated your sushi recipe for Shika’s newspaper,” Miyoshi-sensei said to me. “I called it ‘Miss Marina’s Sushi.’ I think so many people smeared Philadelphia on ham, arranged a pickle, and cut into pieces like a maki. Even I attempted, and I never cook!”

“It was actually Carolyn’s recipe,” I said.

“Did you like it?” she asked.

“Well,” he said, “sushi means rice with vinegar. Your sushi had only meat and cheese. We couldn’t recognize. However, your photograph appeared next to the recipe, Miss Marina. So probably many people recognize you!”

No wonder those boys at the beach had known my name. I was embarrassed, thinking of the picture that must have appeared in the newspaper, the passport photo I had taken on the day I cut off all my hair last spring. Carolyn swore that she liked my long hair, which was golden and streaky and almost as thick as my wrist when I wore it pulled back. But I wanted to look fierce and androgynous too, so I went to her barber down at Astor Place and paid five dollars to have it shorn off in less than five minutes. I had my picture taken that afternoon to document the change. But what I saw disappointed me. I didn’t look like Carolyn or her ex-girlfriends. My face was too round, my nose too prominent, my mouth too big. The blond scruff almost disappeared against my scalp and I looked naked and vulnerable. I looked like a big baby. I started to grow it out right away and suffered through months of puff y, feathered awkwardness, less fierce and androgynous from week to week and more like a suburban mom with a mushroom cut.

“I really appreciate all that you’ve done for us,” Carolyn said, leaving her hambagu untouched. ‘But do you know if there are any other places for rent here?”

“What?” I said. I knew our house had its share of problems, but she’d never mentioned wanting to move, with or without me. This felt like an ambush.


“I kind of doubt it,” he said, looking at us both. “Like I told Miss Marina in my letter, the only apartments for rent are too small to share.”

“You told her that,” Carolyn repeated, looking at me squarely.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

“We could’ve rented studios in the same building,” she said. “We could still.”

“Actually, now that you paid your key money, you couldn’t get it back again…” He trailed off, his eye twitching slightly. “I think you had better stay where you are. Anyhow, Japanese landlords are sort of reluctant to rent to a foreigner. It’s not racism exactly, only landlords want to rent to long-term tenant, not temporary person.”

“We both signed contracts for a year,” Carolyn said.

“But a year is kind of short,” he said. “You’ll see. It will pass quickly.”

 

Once we were alone at home, she wasn’t as upset as I feared. She said that she understood why I’d hidden this detail from her, that it was sweet in a way, how much I wanted to live together, even if she did wish I’d been more honest.

“Miyoshi-sensei seemed uncomfortable around me,” she said. “He obviously wished I wasn’t there so that you two could have a blast as usual.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “And we don’t always have a blast.”

“You’re always talking about how funny he is, what a good time you have joking around, and I’m sorry, but I just didn’t see it.”

“I think you put him on edge,” I said.

“He put me on edge! Talk about bossy. Why does he care about what we eat?”

“He was just trying to be helpful.”


“It’s weird how you’re still defending him.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You’re right. He was being annoying.”

“You could’ve stood up for me.”

“Defended your honor?” I said, but she didn’t laugh. I apologized again. “I felt caught between the two of you,” I tried to explain. “He was being annoying, but you were acting kind of aggressive. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.”

“I felt like a third wheel on a bicycle.”

“Isn’t that a tricycle?”

“Ha ha,” she deadpanned. “He’s a good-looking guy.”

“You think so?” I asked. I did too, in a way, although I was dying to mess up his hair, untuck his shirt, rough him up a little around the edges. Buttoned-up people have that effect on me. Carolyn was buttoned up too, in her own punk way. For all her body piercings and Manic Panic hair dye, she polished her boots on schedule, ironed her shirts, and never wore dirty underwear.

“What I don’t get,” she said, “is why it’s so important for you that we live together, but you don’t want anyone to know that we’re a couple.” I shrugged and told her that I didn’t want to scare people away before they had a chance to get to know us. “Then you had better not do that,” she said in Miyoshi-sensei’s accent when I kissed her in front of our bedroom window. Our window upstairs looked directly into the bedroom window of Haruki Ogawa, and several times we’d caught the boy peering out at us, obviously spying. It was creepy. I didn’t know what he’d seen, but I figured that since he never spoke, our secret was safe with him at least.

 

A few days later, I was walking home from school when I caught sight of a bulky figure on the road ahead of me, moving at a snail’s pace, so slowly that I couldn’t help but catch up. “Konnichiwa,” I said to Haruki. “Gomi…arigato.” Garbage, thank you? I hoped he’d get the point. I was about to pass when he reached out and grabbed my wrist. I laughed out of shock and nervousness.

“Dontotesutome,” he growled.

“I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I don’t speak much Japanese yet.”

“Don’t. Test. Me.” He let go of my wrist and took off. Watching him run was like watching a cow sprint. It looked unnatural, like he was being chased, but I was the only other person on the street.
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