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This is a true story. Everything that happens in these pages is an account of what really took place, according to my perception. For reasons of respect and gratitude certain names and details have been changed, but these are real people, real conversations and real events. Unless of course you happen to be my mother, in which case everything in this book is a figment of my imagination, none of these people exist and none of this ever happened.

Itadakimasu.
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ONE EYED JACK

The yellow line lay obediently at my feet. A shiny canary yellow, it was impossibly perfect. You couldn’t have painted a more perfect, candy-coated line, unless you were a robot. It must have been a robot’s work, but then again, maybe not. Everything around me had the same quality as that yellow line. The antiseptic voice broadcasting in high definition through a spotless ceiling. The orderly lines filing like clockwork through a row of identical counters. Everyone perfectly groomed. Perfectly poised. Perfectly patient. The way I was summoned to step over that yellow line. A quick flick of the wrist. Come this way, please. No translation needed. It all had that same immaculate polish.

He looked startlingly young for the crisp severity of his uniform, every strand of a symmetrical bowl-cut glistening under fluorescent lights. He was the first immigration officer I’d ever seen whose eyes sparkled. A slight bow brought his pin-straight hair falling forward and I nodded slightly in return, surrendering my passport into a starched white glove.

‘Good morning. What is the purpose of your visit, please?’

‘Ummm, tourism,’ I smiled innocently. My response was automatic. It might have been inaccurate, but I doubted I would get one step further if I told him the truth.

‘And where will you be staying?’

‘The Hotel Sunroute, Shinjuku.’

Flipping through my passport, the immigration officer stopped briefly to look up and compare the live version of myself to the colour photo on page 2. I smiled again. Satisfied, he flattened a sticker precisely onto the lower-left corner of page 8:


	JAPAN IMMIGRATION INSPECTOR. LANDING PERMISSION.

	Date of Permit: 30 AUG 2004. Until: 28 NOV 2004. Duration: 90 days



‘Nathan’s in a meeting. He’ll be with you when he’s through.’

The room reminded me of an old vaudeville theatre. Slightly run down, slightly done up. It was the deep-buttoned velvet decor. Brass poles on a mirrored stage. The way the ridiculously low lighting buffered the edges, the faces, made everything soft and threw the corners into darkness. It was a mood that permeated even to the waiters, handsome but gaunt as they were.

The club had yet to open and there were maybe ten men in the room. Some Japanese, some Caucasian. I shifted my weight on the bar stool, sitting up straighter to focus on two suits in conversation at the far end of the room. It was for one of them I was waiting, and with little else to do I watched the smoke gather in a faint haze above them.

Thirty minutes passed. The two men disappeared, and soon I was joined by a nervous Israeli at the next table. Hopeful-job-applicant-of-the-evening #2, she had long raven curls that overpowered her delicate bone structure. Her English was laboured and difficult to understand, so we sat in silence as bottle-blondes began to strut in on four-inch heels, clutching designer handbags beneath acrylic French-tipped nails. They were the first to arrive of the reported seventy hostesses who worked at One Eyed Jack — Tokyo’s most prestigious international hostess club — and I watched as they gathered in groups to chain smoke the elasticity of their skin away.

These tawdry glamour girls were nothing like my memories of the girl I’d met on top of a mountain in Nepal. I had been sixteen and it was my first trip overseas. She had been travelling around the world for years on her own. She was beautiful. She was intelligent and carefree. But most intriguingly of all, she was funded by the most unlikely of benefactors: the male Japanese customers of a Tokyo hostess club.

Since then I’d met other girls who’d hostessed in Japan. Their stories were just as fascinating. I’d noticed that they’d talk it up at first, but mid-spin they became jaded. I wondered what had caused almost all of them to leave Tokyo with an unpleasant aftertaste of everything Japanese. Was it one drink too many, one gram too much? Was it the men? Even more intriguingly what caused them to go back? Because many of them did.

These ambitious young women seemed to have something in common, apart from a First World nation imprinted on their certificate of birth. Were they the lost ones, seeking distraction from lacklustre lives, a string of bad relationships, or the reality that they’d spent four years earning a degree they didn’t know what to do with? Perhaps they were the adventurous ones, looking for something different. Or was Tokyo just the best thing going at the time?

For me it was a conscious decision. I am thoroughly prepared. I am rock solid, and I must admit, I have a bit of an agenda. Since the early eighties, I would guess that hundreds of thousands of women have come to Japan to temporarily work in Tokyo’s lucrative hostess clubs. All of them had a motive. All of them had a story. Yet a person’s desire to hear these stories could not be satiated by even one personal account. No one had written about their experiences. Why not? Well, this may sound brash, but from what I could tell, everyone who might have had the inclination had just got too fucked up. So I’d decided to do it myself.

Another thirty minutes passed. Where the hell was this Nathan? There wasn’t a speck of dirt left under my fingernails. I’d surveyed the entire room from top to bottom. My second complimentary cranberry on ice was now just ice, and a scratch was developing in my throat. I was just about to consider walking out when he walked in, on a direct path towards me.

Immaculately dressed, Nathan wore a suit you couldn’t buy at a department store and shoes that shone like polished marble. His hair was spiked and glossed. His eyes were sharp, his eyebrows perfectly shaped. A commanding, utterly confident air oozed from his every molecule. In the realm of first impressions, the man was a machine. ‘Excuse me, I’m sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Nathan. Please come with me.’ He shook my hand firmly but briefly as his eyes locked onto mine, and I followed him across the room to a circular, thirties-style lounge. Sliding around to the back, he undid the only button on his suit jacket and straightened the points of a stiff collar in what seemed like one motion. Then he glanced over the application I’d been left with an hour ago.

It covered all the basics, plus the statement:


	Anyone working for One Eyed Jack Co. must obey company rules and all Japanese laws. Anyone underage or without proper permission may not work. Anyone participating in illegal acts will be immediately dismissed without pay.



Curiously, ‘Do you have a working visa: Yes/No’ had already been circled ‘Yes’.

‘Okay, Chelsea. You’re interested in working as a hostess. Where are you from?’

‘Canada.’

‘Oh. I was guessing the States. I grew up in New York. My father, he’s Italian-American, but my mother, she’s Japanese. I’ve been in Tokyo the past eight years. It just grabs hold of you, sucks you in. I love it, and there’s absolutely nowhere I’d rather be, but sometimes you have to wonder what the hell you’re doing here. How old are you?’

‘Twenty.’ I shot a look at the form in front of him and he stopped to read it this time.

‘You’re a fashion model?’

‘Well, yeah, I ...’

‘And you’re looking to work part-time to supplement your modelling income?’ He’d cut me off with surgical precision, but that wasn’t my answer.

‘No. I came specifically to hostess. I’d like to work full-time.’

Nathan’s head cocked slightly as the edges of his eyes narrowly creased. ‘We’re open six nights a week, but most girls work five,’ he began. ‘Let me explain our club’s system to you. All our new girls start off on two-thousand yen an hour, which can increase later depending on your ability. Our best girls are on three-thousand to thirty-five-hundred yen plus drinks, which means they can make up to sixty American dollars an hour when it’s busy. Working hours are from 9.00 pm to 3.00 am. Drink backs are five-hundred yen for every drink the customer orders you during the night, up to a maximum of twenty-five. That’s four or five every hour; most girls can do that easily when it’s busy. Drinks do not have to be alcoholic, you can order juice, but it’s still fifteen-hundred yen to the customer. We don’t pay for requests, which is when a customer asks specifically for you. It’s a base hourly wage plus drink backs. Got it?’

I nodded and let him continue.

‘We pay three times a month. The 10th, the 25th and the 15th. The 10th is for the second two weeks of the previous month worked, the 25th for the 1st to the 15th. On the 15th we pay you for your drinks. When you come in to work, the girls will explain anything else you need to know but that’s the basics of it. I’ll give you my card with my number on it. You don’t have a phone?’ He tapped the space I’d left blank on the form.

‘No, not yet. I just got here two days ago.’

‘All right, get a phone, then ring this number tomorrow, around seven. I’ve got a few other interviews tonight and I’ll be able to tell you by tomorrow. A lot of girls are coming back from their summer holidays broke and they expect to work here. Give me a call.’

Nathan took out a napkin and pulled a silver pen from his breast pocket. ‘I’ll give you the names of a couple other clubs you can check out tonight. They work on a different system than us. Some girls do better in a different-style club ... they pay a higher hourly wage, but you’re not paid to drink.’ He scribbled out Greengrass and Outline. ‘Both of these are looking for girls. When you go outside, turn left and go past Velfarre. On the right you’ll see Seventh Heaven, it’s one of our other clubs, a strip club. Don’t worry, I’m not sending you there. There’s an elevator past the entryway. Greengrass is on the sixth or seventh floor. Then go check out this one.’ He underlined Outline. ‘Once you leave Greengrass, you ask the black guy downstairs and he’ll tell you how to get there. It’s pretty close but I don’t know where exactly. I don’t get out much. I just come to work and I go home.’ He smiled a cool, ironed-on smile. ‘I don’t hang around.’

‘Okay. Good. Thanks for your time, Nathan.’

‘No problem. Any questions, call me on the number I gave you. And good luck.’

Nathan ended the conversation with a firm shake of my hand and disappeared.

My black pump drew back as quickly as it hit the pavement. One stride further and it would have been under the tyre of a jet-black Lamborghini Murciélago, so close I could see my reflection in its über-buffed paint job. Its state-of-the-art sound system breathed heavily into the humid night air as it tried to bully its way down the narrow alley like a stallion on a tether. It was a wickedly impressive beast — surely the chariot of choice should the devil come to town — but here its presence was hardly acknowledged.

As twilight fell, neon signs everywhere were awakening from dull and dusty sobering disappointments of the day to scream out ‘It’s better than ever! as their kaleidoscopic gases seeped into the veins of the city, infecting them with a euphoria that heightened the senses and brought lustre to the underneath.

This was Roppongi. It screamed to be seen. Irashaimase! Komban wa!

Even though I’d never heard of Greengrass, I thought I should check it out, and so in the name of a good backup plan I made a beeline for the corner, where, at the end of a second, darker path, I could see the glowing sign of the strip joint. Deep breaths. Keep your head up and walk towards the light. I dodged erratic taxis and a blacked-out Mercedes-Benz, trying to watch out for potholes in the beams of their headlights. I passed two enormous Pacific Islanders flanking the sweeping red staircase of a towering Yakuza-owned mega-club, and not much further was the entryway to Seventh Heaven, blocked by another bouncer as intimidating as the last pair.

‘Hey, hey, hey! Where you going, girlfriend? You lookin’ for a job, sweetheart?’ He had to be the guy Nathan had mentioned.

‘Yeah, sure I am, but not the kind you’re thinking of, thanks.’

‘What you tellin’ me, you not an exotic dancer, honey?’ I grimaced as he looked me up and down. ‘Crying shame, man, I would be your best customer. You would make a lot of money, I am telling YOU!’ He pinched his fingers and gave them a loud smack, like an Italian telling Mama that her spaghetti bolognese was the most succulently delicious in all of Italy. I smiled coldly.

‘No, sorry. Not interested.’

‘Okay, okay. I understand. Don’t worry, girl, I am your friend. You looking for a hostess job, am I right? Okay. That is sweet.’ His posture softened as he extended a hand and engulfed mine in it. ‘I am Solomon. From Nigeria.’ As he nearly dislocated my shoulder, I added his name to a long list of the street hustlers who’d already tried to recruit me that night. Once free, I made towards the elevator.

‘Hey, girlfriend!’ Solomon shouted after me. ‘You ever change your mind, you know, ’bout dancin’ in my club, you just come see me!’

That wasn’t going to happen any time soon.



THE SILENT LAUGHING MAN

Coming out of the elevator on the sixth floor I thought I must have got off at the wrong stop. In front of me were two giant ornate doors plastered with studio shots of some very handsome ladies. Posing seductively in lingerie, they were all smiles, Adam’s apples and silicone boobs, with a few manicured man-hands clutching the overflowing breasts of fellow Y-chromosome cohorts. There was certainly no subtlety here. Even the door handles outdid themselves. Of Dionysus like proportions, they were golden penises thicker than you could get your hand around and a foot in height. With disturbed amusement, I turned to the other side of the narrow corridor to see a plain door with a discreet sign next to it: Greengrass. This was the right floor after all.

Inside, I stood in semi-darkness. Eric Clapton played softly in the background. My pupils dilated, and when the room came into focus it was surprisingly small and demure. The walls were hung with prints of tasteful masterpieces and lined with turquoise, deep-buttoned seating. Still, it lacked the grungy feeling of Jack’s. Everything was low to the ground, hard-angled and decidedly masculine.

A dozen tables skirted the perimeter of the room, each with round, cushioned stools beside them. There were no windows. At one end, a karaoke machine lay dormant, the wall behind it dominated by a large audio system. It made me distinctly anxious. An unobtrusive bar occupied the opposite side of the room, and it was here that three men in pressed white shirts were sitting. I must have startled them with my unannounced appearance, as they dropped their three cigarettes into an ashtray like schoolboys caught smoking, but when the oldest stood and solemnly gestured for me to approach, the smoking resumed.

I was taller than him, but without heels we were probably the same height. He wore a peculiar black bow tie and his hair was unnaturally shiny, as though freshly sprayed on with aerosol paint. His face was heart-shaped. Kind eyes, tiny mouth, bad skin.

He looked at me expectantly, his hands clasped behind his back.

‘Komban wa,’ I bowed. ‘Nathan from One Eyed Jack sent me to your club. I’d like to find out about working here.’

Nodding, he motioned towards a tiny table between two liquor cabinets filled floor to ceiling with bottle. The absurdly low table was no higher than my knees, and as we sat across from each other I felt like a Girl Scout at a secret powwow. With both hands, he presented his name card. An inscription read ‘Nakamura Nishi’ beneath three large kanji characters. He was the club’s manager.

Normally, hostess clubs are managed by a mama-san, an older woman who is typically an ex-hostess herself. She maintains relationships with the customers, cataloguing their personal preferences while simultaneously presiding over the girls like a mother hen. In the case of Greengrass, however, it appeared that Nishi had been installed as a kind of male mama-san.

I made my introduction and formalities mostly in Japanese, and he smiled without parting his lips until I couldn’t think of anything else to say. Finally, he spoke.

‘Prease, I am Nishi. Nakamura family name. You speak Japanese berry well.’

‘Thank you, but I don’t really. Just a little. Chotto! I held up my thumb and forefinger measuring just an inch in the international sign for ‘just a little’.

‘My Engrish not so berry good. I am sorry.’ Nishi’s head bobbed up and down on his shoulders as he laughed without noise. He placed a piece of paper in front of me that seemed to outline the club’s system — a jumble of paragraphs about wages, bonuses and the conditions to be met in order to receive them. It was surprising that you were fined twenty-five-hundred yen for being sick and ten-thousand yen for not coming to work, but from their point of view I suppose it was necessary. Each point took Nishi several minutes to explain, a combination of his poor English and incredibly slow and humbled manner. With an endless stream of clarifying questions on my part, I slowly began to grasp the differences in his club’s system that ‘some girls do better with’.

The hourly wage was higher, but guaranteed hours were shorter. The bonus system sounded promising, but it required the building of continuous relationships. I wasn’t sure about that. It sounded awkward and made earning potential a lot more complicated than showing up and knocking back as many standard drinks as you could every night — the paradoxical advantage of Jack’s.

Here, in order to earn a decent wage, you had to be popular. Customers had to ask specifically for you, and to achieve your bonus you had to reach a quota of a certain number of dohans, which were pre-arranged dinner dates with customers before escorting them into the club. Otherwise, you were on the minimum-wage wagon.

Greengrass certainly fit my preconceived notion of a traditional hostess club, closer to the geisha system from which it stemmed than the high-flying One Eyed Jack. Instead of a mirrored stage and half-naked cabaret dancers, here the karaoke machine and its catalogue of songs provided the secondary entertainment. Hostesses were valued for their conversational skills (otherwise known as ego pampering), rather than just as drinking partners who could hold their liquor and look hot in a skirt. However, the biggest distinction between the clubs was how much more money you could pull at Jack’s for doing essentially the same job. A couple of hundred dollars a night multiplied over three months becomes a dynamically decisive factor. If I could work at One Eyed Jack, I would.

When Nishi had finished, there was only one crucial thing I had left to know. ‘Do I have to sing karaoke?’ I was definitely not going to sing karaoke. That was my worst fear, but Nishi’s head bobbed silently up and down.

‘No, no. Chelsea-san not singing. Only customer. Some girls sing. Some girls sing too much, give me berry bad headache. You come Friday night, okay?’

Today was Thursday.

‘Ummm, can I let you know tomorrow? I need to think about it.’ I didn’t tell Nishi it all depended on whether Nathan from One Eyed Jack said yes, and I wanted to discuss it with Matt. ‘Can I call you tomorrow after, I don’t know, seven o’clock?’

‘Okay, tomorrow. I wish for you to decide Greengrass. I wait for your call. If Chelsea-san say yes, I will be berry happy man.’

‘Hello, is Nathan there please?’

A soft female voice instructed me to wait, so I waited. And waited. I kept waiting until I worried my phone credit would run out. Just before the sickly sweet J-Pop oozing into my ear started to cause irreversible cavities, a man picked up. ‘Nathan is not here.’

‘Okay, I was in last night. He told me to ring at seven about working there.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Chelsea.’

‘All right. I don’t know anything about it, but he’s not here and he won’t be here until Monday.’

‘Monday?’ I repeated in disbelief. But Nathan had been so specific about tonight.

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘So should I call back on Monday?’

‘Uh ... yes, call on Monday.’ I hung up and pulled out Nishi’s card from my wallet. It was all a bit mysterious. Monday was three days away and somehow I suspected I wouldn’t get an answer even if I waited until then.

Ring, ring. ‘Moshi moshi!’

‘Hello, Nakamura-san? This is Chelsea, I came into your club last night. I’ve decided I’d like to work for you.’



PINKS, YELLOWS AND BREASTS

Hey girlfriend, you lookin’ fine tonight! You work here now? All right! Where at, Republika?’ Republika was the building’s all-Russian hostess club.

‘No, Solomon. At Greengrass, on the sixth floor. How’s it going tonight?’ My hand disappeared inside his again as he pumped it up and down.

‘Good, good. I’m doin’ good, girlfriend. Pretty busy tonight, you know. Friday night!’ He dropped my hand quickly to wave a glossy flyer in front of some briefcase-toting Japanese salarymen passing by on the street. ‘Sexy girls, topless dancers! Beautiful girls!’ Ignored, he shouted after them. ‘You don’t like sexy girls? What’s wrong with you, man?’

‘Have a good night, Solomon,’ I laughed in retreat.

‘No, no, you have a good night, sweetheart. Don’t you worry ’bout me.’

While Solomon shouted at passers-by, I studied the posters on the brick wall next to the elevator. A backlit group of Filipino girls with near identical haircuts, miniskirts and bobby socks smiled at me collectively above names like Rose, Julie and Jenny. Four noodle-limbed Japanese hostesses kneeled submissively in lingerie, faces covered with the backs of their hands. The advertising was somewhat disturbing, far more unsettling than the nondescript Las Vegas-style poster for Seventh Heaven, all pinks, yellows and breasts.

Luckily, Greengrass had no poster; it was just a name on the floor guide. There was nothing for the lady-boy club next door to it either, but with such a distinct niche the golden-penis-gated ones probably didn’t have much in the way of competition.

Alone in the elevator, I pushed six and the doors closed. Okay. Asphyxiate the butterflies. Make them go away. Greengrass didn’t welcome its patrons with phallic symbolism, and I had no use for nerves. All I had use for was two pieces of information: how did it work, and how could I work it? I could do this, I told myself. Easy.

What we often misunderstand in the West is that hostessing in Japan has very little to do with sex, quite a lot to do with psychology and nothing to do with prostitution. It is more like being a tip-seeking bartender and a native English teacher at the same time. Cleavage with cadence. That is why it is okay, for instance, to have a boyfriend. Or to be married.

I got married in Australia. I was eighteen and he was twenty-three. Mr Matthew Brian Brennan. He completely blew me away. I’d never met someone so self-possessed, so beautiful and so consummately unique. And I’d never, ever thought that I would want to do something as predictable as getting married. But then the future just slipped into my mind — and by coincidence he was thinking the same thing. Two months later we wore sneakers and blue jeans to the city registry office with a couple of his best mates as witnesses, and it turned out to be the only type of wedding we’d ever want to have.

Matt and I have never really embraced the conventional rules of expectation. I don’t care about flowers and we don’t pine over calendar celebrations or token gifts that ‘prove’ each other’s commitment, but we love each other unconditionally. Our friendship is paramount, and we’ve always been equals. That’s why when I came up with the idea of writing this book while eating New York cheesecake in Bangkok one afternoon, Matt was almost more enthusiastic about it than me, and two days later we were en route to Tokyo. His faith in me has always been unshakeable.

This exploration into the unknown wasn’t about me being a hostess, spending my nights platonically entertaining older Japanese men; it was about the experience, the opportunity to live the life and to document it. I am lucky that Matt has the emotional confidence not to be worried by the idea. As for me, I know that anywhere I want to go, I can always get there of my own ability, but that’s not the point of relationships, now, is it? Matt is my elevator, and I am his.

It is bizarre, yes, and seems unorthodox to foreigners, but the world of Japanese hostess clubs is just another dimension of reality. Drop a Zulu in Disneyland and he’ll think it’s crazy, but millions of people love the magical kingdom and its weird, surreal little corner of make-believe. It’s a billion-dollar industry, a part of the American social furniture.

Likewise, hostess bars in Japan are commonplace, respectable and not at all revolutionary. They’re not even a recent occurrence, because long before Western women came to pour drinks and help them practise their English, Japanese men were flocking to Japanese hostesses. It wasn’t until the bubble economy of the eighties — when international trade swelled the fortunes of the country’s millionaires and billionaires to extreme highs — that English became a hot commodity for the elite, and so too did the fantasy of the blonde, blue-eyed woman. Today, Western girls remain a novelty — that maraschino cherry in your caramelised rum — and probably always will, but this is a subculture with revolving doors that ensures most of them are only here temporarily.

No less a part of the Japanese psyche than the Sunday family dinner, the hostess club exists in the business and entertainment districts alike. No one is ashamed of frequenting a hostess club. No one denies it. It is nothing like a stolen hour spent in some seedy showgirl venue. In many a Japanese hostess club, men are privileged just to be going. The more exclusive, the higher the status, and so they boast. They even use clubs as legitimate alibis for wives who dare question their endless stream of late nights out, as companies often schedule after-work meetings or leisure time at a favourite hostess club. Attendance is mandatory. Clients are entertained at the best club a company can afford as a measure of goodwill to strengthen business relations.

It is a cultural phenomenon that runs parallel to daily existence, even complementing it. It is a place where men come just to be in the company of women for however long they are willing to pay for it. Men rely on the hostess club, its hostesses and often the karaoke to relieve long-workday stress, to talk make-believe and have someone listen to whatever the hell they feel like saying. In Japan’s workaholic patriarchal world, it’s probably almost a necessity. A part of the social furniture.

And I was fascinated. Could something so untainted really exist in the eye of such a sexually charged storm? Next to pinks, yellows and breasts? Across the hall from a transsexual treasure trove? With all the other options out there, what were powerful, intelligent and obscenely wealthy Japanese men seeking in a young, Western hostess? She didn’t take off her clothes or dance around a pole. She certainly wasn’t going to suck their dick. And in my case, I wasn’t even going to be chatting about current events in a set of matching bra and panties or a schoolgirl uniform like Rosie, Julie and Jenny. I would be required only to wear a respectable cocktail dress and speak perfect English in a polite and charming manner. I’d need to laugh at jokes, pour drinks and light cigarettes. How hard could that be?



AS GREEN AS GRASS

I opened the door to the loud ‘Irashaimase!’ of one of Greengrass’s two gangly waiters busily displaying his talent for bending to hundred-degree angles at split-second notice. It was startling to receive such a formal welcome, but as he snapped back to standing, his eyes expanded behind Lennon rims. ‘Oh! Chelsea-san. Hello,’ he laughed with embarrassment. Nishi must have told him I was coming. ‘I am Tehara.’ I was given a much more appropriate head bow and then ushered through to the powwow table until Nishi could come join me with his ashtray.

‘Chelsea-san, I am berry happy you choose Greengrass,’ Nishi whispered. He smiled and slid a single sheet of paper across the table with a weathered finger. It was a contract. Then came a second. Tap, tap. ‘Berry important for your job, Chelsea-san. Prease read.’

Hostess duties


	Handing the customers oshibori (hand towels). When a customer goes to the table and returns, hand the customer an oshibori.

	Making drinks for the customers. When there is a bottle of whiskey, brandy, wine, champagne, etc. at the table and the customer’s glass is empty or nearly empty, ask the customer how he wants his drink and make them what they ask for.

	Exchanging name cards. As you seat yourself at a table, introduce yourself and exchange name cards (or, alternatively, phone numbers and/or email addresses).

	Not singing karaoke. The hostess’s duties do not include karaoke. Doing so limits the number of times a customer can karaoke. Also realise that the customers do not come to listen to you sing. Hostesses should, however, sing alone with a customer when the customer wants to sing a duet.

	Apparel and footwear. In order to help entertain customers, hostesses should realise that there are desirable and undesirable types of apparel and footwear. For example, skirts should be either a mini-skirt or a long skirt. Shoes should cover the ankle and have heels with a minimum height of 3 cm (about 1 and 1/5 inches) or higher. T-shirts, pants, cardigans, sweaters and sandals are prohibited. Be aware of the dress code, because violations will lead to a disallowable of work for that day. (Hint: party dresses are OK.) If you have questions, ask a member of the staff or an experienced hostess.

	Phone customers (email customers). For example, phone a customer the day after he visits and thank them for coming, tell them that you enjoyed their visit and humour them, etc. Or, in addition, make an appointment to escort them (DOHAN), etc.

	On customer escorts (DOHAN) and activities outside the workplace. Be absolutely sure to leave contact info (name of person you are escorting and a phone and/or email address with a member of the staff) before you go. You should leave contact info with the staff when going to have a drink with a given customer for the first time or accompanying them somewhere as a matter of course. Do not agree to join the person you are accompanying anywhere in which you will be alone with them (such as a private room, car, etc.). Also, be aware that there do exist persons with perverted intentions as well as members of organised crime groups who will try to take advantage of you by posing as ordinary customers. Be aware that such dangers exist. You should observe the same precautions when taking long/short trips or taking a drive, etc. on your own time (your days off).



On Saturday 21 July 2000, her day off, a British hostess working in the Roppongi club Casablanca made a call to her friend saying she was going on a drive with a customer to the Chiba coast. Chiba is Tokyo’s neighbouring prefecture to the east, and the nearest seaside escape from the concrete metropolis. She was never heard from again.

Later that same year a wealthy Korean-Japanese businessman named Joji Obara was arrested for allegedly drugging and raping numerous women on separate occasions since 1996. On further investigation, police found nearly five thousand videotapes at his properties as well as personal diaries chronicling the apparent rapes of more than two hundred women. Obara pleaded not guilty to the charges, maintaining that all of the sexual relationships had been consensual. He also continued to maintain innocence as the prime suspect in the 1992 case of a 21-year-old Australian hostess from Perth, Carita Ridgway, who died mysteriously of liver failure in a Tokyo hospital after allegedly being heavily drugged and raped at the perpetrator’s home.

On 8 February 2001 a dismembered body was found buried in a seaside cave in Misaki, approximately fifty kilometres from Tokyo and a strong spit in the wind away from a condominium owned by one Joji Obara. Forensics linked the body to the dental records of the missing British hostess, Lucie Blackman. When questioned, Obara claimed he had met the hostess only once at the Roppongi club and had no involvement in her death. DNA and fingerprints found in his condo were later forensically matched to the body found in Misaki and to Lucie Blackman. In light of this forensic evidence, and on top of the previous rape charges, Obara’s trial acquired the charges of ‘abduction with an indecent purpose, rape leading to death, and damage and abandonment of a dead body’. Apparently, in Japan’s disgustingly twisted judicial system, the raping, killing and dismembering of a woman is a crime punishable by only three years to life.

Holy shit. At the time I arrived in Tokyo, the trial was still ongoing, and I had to wonder who in their right mind would get themselves into such a position by getting in the car of a virtual stranger? How did that happen?

(Note:          On 24 April 2007, Joji Obara was acquitted of all charges relating to Lucie Blackman despite abundant circumstantial evidence that showed Obara had bought items including quick-drying cement and a chainsaw soon after Lucie’s disappearance, and that he had conducted internet searches on how to dispose of a dead body the day after she disappeared. He was sentenced to life, however, for the guilty verdicts of eight other rape charges and one charge of rape leading to the death of Carita Ridgway.)

‘This is change room, and toiret,’ Tehara announced as he opened a narrow door on to what was essentially a broom cupboard with a coat rack, ‘but now, you can sit there, Chelsea-san.’ There was a spot on the low couch between a rail-thin blonde painting her fingernails by the light of a mobile phone and a curvaceous blossom of colour, all wrapped up in a dress of scattered begonias. While the blonde continued to paint, the blossom introduced herself with a lilting accent and a warm, sunny smile. ‘Bianca, from Romania. Vhat is your name?’ The next ten minutes of my life became a space filled with the diluted version of hers, puffed out on a long, thin cigarette.

Bianca smoked like a 1930s movie star. Elegantly, disaffectedly. Puff, puff. She had come to Japan on a university scholarship, and next month she’d begin her MBA at a prestigious international school in Tokyo. To pay the tuition she’d been working nights as a hostess, days as a travel agent. Puff, puff. Even in the dim light you could see the dark circles under her eyes. It was a heavy load for someone on a student visa, but somehow I suspected her official status to be different. The authentic-looking rock switched to her right hand might have had something to do with it, and the fact that, well, marital compromise is sometimes a small price to pay for personal opportunity. When an educated, multilingual woman working in a Tokyo hostess club just happens to come from Eastern Europe, it hints at a conscious resistance to a future spent in a struggling, post-Communist society. Even if Bianca was on a student visa, the classes that substantiated it would eventually end, or she’d burn out working night and day to fund them. Then she’d have to go back. Back to what? Bleak Town, Romania. So, how long had she been married? No, no, she laughed cordially. The ring was just an heirloom. Right. And mine was from the wee leprechaun down the road.

Once her nails had dried, the blonde leant across Bianca’s ample cleavage. ‘Hello, I am Sonja, from Colombia.’ I shook her dainty hand, but before I could respond, a blur of colour flew past and flung itself over the bar.

‘Am I late? Don’t fine me! I’m sorry, but I haven’t eaten. You don’t expect me to work when I’m starving to death, do you? Don’t think that I don’t know the rules!’

Nishi puffed on his cigarette and the pretty Chinese girl whipped around. ‘Oh, hi there, you’re new! I’m Jamie.’ She waved. I smiled. She turned back to Nishi. ‘Have I got enough time for another sandwich? Huh, do I? You don’t punch me in for eight minutes. I’ll be right back!’ And Jamie ran for the door, half a Starbucks sandwich still in hand.

Just then, a sliver of light split the darkness and a husky voice seeped from the change room as three girls — who’d slipped by unnoticed during Jamie’s entrance — emerged, deep in heated discussion. Rs rolled. Words halted. Throats constricted. What language were they speaking? A dark girl, eyes burning with a fierce intensity, offered a clammy hand and a softly spoken introduction in English, an English that was velvety rich. She looked Arabic. ‘I am Dick La. Shalom.’ Maybe not.

‘Sorry, what?’

‘Dickla. Dic-o-la,’ she enunciated. ‘It’s Hebrew. Israeli name. We are all of us from Israel. This is Abie,’ a mousy, bony girl with a nasal American accent, ‘and Levana,’ a buxom, fake redhead with ivory skin encased in clinging cherry velvet. She smiled between puffs on a cigarette but didn’t say hello. With camaraderie established, Hebrew was quickly reinstated as the tongue of choice and I was abandoned until Jamie came back.

‘Okay, so I’m supposed to tell you everything you need to know about being a hostess. I have no idea why they picked me. I’m, like, the worst hostess in the history of Japan, so it’s probably ’cause I’m from Canada and you’re from Canada, but maybe ’cause I actually know how to speak English. Thank God you’re here. Before I was, like, the only one. I don’t really know what there is to tell you. Did they show you that list of rules, “Duties of the Hostess” or whatever? Pretty much just follow that and it’s no big deal. Oh, and there’s blank name cards up there, and lighters. Do you smoke?’

‘No.’ I took a breath, deep and quick, before she relaunched.

‘You might as well start, everybody does. I really should quit, but it’s just so cheap! You know how much it costs for one pack? Three-hundred yen! That’s it! In Vancouver, it’s like eight dollars a pack! I’m pretty bad, but the customers are worse. You should probably get one of those lighters you can just press down on and then you won’t burn your thumb. I did that, burnt my thumb. Oh, and when you light their cigarettes, make sure you cup your other hand around the lighter. They get pissed off if you don’t do that. It’s not proper etiquette.’ Jamie stopped to pull at the hem of a bright red Chinese dress sliding up her thighs.

‘It’s too short! I cut too much off, but whatever, they like it. I just don’t want anyone to see my underwear. I shouldn’t even be wearing a mini, look at my thighs! Did you know I’ve put on seven kilos since I got here? Seven freakin’ kilos! That’s the worst thing about Tokyo, you get fat. All you do is drink and eat and you turn into a big, fat balloon. I go to the gym every day and I still can’t stop it from happening. Can you believe it?’

Hmmm. Jamie was just like any other girl I’d gone to school with: small-town pretty, the life of the party, and looking for something different from the everyday. She’d left behind her friends, obviously not settling for the steady job-slash-boyfriend, DVD escapism on a couch in the suburbs.

‘So watch out. Actually, you probably don’t need to watch out. What are you, like a size 6? You should model! Are you crazy being a hostess? What are you doing? Any gaijin can model in Japan, even fat old guys. Except for me, because I’m Chinese, well, mixed Thai-Chinese. They don’t like Chinese. But you’d make way more than doing this, talking shit to kindergartners. It’s easy, though, kinda like babysitting, and it beats teaching English. I tried that for a while, but God, was I ever bored out of my mind ...’

‘Jamie! Jamie!’ hissed Tehara with a glare. ‘Customer! You deaf? Come on!’

‘What? I have to go already? Is it a request? God! Sorry, one of my regulars came in. We’ll talk later.’ She scooped up her clutch and teetered away.



EXPANDING VOCABULARIES

‘Irashaimase!’ Tehara pitched forward as two men entered through Greengrass’s one and only door. They bowed stiffly in return, allowing him to stow their briefcases in a hidden closet and sit them next to the karaoke machine. There he presented steaming oshibori and lit cigarettes from one knee. Drink preferences were vocalised. Tehara’s head dropped slightly. It was the same practised charade that had brought the club to full, and so by the time Tehara started to back away in a succession of miniature bows, I was aware that his next call of duty was to bring the hostesses. Alone at the powwow table, there was only me.

Nishi came. He motioned for me to stand, shuffled across the floor and indicated my place with a downturned hand. I breathed in deeply. Here we go. Wiping the perspiration from my palm as discreetly as possible, I sat nervously with a big, friendly smile.

‘Oh! Sagoi!’ Saliva landed on my face. Glasses were quickly taken from a shirt pocket so that two narrowly slit eyes could inspect my face.

‘Komban wa. Watashi wa Chelsea desu. O-namae wa nan desu ka.’ I held out my name card as I introduced myself and asked his name.

‘Oh! Sagoi, sagoi! Berry beautiful and berry crever. So smart-o! You are like my boss! Smart man, over there!’ The foreign face pointed across the table to a man engrossed in conversation with a blonde and then snatched up my card to study it intensely, inches from his eyeballs. ‘I am so sorry. You are most beautiful, I forget my name. Therefore I will now introduce myself to you.’ He pulled out a proper business card of his own and presented it to me. ‘I am Shio. Over there, that is my boss, Takori-san. He rikes girls, but you do not need to know him.’

‘Shio-san, it’s very nice to meet you,’ I smiled.

‘Yes! Do you know, shio mean salt in Japan? I am Mr Salt, but that is not important. What country do you come from?’

‘Canada.’

‘Oh! Canada! Your Engrish berry good! Takori-san, Takori-san!’ Shio shook his boss’s kneecap jarringly. ‘You must meet Chelsea-san! She come from Canada. Engrish berry good!’

Takori smiled, swiping away Shio’s hand to grab mine firmly.

‘Sorry, I cannot speak English. Shio-san speaks berry good English. Shio-san my number-one boy. Tonight is my celebration to him. This is because he recently making big company achievement!’

Shio-san beamed from ear to ear.

‘Oh, really, is that true?’

‘Yes, I am number 1, but not boy! I am man. Guess how old you think I am?’ Shio assumed a serious expression and pointed at his face. He looked like he might be in his early thirties, so I guessed 30 to humour him.

‘No! Berry wrong! Forty-two!’

‘No, come on. You look amazing. You can’t be 42!’

Shio obviously delighted in what must have been an often-played guessing game.

‘Sank-you berry much. However, I am 42.’ As he pulled out a pack of cigarettes, I held up my lighter, poised in the shelter of a cupped hand. He leant forward casually and sucked the flame up into his cigarette. ‘How long you have been in Tokyo?’

‘Five days.’

‘Whoa!’ Shio was astonished. ‘Only five day! Honto?’

‘Honto?’ I repeated. ‘What does honto mean?’

‘Rearry. Honto mean rearry. Don’t worry. I teach you Japanese, one-thousand yen, one hour. But,’ he paused, springing up an index finger, ‘you teach me Engrish, two-thousand yen, one hour.’

I laughed and made him shake hands. ‘It’s a deal.’

‘What does it mean, “it’s a deal”?’ Confusion revealed the faintest wrinkles.

‘It’s like an agreement. We both agree to something, like we are making a trade. “Okay, let’s do it — I agree.” Do you understand?’

‘Ahhh, it’s a deal. Wakarimashita. Okay. You come from Canada. Do you rike ski?’ Shio thrust his arms back at the elbow, pumping them side to side.

‘Skiing? Oh yes, I like skiing. Is that one of your hobbies?’

‘Yes, I rike ski berry much. But no time. No holiday for me.’

‘What about Sunday? You don’t work Sundays, do you?’

‘Yes, unfortunately I have berry difficult job. My business sound and lightning.’

‘Lighting,’ I corrected without thinking.

‘Yes, lighting. So long hours! Everybody need sound and lightning, so bad time for hobbies. It is so difficult. However, next year is berry big job. Famous new hotel coming: Ritz Carlton. Ritz Carlton people do not know Japanese wedding, but I am expert. Therefore I must organise for them. I will have no time for movies. I want to see Michael Moore.’

‘Fahrenheit 911? The movie about the war in Iraq?’

Yes, yes. War in Iraq. President Bush berry stupid man,’ he spat. ‘Japanese businessmen do not rike Bush. But that is another matter, not for beautiful young rady. What does it mean, fairy height?’

‘Fahrenheit. It’s a way to measure temperature, like ten degrees Celsius, only Americans use Fahrenheit, like, “It’s ten degrees Fahrenheit outside”.’

‘Oh yes. I see. I want to see it but no time. Movies are too long for Japanese people.’

While I continually topped up Shio’s whisky, sipped on cranberry juice and lit his cigarettes, he and I talked more about skiing, which led to a discussion of the 1998 Winter Olympics and whatever else struck his fancy until Takori-san asked for the bill. When it came, I got my first lesson in Japanese hierarchy; Takori-san refused to acknowledge its existence, and Shio obligingly paid hundreds of dollars to celebrate his own recent achievement. Out at the elevator, I handed over Shio’s briefcase and bowed.

‘Thank you very much for coming, Shio-san. Arigato gozaimasu. Have a good night! I hope to see you again soon,’ I said, and Shio shook my hand with vigour.

‘Okay!’ he beamed back. ‘It’s a deal!’ Oh God. Matt was going to love hearing about this. This game was a cinch. It was so much easier than I thought.

Nishi didn’t even let me catch my breath. One heel back in the club and he had me by the elbow, gently guiding me to an overflowing, noisy jukebox of a table that immediately magnified the lack of alcohol flowing through my veins. I gave Nishi a long, sideways look and he patted me paternally on the shoulder. ‘No probrem, Chelsea-san. More smile.’

‘Are they Japanese?’ I whispered. They didn’t look Japanese, and the disciplined politeness that Shio had displayed despite his own drunkenness was nowhere to be seen.

‘Korean,’ muttered Nishi, and I was left alone in the middle of a wild pop song with no one to introduce myself to. Everyone was engrossed in a slideshow on a digital camera, and the man next to me gave more attention to the cigarette lingering from his lips, half-burnt to ash, than to me. At least he knew it was there. I felt like an idiot, waiting to be noticed.

‘Who’s that guy? Wait, go back. That dude! Hah hah, that’s Akira, you scoundrel!’ The camera was thrust towards a man who had one hand casually draped over Jamie’s shoulder. The table was littered with shot glasses. Sucked-out lemon sagged in ashtrays.

When my neighbour finally decided to introduce himself, I wasn’t paying attention. He cleared his throat. ‘I’m Christopher,’ he repeated, flat, distant and uninterested.

‘I’m Chelsea.’ He nodded and lit another cigarette. I looked over at Jamie, and thumbed the crisp edge of a name card I’d painstakingly written out. ‘Should I?’ I mouthed. She shook her head and motioned to put it away. Good call. It probably wouldn’t have gone over well anyway: ‘What the hell is that? You wanna give me a business card? Does it look like we’re doing fucking business?’ He gave me that impression.

I wondered what Christopher was doing in a hostess club. Sure, my reference point was severely limited, but he wasn’t even in the same ballpark as Shio. He was completely Westernised. His mannerisms. His lingo. His arrogance, virtually imperceptible in the Japanese. But maybe I was just biased. As the conversation turned to movies, budgets and healthy profit margins, Akira leant across the table, pointing a politely accusatory finger at Christopher. ‘Do you know who this man is?’

‘C’mon, man, stop it. Do you know who this man is?’ Christopher countered.

‘This man is the number 1 movie producer in Korea,’ Akira continued. ‘He is a very successful man.’

‘Yeah, well this guy is one of the biggest movie producers in Japan. He is a very successful man.’ Raucous laughter ensued, and a toast was declared.

‘What are you drinking?’ Christopher asked. ‘Is that juice? You gotta be kidding.’

‘Yeah, it’s orange juice. I don’t drink.’ I could hear my voice, aristocratic in tone.

‘And how long have you been in Tokyo?’

‘Five days. This is my first night.’

‘Jesus! Your first night? And you got us Koreans ... and you’re not drinking? Now that’s madness, holy shit.’ Christopher’s frozen wall of ice suddenly thawed as he realised I was human. Then, distracted by the opening notes of a familiar song, he quickly stood. ‘Oh, oh, that’s my song, that’s my song!’ Someone passed a microphone and he began to sing ‘Desperado’ by the Eagles. Everyone cheered. He was better than I expected, and surprisingly alluring.

In the mayhem, someone forced another microphone into my unwilling hands between verses. It was Christopher. He looked me in the eyes and said, ‘Sing with me.’

‘I don’t sing. Christopher, really, you don’t want me to sing,’ I pleaded, as he tried to pull me to my feet, but luckily Don Henley came to the rescue. I sat down in relief, but as I listened to Christopher’s soulful voice against an eclectic murmur of backup vocals, my entire impression of him changed. He seemed accessible. Tender. Radiant. Maybe it’s the second impression that counts more sometimes.

As the last notes rang out, the table exploded in applause. The drunkest one stood, only to fall back down. Christopher nudged his stool closer to mine. I was smiling ear to ear. ‘Next time I come, you’re going to sing,’ he said. Tiny beads of sweat glistened along his hairline.

‘Next time? I thought you lived in Korea.’

‘I do, in Seoul. I produce movies, Korean movies. That’s what I do, but we’re coming back in October for the International Film Festival.’ He reached out to grab my thumb. Why my thumb? It was such an odd gesture. ‘That’s when I’ll see you again.’

‘How will I know when you’re coming? Do you have an email address?’

‘Yeah, hey Jodie! Do you still remember my email?’ Christopher shouted to the blonde belting out a Stevie Wonder hit. Jodie gave a thumbs-up. Her mouth was open so wide you could see the stud through her tongue. ‘I gave it to her last time. I want her to come to Korea, she’s an absolute ...’ Christopher stopped to squint at me. ‘You know what, I’ll tell you my email. If you can remember without writing it down, you can come to Korea. Maybe you can come with Jodie. I’ll send you a ticket and show you around for a couple days. It’ll be great.’

Gradually I became less anxious in anticipation of what might be said or done next. I still had an iron rod in my back and a tentative pitch to my laugh, but I almost felt like Christopher and I were old friends reunited after years of absence — familiar, but with that edge of formality. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked at one point. ‘I mean, are you comfortable? Are you enjoying yourself? You’re really calm, very relaxed.’ I shrugged in response. ‘I don’t know, you just seem in this whole other realm from everyone else here.’

But I was in a whole other realm. I was in it for the money and the story, and in every way I viewed myself as the detached observer, thinking I could integrate into a foreign culture and learn all about it without getting too involved. As a model I’d been accustomed to decadence and absurdity under the privileged umbrella of fashion — everything for free, earning extravagant money for virtually nothing but a smile — so it might be fair to say that I felt myself slightly untouchable. I had seen it all before — the wealth, the power players. I had received the superficial adulation. But apart from that, I wasn’t on the market, and I wouldn’t be falling under any spells, because I was already married with exuberant happiness to a man I adored. Matt is my best friend, and marriage is just the sprinkles on our ice cream.

Besides, this job was like acting; I was starring in my own three-month Broadway show, and I wanted to make it as interesting as possible. I could deal with a few Japanese men. I could deal with a warped reality. It might be puzzling, but that was all it was. I was in control. I could stay in control.

And so I answered: ‘I’m fine, thanks. Everything is fine. Things are crazy here, but I’m happy. I have a lot of peace in my life right now. Things are good.’

Christopher contemplated my face. He looked around. People were falling off stools, shouting and slamming back tequila. A grown man sat in a trance, studying the songbook. Girls of all nationalities were singing along to highlighted lyrics and shrieking with laughter. Nowhere was there calm. Slowly Christopher turned back to me. ‘I can see that. But you know ... three months in this place is a long time. You’re going to need to drink to be on the same frequency as them.’ He waved a hand across the drunken riot around us. ‘Otherwise you won’t survive.’



BOTTLED


	WARNING

	No girls are allowed to take customers from this club to anywhere you can receive commission. (For example: American Bar, VIP room) because we received complaints from customers and some of them have reported this to the Police Department. We are now under surveillance. If you disregard this rule, you will be fired with no salary. 

	From the management



‘Hey, Abie, what’s that sign on the change-room door about being fired?’ It was nearly 11.00 pm and as the two newest additions to the fleet, we still hadn’t been seated with anyone. It was only my second night, and Abie had been at Greengrass for a little over two weeks. She gave me a blank look. ‘C’mon then,’ I pulled at her forearm, ‘I’ll show you.’

‘Oh, shit! When did they put that there?’ Abie gasped. The paper on the change-room door was yellowed, with dog-eared corners. I guessed it had been some time ago.

‘They’re not letting us take customers to the American? That’s bullshit. Where are we supposed to go? I’m not drinking with the fuckers for free,’ she spat resentfully. Hmmm. The thing with little Israeli Abie was that while she looked docile as a mouse, she often expelled artillery, hard and bitter, at a pace more rapid than the machine gun from her days in mandatory service. ‘Whatever,’ she sighed, ‘we can still catch them on the street.’

Confusion must have shown all over my face. ‘Ohhh, you don’t know about bottling yet, do you? Well ...’


	Bottling /’bat(e)ling/ v. to identify and approach a man of apparent wealth — usually indicated by his watch (Rolex, Carrier, TAG Heuer) and shoes (shiny, new and expensive) — to entice/ask/demand him to buy you a drink (in this case $200 wine, $600 Moët, or $850 Dom Perignon, by the bottle) and reap 40 per cent commission on every bottle until he stops paying, the bar closes, or you get too tired or drunk to see straight and have to go home. Game over.



According to Abie, bottling may not be the most honest way to make a quick buck, but the only reason anyone came to Roppongi was for the money anyway, right? It wasn’t an exchange program, and it was hardly Mecca for young women looking for a good time. It was a dirty, filthy, bloodsucking hole, full of men with disposable cash for the taking.

‘I mean, at least with bottling you can afford to buy a goddamn apple. Who gets off charging $5.80 for one fucking apple? Crazy Japanese. I don’t care if it’s perfect, it’s still just a stupid apple, and those rich motherfuckers can buy as many goddamn apples as they want. They might as well pay for me to buy a few, whether they know it or not.’

Holy smokes. Abie really was a very charming girl.

My cheeks hurt. My gums hurt. Even my teeth hurt. I’d been smiling like an overzealous Miss Universe contender for so long now I was afraid that my face might actually get stuck, just like my mother had warned my five-year-old self when I’d occasionally stick fingers up my nose, bulging my eyes out in delight.

I felt a strong urge to pull my best out of the archives right now. I needed to know I wasn’t dreaming. This was mental exhaustion, brain-drain of the first degree. For two hours and counting I’d been actively engaging in a conversation with the staff of General Electric, and I was about to S.C.R.E.A.M. They were like the machines that assembled their products. Monotonous. Repetitive. Overworked. They were aged specimens of the Japanese post-World War II school of thought, where leisure and play were simply synonyms for work with your colleagues outside the office.

I wanted to be interested; if they’d only talk about GE’s renewable energy program in Aomori Prefecture, but no such luck. They were drier than the Atacama Desert. My eyes kept closing. Maybe I was dreaming, endlessly mixing drinks and lighting cigarettes in a karaoke twilight zone. The men had already incinerated three packs between them. I had reason to wonder how long the fluid in my lighter would last. Or how long my lung tissue would.

When were they going to leave? The only clock I had was on the phone in my purse, and I wasn’t going to look. I’d get another cut-throat sign from Soh, who was watching me like a hawk. Soh was Tehara’s subordinate, and he was from Burma. Only the fact that he refused to call it Myanmar allowed me to overlook his transgressions — which happened to involve picking on me, the new girl, silently scolding me when ashtrays accrued more than two butts, for drinking pineapple juice too fast or for letting a customer’s drink fall too low. Then again, some customers weren’t much better. I poured too much whisky and too little water. There was too much ice. There was not enough ice. Well perhaps you should mix your own f%#@ing drink then, kind sir. I wanted to say that. I probably could have said anything so long as I smiled.

When they asked me to guess their ages, I nailed it like a one-minute multiplication drill. After I correctly stated the fourth man’s age, they were astounded. Did I have psychic abilities? Nope. Was it keen observation? No way. To this man there was only one obvious explanation. ‘Have you spoken to my wife?’ Hilarious.

It was 1.00 am by the time we bowed the men off into the elevator, red eyed, waving and giggling. I was slowly becoming accustomed to seeing Japanese men giggle. It helped remind me of what a different social realm I was in. Tee-hee-hee. That was my signal, Toto. I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas any more.

Back inside, Tehara threw his arms across his chest into a big X to signal that work was over. The Big X and I were already acquainted; we’d been introduced in a store when the phone that I’d wanted was unavailable. It was an ingenious sign, and extremely effective in getting one’s point across. I loved it, and had already started plotting how I could use it when I left Japan. ‘Hello, how are you today? Do you have a minute for Greenpeace?’ The Big X flies up.

Abie and I circled Roppongi, sizing up anyone who passed. The streets were congested with taxis. People in an advanced state of intoxication crowded the sidewalks, but they were mostly young party animals on a budget looking to get laid, and not prime candidates for bottling. We’d be lucky to get a bottle of Moët out of any one of them; it was Saturday night and the men with bank accounts for that were at home with their families. Abie didn’t protest when I finally said maybe next time. I’d lasted ten minutes. I needed to escape to the empty backstreets of Moto-Azabu and try to make it home without getting blisters.

Roppongi was overwhelmingly claustrophobic. I needed fresh air, but where could I find that in a city of twelve million? That was a stratosphere away. I’d had enough cigarette smoke blown directly into my face to slap on a nicotine patch and start the ten-week program. I hadn’t eaten in five hours, except for all six of the rice snacks and Hershey’s Kisses meant for the customers I’d been sitting with, who hadn’t noticed because they’d been too busy repeating themselves.

I wondered where Matt was among all this insanity. I had so much to tell him, but it was doubtful he’d be back at our apartment. We’d found the modern, space-efficient techno box that we now called home only the day after our arrival, and we counted ourselves lucky. Nestled in the serene, affluent streets of Hiroo, it was a sanctuary, albeit at $1500 a month. When faced with a choice between going out and staying in with a television with no English channels and eighteen square metres of space for company, though, I knew what Matt would have picked. The man was a lion: you couldn’t cage him, and I had no idea where he might be.

Since we’d arrived, he’d worked one night as a bartender to keep himself amused, but quit after the twelve-hour shift earned him less than a hundred bucks. It seemed every temporary job for a white male was slave labour, so instead he’d spent the last two nights at Lexington Queen, getting smashed for free on account of being a model. I wanted to see my husband, but I was uninterested in going to a nightclub to hang out with the praying-mantis crowd. He’d be home sooner or later. I was tired, I was hungry and I was going home.

At least that was my plan ...

‘Excuse me!’ A widespread hand thrust itself haltingly into my face. ‘But which country do you come from? Are you from England, New Zealand, Australia or America?’

‘None. I’m from Canada.’ I gently lowered the hand from my face to reveal an unusually tall and robust Japanese man in his early thirties. ‘From British Columbia.’

‘Even better! You can be my English teacher. I will pay you thirty dollars per hour.’

‘He wants you to be his girlfriend. He thinks you’re sexy,’ piped up a shorter, younger version of my new student, who was promptly smacked on the back of the head.

‘Don’t listen to him. He is an idiot. I am Taka. I need to practise my English. How long will you stay in Japan?’ Was this the standard method of finding a teacher?

‘He wants to know if you’ll marry him.’ Another, harder smack. I held back a laugh.

‘I’ll probably stay three months, I think, but your English is already very good. Why do you need a teacher?’

‘He needs someone to teach him how to fuck.’ Wham! Taka’s briefcase collided with the other man’s head and both of them, clearly intoxicated, stumbled from the impact.

‘I apologise for my brother. He is very drunk, and before that he is already a very foolish man. I need to practise my conversation skills. They are very poor. I will give you my card.’

I reached to accept, but Taka snapped it back, darting a look of suspicion from head to toe. ‘For what reason are you in Tokyo? What is your profession?’ he demanded.

‘I’m a model. A fashion model.’ It didn’t seem like the time to say ‘hostess’.

‘Okay. You will find my name, email and phone number on this card. Please contact me when you are available. I am sorry we cannot stay, but we must go home. We have drunk too much.’ How disappointing. With a handshake and a bow, Taka staggered to the waiting throng of taxis, pulling and shoving his foolish brother all the way. As I watched them head off into a traffic jam, I thought I’d be free to continue home, but no.

First a dishevelled old man accosted me outside a noodle shop, firing familiar questions from some kind of Standard Japanese First Acquaintance Manual. When he engaged me in an awkward pedestrian waltz and refused to let me pass, I studied the glowing Coca-Cola slogan of a vending machine just beyond his head, and then the thirty or so beverages inside, including a dubious, murky electrolyte drink called Pocari Sweat. Where else could you find such a refreshing concoction ... but on every street corner in Japan?

As in no other country, the humble vending machine is an iconic, ubiquitous necessity providing the masses with affordable convenience in an urban jungle of skyrocketing prices. For the serially time-deprived, they even stand guard outside convenience stores, waiting to dispense beer, cigarettes and sundries at the drop of a coin. The Japan Vending Machine Manufacturers Association claims there is one for every twenty people in Japan — that’s over six million nationwide — and looking down the street I could believe it. It was aglow with them.

When my amusement with the badgering old man fizzled out, I forcefully crossed my fingers and gave him a miniature X. ‘Please stop! I do NOT want to drink any wine, okay? No wine!’ Taking advantage of his surprise, I gently pushed around him but threw in a quick parting bow just for the hell of it. I’d hardly moved on when yet another man closed in.

‘Would you like to drink?’ he asked. Oh my God! What was happening? Since when did strangers line up to ask you for a drink at 3.00 am?

I felt like running away, but the salaryman shyly swooped his bangs aside with a heavily Rolexed wrist. He waited patiently for my answer, clutching his briefcase, white knuckled. The Rolex reminded me of Abie, diligently circling the streets in search of customers. Everything she’d told me crowded into my brain. Were her claims of an easy hundred bucks gospel?

I decided to see what happened. This was Roppongi, entertainment district of Tokyo, and drinking with men for money was my current job description. What difference did it make where or how we met? We’d still be in public, and funnily enough I found myself feeling strangely compassionate towards this man, with his overt loneliness. His was a harmless request, and one that would be mutually beneficial: he needed company and I needed to stock up on yen, because cash could run perilously low in Tokyo, the world’s most expensive city.

‘Okay, sure,’ I agreed with a genuine smile, and the stranger’s face lit up. ‘Do you know the American Bar? It’s not far from here.’
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