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I woke on my fourteenth birthday feeling as brilliant as the sunshine that came through my window, but I never got up. I just lay there thinking about last night. I’d won my fiftieth kendo contest for my dojo and now I could apply for my sixth dan. My father would have been so proud. He was a champion himself, at one time, and he’d brought me to the dojo when I was only four years old. There’s a photograph on my wall of that very day. Me holding a wooden sword and wearing a headband with the Rising Sun. Him dressed in his body armour and holding his headset. He looked so tall and distinguished.


My father didn’t speak much. He was a quiet man. But he’d talk passionately about kendo for as long as you’d listen. And he knew all the stories of the great samurai swordsmen, like Musashi, who killed his first man when he was no more than a boy. And Bokuden, who beheaded over two hundred of his opponents. And he knew much about the castles of our country and the generals who lay siege to them. In fact the next photograph is of me and my beautiful mother at Hemiji, the greatest castle ever built.


We went there when I was ten, the last vacation we’d ever take together. Dad died soon after. The truck he was driving slid off an icy road not far from Sapporo and he drowned in a lake. I’ve often imagined him struggling to climb through the cabin window. Then losing consciousness and floating in the water like a Japanese ghost. Grandmother often said he was a cold fish, but he wasn’t. He was just a little quiet like I said.


My mother, who used to work as an air stewardess, now lives in Vancouver with her pilot boyfriend. She always sounds guilty in her letters, but she needn’t be. I don’t miss her so much and I’m glad she’s happy. Anyway, I have the twins. They’re in the next photograph over. Miko’s on one side of me and Hiroshi, her brother, is on the other. I have my arms around them and our smiling faces are pushed together. We’re ten at the time but I’ve known them since I was six. And every time the kids from school see us they say, ‘Oh, look, it’s the triplets.’ Because we’re always together and we always will be. Even now we’re planning to get an apartment when we leave school.


I got up and put my bedroll and duvet in the built-in wardrobe and then I did a forward roll on the tatami floor. It’s just something I do and I have the space. My bedroom’s bigger than most people’s living rooms.


‘Yukio, are you up?’


‘Yes, Grandmother.’


I sort of live with my grandmother. She has the ground floor of the house and I have the top. And I say sort of, because I only see her once a week, which is more than enough for both of us. I trotted downstairs and went into her room, which smelled of cat food and smoke. ‘Grandmother.’


She was in the back and so I switched on a lamp and looked at her photographs. They were of the Royal Family and not a descendant was missing. Grandmother worships the Royal Family, and I mean worships. You see, our emperors are said to be descended from the Shinto sun goddess, Amaterasu. That’s how they got their divine status. But when we surrendered to the Americans General MacArthur said they couldn’t be divine any more. It must have been hard for Emperor Hirohito having to give up his divine status, and having to surrender. He did it for the good of his country, of course, and while Grandmother curses the day that he did, she still admires him. But her real hero is her husband, who died defending Iwo Jima with less than a dozen men. They’d run out of bullets and so they fixed bayonets and charged the Americans with empty rifles. They were cut to pieces, of course, but as Grandmother says, ‘It’s better to die with honour than to live with shame.’ Then I heard her come in behind me.


‘Morning, Grandmother.’


She sat with some dignity in her high-backed chair, like an empress taking a throne. And then putting a cigarette in a long thin holder she lit it. Grandmother likes to smoke. She smokes like a dragon and she drinks green tea by the ton. But I’ve never seen her eat, not so much as a rice cake.


‘I went out this morning and a Chinaman spat right in front of me! Why they spit so much I don’t know. Their whole country must be as slippery as an ice-skating rink.’


Grandmother doesn’t like the Chinese, or the Koreans. And she hates Americans. The only people she does like are well-dressed Japanese people. And even if you were well-dressed and Japanese, the chances are she still wouldn’t like you.


‘And those peasants in the park should be beaten with sticks.’


I always found it funny that Grandmother thought Tokyo’s homeless people were peasants. She kind of lives in the past.


‘And have you read the paper? Three politicians caught in a massage parlour with prostitutes. Their heads should be cut off.’


Grandmother’s kind of bitter because she used to be rich, or her father did. And she was brought up like a princess with servants, and ponies, and people waiting on her hand and foot. But they lost everything after the war, or so she says. She owns this house, and a few more, and she’s never short of money.


‘How is your sword training coming along?’


‘I was lucky enough to win last night’s competition, Grandmother.’


‘Well,’ she said begrudgingly, ‘you’ve never brought shame on the family. And you never will,’ she said in a threatening tone. ‘Now, what are you up to today?’


‘I’m going to hang out with the twins, Grandmother.’


She scoffed. ‘Why you associate with those children I don’t know.’


‘We’re the same age, Grandmother. I’m only a day older.’


‘But you are a man, Yukio, descended from a warrior clan! And they are just children!’


Grandmother could trace our ancestry back to the Takeda, a powerful samurai clan who reigned during the fourteenth century. She could even name names and quote dates. Grandmother might have been as ancient as a tomb, but her mind was as sharp as a machete. She pointed to some envelopes. ‘Money and cards from your mother. Take them and go.’


‘Thank you, Grandmother,’ I bowed and left, and sprinted up the stairs to my room. I couldn’t wait for the twins to come, and then I heard them outside.


‘Yukio, it’s us.’


I went out on my balcony and looked down at their smiling faces. ‘Door’s open,’ I said.


I quickly looked at the cards and the cash and then I sat there pretending to read my manga.


I could hear the twins take off their shoes and shuffle upstairs. Then they came in smiling and knelt on the tatami floor in front of me. They were small, even for Japanese kids, and with me being tall I kind of towered over them. But they were good-looking kids, with bronze skin and almond eyes, and their hair was more brown than black. I joke around with them sometimes and call them cartoon kids, but they don’t mind. There isn’t a kid as happy as Hiroshi, and his sister Miko is as pretty as they come. And she’s getting prettier every day. She took a present from her rucksack and bowing she put it in front of me.


‘Happy birthday, Yukio.’


I couldn’t help but smile as I ripped the package apart, but I froze when I saw what it was. It was a pair of kendo gloves, which we call kotex, and they were the best money could buy. She must have spent all her babysitting money on them.


‘Do you like them?’ she asked.


‘We didn’t want your hands to get hurt,’ said Hiroshi.


They didn’t want my hands to get hurt. That killed me! ‘Yes, I like them.’


They could tell I was touched and so nothing more needed to be said.


‘Let’s go swimming!’ said Hiroshi.


‘OK,’ I said, and put my stuff in my rucksack.


We stepped out into the brilliant sunshine and headed over to the Olympic Centre, just five minutes away. That’s the great thing about where we live – everything’s so close. We can walk to Shinjuku and Shibuya, and to Harajuku as well. And if we wanted to go to Ginza or Ueno we can take the train from Sangubashi station. And there’s always things to do in Tokyo. The whole city’s like a theme park. And if we had nothing better to do we just hung out in Yoyogi Park.


We walked behind each other, because the streets are so narrow, but then we made a dash for the crossing. But the beating gong sounded and the barrier came down and so we had to wait for the train. Miko put her hand on my shoulder. She’s been doing that a lot lately. Then she looked up at me. ‘Congratulations on winning your competition.’


‘Who told you I won?’


‘You always win,’ said Hiroshi.


I don’t always win. But I’ve been winning a lot lately and people were starting to notice.


When the train passed the barrier raised and we walked across the tracks. Then running across the road we headed into the Olympic Centre.


‘I’ll pay,’ said Miko.


Me and Hiroshi hurried into the changing rooms and rushed to get changed. Then we ran out and dived into the empty pool. I swam submerged in the cool silent water with the sunbeams flickering above me. Reaching the other end I swam back. As I did I saw Miko’s silhouette swimming above me. She could swim like a tuna and she never got tired. It was one of her many skills. But she couldn’t swim as well as she could sing. Miko could sing like a superstar. Me and Hiroshi wanted her to enter one of the talent contests on the TV. But she wouldn’t because she was shy.


I broke the surface and sat at the side of the pool. I laughed at Hiroshi, who was splashing about in the water. That’s all he did. He didn’t like swimming and he hated contact sports. And I’m not just talking about judo or karate. He hated football and basketball or any sport where he could be bumped. It’s because he was sick when he was a kid and he had to stay in hospital. He’s not sick any more, but he still gets upset if he gets knocked over.


Miko climbed out and sat next to me with her hair dripping. I watched her as she pushed it away from her pretty face, and then my eyes roamed. Not too much, but she raised her eyebrows and gave me a look. Hiroshi swam over to us and treaded water. ‘You two will be kissing next.’


He always said that and we always laughed. But now we sort of blushed and looked away.


‘Come on, Miko, finish your laps. I wanna go see the nun.’


‘She’s not home yet,’ I said.


‘Yes, she is. Grandad saw her.’


I swam lengths with Miko until she’d finished and then we got dressed and went to see Hiroshi’s nun. We found her one day on our travels around Tokyo and she invited us to tea, and we’ve been going to see her ever since. She’s a Buddhist nun, but she lives in the grounds of a Shinto shrine. Shinto’s our other religion. It has a lot to do with being in harmony with nature. It’s even said that there are Shinto spirits called kami who dwell in rivers, mountains, and trees. And people can become kami after they die. I wouldn’t mind coming back as a tree, as long as the twins could be trees as well.


The shrine’s at the top of a hill, just up from where we live. It’s like a little sanctuary nestled between our neighbourhood and the horrible dual carriageway that’s always under construction, and it’s really nice. There’re exotic plants and stone paths with Shinto gates above them. And the temple is carved from cedar and built on granite, and it has large lion dogs standing guard either side. And no matter how hot it gets, it’s always cool here because the tall trees bathe the place in shade.


We rang the bell in front of the temple and we clapped to summon the gods. Then we bowed to show them respect before running to the house where the nun lives. Her name’s Natsuko, which means child of summer. And it suits her in a way because warmth comes from her. I’m not kidding. Every time you’re with her you feel warm inside. But even if you don’t, she’s still nice. She has big eyes, and a perfect bald head, and skin the colour of cream. And she always manages to make you feel special. We all liked the nun, but she was Hiroshi’s nun because he liked her the most.


When we knocked on the door the old nun answered.


‘We want to see Natsuko,’ said Hiroshi.


The nun grimaced a little. You’re not supposed to use their first names. ‘I’ll let her know that you’re here.’


She closed the door and we sat in the wicker chairs and waited. Hiroshi kept looking at the entrance. He was dying to see the nun. I think he looked at her as a sort of mother. The twins’ real mother had run away when they were first born and she hadn’t been seen since. And he always talked to Natsuko like a boy talking to his mum, but that wasn’t it. There was a bond between them, but I could never work out what it was.


When she appeared in the doorway we stood up and bowed. She smiled as she came towards us and putting a tray on the table she bowed back. And so we bowed lower. You always bow low to a nun, or someone more important. And as we’re still kids we bow low to just about everyone.


‘How are you, children?’


‘Very well!’ said Hiroshi.


We took a seat and watched her preparing the tea. She even brought a single flower and some cakes to add to the occasion. It was like our own little tea ceremony. In Zen tradition the tea ceremony is to purify the spirit and make you feel peaceful. And we always felt peaceful when we watched her. But as she offered us the cakes we could see she was ready to cry.


Hiroshi’s face clouded over. ‘You didn’t like Cambodia? The people were mean to you?’


‘No, the people were kind,’ said Natsuko. ‘But the children sleep in the streets and they’re hungry and afraid. Some have lost limbs to landmines and many are sick. And there’s no medicine to make them better! In the end I became sick myself and I had to come home.’


She covered her mouth to stop herself from crying. Miko turned to me for help but I couldn’t think of anything to say, and I felt so bad for her. But Hiroshi stood up and put his hand on her shoulder. You should never touch a Buddhist nun; it’s a big insult.


Miko’s eyes widened. ‘Hiroshi!’


But he ignored her and putting his small hand on her face he smoothed away her tears. Miko looked down at the ground, while I sat there feeling embarrassed. But suddenly Natsuko seemed calm. She even smiled. Then I saw what it was between them – they were both sensitive. They felt each other’s pain and they got upset by things like landmines and poverty and kids without limbs.


‘You have to meditate to make yourself better,’ said Hiroshi.


‘I will,’ said Natsuko.


‘Yukio meditates. Don’t you, Yukio?’


‘Sometimes,’ I said, wishing he’d sit down.


‘Anyway, I’ve made you a picture,’ said Hiroshi, and taking a roll from his rucksack he showed it to her.


Natsuko looked amazed. ‘Oh, Hiroshi!’


‘He’s been working on it for weeks,’ said Miko.


Natsuko showed it to us. It was a portrait of her looking as beautiful as she could. You see, Hiroshi, while he was just a kid, was as talented as an artist twenty years older. He could put a flower arrangement together and paint it to perfection. It was like someone had taken a photograph. And lately he’d taken to drawing the girls at school. They were lining up to be his models.


All the sadness left Natsuko’s face then and she was happy again. And that being the case she and Hiroshi talked excitedly about art and things, and me and Miko were left out. It was always like that. But we didn’t mind and it was fun to watch them. Besides, we held hands as they talked and they didn’t even notice.


After tea we said goodbye to the nun and headed off to Harajuku.


‘Come again soon, children,’ she said.


‘We will,’ said Hiroshi. ‘We’re off school.’


We walked back down the hill, and crossing the train tracks we passed the small park where we used to play as kids. Then we crossed the road and ran up the concrete ramp that led into Yoyogi Park. There’re nicer parks in Tokyo, but Yoyogi is our park. It’s close to where we live and we’ve been coming here since I can remember.


As we made our way through the trees Miko put her hand on Hiroshi’s shoulder. ‘I don’t think you’re supposed to touch the nuns, Hiroshi.’


‘I know, but she was upset. I think it’s OK if they’re upset. Isn’t that right, Yukio?’


‘Maybe,’ I said, but I didn’t think it was. But I knew that Hiroshi would never offend Natsuko, or anyone else for that matter, so I suppose it wasn’t too bad. Besides, I couldn’t have been happier. I was with Miko and the sun was shining and we had the whole of the summer holidays ahead of us!


We headed across the wide common, passing the courting couple and the families picnicking on the grass. And everywhere we went there was music. We passed Brazilians beating drums, a guy playing a guitar and a girl blasting away on a trombone. And as we neared the exit we saw some of the Harajuku Girls. They were the costume-play crowd who dressed up as Gothic Lolita. They had strange clothes, mad make-up and wacky hairstyles, but they were fun to look at. And so were the rockabillies who dressed in black and danced as cool as they could.


We came out of the park and headed down the beautiful Omotesando Boulevard, where the tall trees act like a canopy to keep off the sun. Grandmother said that artists and painters lived here at one time. But today it’s lined with designer stores as far as you can see. It’s all Armani and Gucci, and girls shopping for the latest fashion, or just parading up and down in it. The whole street’s like a catwalk.


We lost Hiroshi in the crowd, and turning we saw him with a salesgirl outside Omotesando Hills, a designer building built to hold high fashion. Hiroshi likes girls and he’s not shy about talking to them. He talks to shop assistants, and the girls at school, and their mothers if they come to collect them. He even talks to the cleaning women. And whenever we lose sight of him he’s always talking to some girl or another. I talk to girls as well, besides Miko, but it doesn’t come so naturally.


When he’d finished we walked all the way down to the Prada Building, which is a glass structure with sticky-out windows. It looks like an apartment block wrapped in bubble wrap.


‘Let’s look inside,’ said Hiroshi. ‘We’ve never been inside.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Miko, intimidated by the posh look of the place.


‘We can look inside if we want. Can’t we, Yukio?’


‘Sure,’ I said. And so that’s what we did.


It smelled nice inside and it looked nice, and the clothes were nice as well. I looked at the shoes while Miko went to where the bags were. I don’t know what it is with Tokyo girls and Prada bags, but they go wild for them. But Miko doesn’t, not usually, but then she looked at one bag like she was in love.


‘You’ll turn into a Harajuku Girl if you’re not careful,’ said Hiroshi, and wandered off to talk to the saleswomen.


Miko smiled at the bag, but she cringed when she saw the price. A smartly dressed salesman appeared, and seeing she couldn’t afford it he very politely took it away. She looked embarrassed and so I pretended not to have noticed.


‘What shall we do now?’ I asked.


‘Let’s have a picnic at the Imperial Palace,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ said Hiroshi. ‘And we’ll pay because it’s Yukio’s birthday.’


I didn’t like the twins spending their money on me because they didn’t have much. Their grandad was too old to work and so they had to get by on his pension. My mother’s always sending me cheques and Grandmother gives me more than I need. But I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to hurt their feelings.


We bought packed lunches from the Anniversary Café and then we took the subway to Tokyo station. When we came up to street level we cut through the skyscrapers and headed down to the Imperial Palace.


We like to hang out there because it’s free to get into and it looks like a castle. It has huge walls and wide moats, and ramparts with towers above them. And we like the bridge, which we call Spectacles Bridge, because of the arches that look like eyes. As a small boy I’d often imagine armies battling on that bridge, but I don’t think it had ever seen action.


We passed through the powerful East Gate and wandered around until we found a bench where we could have our picnic. Then we ate and drank while looking at the gardens, and the short trees, and the perfectly groomed lawns. Not far in the distance was another wall, with tall trees at the top, and beyond that was the Imperial Palace and the emperor. Hiroshi drank some Coke from the bottle and then he turned to us. ‘You think Emperor Akihito’s at home?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘Sing for him, Miko, and he might come out.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Come on, Miko, it’s my birthday. You have to sing.’


She looked around to make sure that no one was watching and then she sang a song called ‘Summertime’. Her voice rebounded off the stone walls, twirled around the towers and echoed under the bridge. She had such a soothing voice that it made me lie back. But what was more amazing was that she didn’t seem to make much effort. There wasn’t the slightest strain on her face, even for the high notes, and yet her voice carried so far. I was sure that if the emperor was home he could hear Miko. I imagined him having tea on his balcony and wondering where the singing was coming from. I felt proud then that she was my friend. And for the first time I thought about asking her to be my girlfriend.


We stayed there until the sun started to set and then we took the subway back to Yoyogi Park. The Harajuku Girls had gone by then and so had the Rockabillies. But there were still plenty of joggers and cyclists and people walking dogs. And it was nicer now because it was cool and the grounds were bathed in a pink tint. We went to our usual spot, on the common, and Hiroshi pulled the orange frisbee from his rucksack. It was the first present I ever bought the twins and we still got a real kick out of throwing it. It’s strange how the little things can make you happy. And it had been such a great day I found myself wishing we could throw it in the park for the rest of our lives. But then the wind picked up and the sun set and the sky turned as red as blood. I’d never seen it so red. And there was something frightening about it. I had the strangest feeling that something bad was going to happen to us. The frisbee flew past me.


‘You’re not concentrating, Yukio,’ said Hiroshi.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Miko.


As soon as I saw her face the bad feeling faded away. ‘Nothing. I was just …’ But I couldn’t explain what had come over me. I threw her the frisbee and she laughed as she ran to catch it.


‘It’s just a red sky,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing to be scared of. Nothing at all.’
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I ran up the subway steps and down Omotesando Boulevard. It was already eight and I had to pick up the twins by nine. Their grandad had taken them to Tokyo’s Disneyland for the day, but tonight I was taking them to a nightclub, a real club as well. I’m not kidding. I’d seen the advertisement in Shibuya and bought the tickets. One of the clubs – Paradise, it was called – was opening its doors to kids aged fourteen to seventeen. It closed at midnight and there was no alcohol, of course, but I knew that Hiroshi would love it.


But now I was late! I’d been at kendo practice all morning and in the afternoon I decided to go for a run. Then I’d taken a nap. Now I was running for real because I’d overslept. What’s more I had to go to the Meiji Shrine to have a prayer said for my father. He died four years ago today, or close to, and I knew that Grandmother would ask me if I had done it. I didn’t mind doing it. In fact I wanted to. But I had to get home and get ready to go out.


I ran down to the Prada Building to buy the bag. I didn’t care how much it cost. I wanted Miko to have it, and I wanted to be the one to buy it for her. And so I ran all the way to the store, and moving straight to the bags I looked for the one that she’d liked. But I couldn’t remember which one it was. And I didn’t want to buy the wrong bag. The smartly dressed salesman came towards me. He was tall and about twenty and he had stylish hair like a footballer. He picked up a bag and smiling he handed it to me. Straight away I knew it was the one.


I paid for the bag and left as quick as I’d come. The Prada people bowed to me as I was leaving. And following me outside they bowed some more. But I was already running up Omotesando Boulevard, weaving my way in and out of the many shoppers. But it wasn’t long before I had to stop and walk with the crowd. I swear, Tokyo’s the worst city in the world when you’re in a rush. I was on the verge of getting pavement rage, but then I got a break and I made the most of it. I ran past Ralph Lauren, Louis Vuitton and Versace, and crossing the road at Harajuku station I headed towards the Meiji Shrine.


I passed under the huge Shinto gate, which was shaped like soccer posts and built from tree trunks, and ran down the wide gravel path. The path was lined with tall trees that blocked out the noise of the city and all of a sudden it was like being in a forest. I kept going until I saw the Meiji Shrine, which was dedicated to Emperor Meiji and his wife, Shoken. They used to come here when they wanted to get away from things, and so when they died a shrine was built in their honour.


I came to a sink and washed my mouth and hands. It’s important to wash before entering a shrine because cleanliness shows respect for the gods. I went to the shrine shop and bought a wooden plaque from one of the maidens, whose name was Tomoko. She was as cold as the nun was warm and I’d never so much as seen her smile. All the maidens were straight-faced, if you ask me, but she was more so because she was the head priest’s daughter.


I wrote a prayer on the plaque and hung it around the divine tree, which was just outside the main courtyard. The plaques would be collected that night and the prayers would be read out at the morning ceremony. I didn’t need to have the prayer said here, but this was where my father’s birth was registered, and so it fitted in with tradition. And we’re kind of traditional in Japan.


Before I left I faced the building where our old emperor was enshrined and bowed before running back down the path. I ran around the corner and sprinted into Yoyogi Park. Then I turned around and ran back. I’d left the bag at the shrine shop! I ran as fast as I could and headed through the gate. As I did one of the security guards tried to stop me. ‘We’re closed,’ he shouted. But I ignored him and carried on running. There’s no way Miko wasn’t getting her bag on her birthday.


When I got back to the shop three of the maidens were looking at it.


‘Here he is,’ said Tomoko. It was the first time I’d seen her smile. I didn’t think she knew how. ‘Who’s it for?’ she asked, handing me the bag.


‘My girlfriend,’ I said. I don’t know why I lied. But it wasn’t such a big lie. And maybe it wasn’t a lie at all.


‘She’s a lucky girl,’ said Tomoko. ‘Getting a bag like that.’ Then the three of them started to giggle. What they were giggling at I don’t know. Girls giggle for no reason.


I took the bag and ran all the way to the house, where I showered and changed. And then I ran downstairs with my damp shirt sticking to my back. Then I ran up them again because I’d forgotten the bag. And then I jogged over to the twins’ place just five doors down. They live in a one-bedroomed apartment and it’s pretty small at that. Their grandad sleeps in the living room on a bedroll and rolls it up in the morning. But they’ve got the place as nice as it can be and it’s pretty cosy at night.


I ran up the steps and knocked on the door. And there they were, looking as smart as I’d ever seen them. Hiroshi was wearing black pants and a white shirt, like me. But Miko was wearing the black dress that she’d made herself, and boy did she look good. What’s more she was wearing make-up. I’d never seen her in make-up before. It made her look older, and prettier.


‘Happy birthday, Hiroshi. Happy birthday, Miko,’ I said, and I handed her the bag. But she never smiled like I thought she would. For a second I thought she was going to cry. Suddenly she threw her arms around me.


Hiroshi rolled his eyes. ‘You two are going to be kissing next.’


We laughed then and she let go. Then their grandad shuffled to the door. ‘Are you all ready?’


‘We’re all ready,’ said Hiroshi.


Their grandad, who was older than my grandmother, looked kind of concerned. ‘Well, look after them, Yukio. And have them back by midnight.’


‘I will,’ I said.


‘Come on then. Let’s go!’ said Hiroshi.


I bowed to their grandfather and we trotted down the steps.


‘I can’t believe I’m going to a real nightclub!’ said Hiroshi. ‘Miko showed me how to dance. I’m going to dance all night!’


We laughed, but we were quiet as we made our way down to Shibuya. I was a little nervous. I suppose I was worried because I wanted the twins to have a good time. And it must have rubbed off on them. Hiroshi looked like he was trying to think of something to say, and Miko looked a little awkward in her high-heeled shoes.


‘Shall we get a taxi?’ I asked.


‘Don’t be silly,’ she said, and put her arm through mine.


I was happy then and all the nervousness went.


There weren’t many people on the streets on our way to Shibuya, but as we neared the centre they started to fill up. First there were tens of people and then hundreds and then, when we reached the Shibuya Crossing, there were thousands of people swarming back and forth. The sun had set by then but it was still hot and Shibuya was ablaze with lights. The streets buzzed with music and excited talk, and shouts from the touts as they enticed people to various restaurants. Happy businessmen came from the bars while groups of people came from the karaoke clubs, filling up the already crowded streets.


I held on to Miko’s hand, and following Hiroshi we weaved our way through the crowds. We turned up a backstreet and headed towards the club. As soon as we did we saw a long line of kids waiting outside. They were our age or older and they were all talking excitedly or swaying to the music that was coming from inside.


Hiroshi stood on his tiptoes. ‘Are they letting us in yet, Yukio? Can you see?’


‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘But soon.’


And then the line started to move and we headed for the door.


It seemed to take forever to get there but we were soon inside. We passed a doorman, and handing a woman the tickets we scurried downstairs. The place smelled of stale beer and smoke, and the carpet was sticky to walk on, but boy was it buzzing! The music was blasting, the spotlights were beaming, and then the dance floor lit up like a rainbow. Everyone scurried to get a seat, but we grabbed a booth by the bar. More kids poured down the stairs and within no time the place was packed. But when the girls took to the dance floor the club began to rock.


‘This is great!’ shouted Hiroshi.


I got three Cokes from the hard-faced barmaid, and by the time I got back Hiroshi was on the dance floor. I’d never seen him happier. He was dancing with two girls at once and he was dancing well. And then I felt obliged to ask Miko.


‘Do you want to dance?’


‘Do you?’


‘I don’t know how,’ I said.


‘Come on. I’ll show you.’ And taking my hand she led me on to the dance floor. Miko danced an easy dance and I tried to do what she did. But I ended up looking like a robot that needed oil. I saw some girls laughing at me. I felt embarrassed at first, but then Miko laughed and I didn’t care. She was having a good time and that’s all that mattered.


We danced to half a dozen tunes and then we took a seat, but Hiroshi didn’t. He kept on going, and when there were no girls to dance with he danced by himself.


Miko cradled her bag. ‘It’s the best present anyone’s ever bought me.’ She looked right in my eyes. ‘I just love it!’


I felt kind of shy and I had to look away. And that’s when I saw them.


It was the Tanaka girls, Riko and her psychotic sister, Louise. They paraded in with their entourage and their yakuza bodyguards. The yakuza are the Japanese mafia, and the girls were princesses in a criminal empire, known nieces to gangster godfather Uncle Benni. Why they called him Uncle Benni I don’t know. But there was a big stink in the paper, not so long back, when he was photographed at a banquet with the Mitsubishi board of directors.


The girls were his brother’s kids, but the brother was in prison. And from what I heard he was never getting out. And so Uncle Benni looked after them, or he tried to. They were as wild as they come and they were famous in Tokyo because they were the only teenage girls to have committed yubitsume. You see, when a yakuza fails in their duty they’re expected to take a sharp knife, cut off a section of their pinky finger and hand the amputated part to the person they’ve offended. Not even Uncle Benni could protect them from that ritual. Louise had lost a section of one pinky, but Riko had lost a bit of them both.


But now there’s an operation you can have. They amputate your little toe and sow it on to your pinky, so no one would ever know you were yakuza. But the girls didn’t care. They had steel claws made and put them over their missing digits. They were yakuza to the bone and they always would be. They even had tattoos. Tattoos are taboo in Japan. Even yakuza men keep them covered up. But the girls had them all over their arms and backs, and Louise, who was younger, had serpents curling up around her neck. She looked scary, but she was nowhere near as scary as Riko. Riko was blind in one eye because of a beating she received from her gangland boyfriend. But then her boyfriend had to answer to her stepmother, Matsu. And she wasn’t an eye-for-an-eye sort of person. Whatever you’d done to her she’d do double to you.


You see, there used to be two rival yakuza clans who were always at odds. The Tanaka, led by Uncle Benni, and the Yamamoto, led by Tomi Yamamoto, who now rules Osaka and everything south of it. But when Uncle Benni met Tomi’s sister, Matsu, it was love at first sight. They were married and an alliance was formed with Uncle Benni at the head. Matsu couldn’t have kids and so she doted on the girls. And when she found out what had happened she went ballistic. She scoured Tokyo, with a crew, until she found Riko’s boyfriend, and then she put things right. He ratted her out, of course, and she was given ten years. When the judge asked her if she had anything to say about the awful thing she’d done, she quoted a samurai saying: ‘If you’re going to stab, stab to the eyes.’


There was nothing fuzzy about the Tanaka, and the Yamamoto were just as life-threatening. You see, I knew all about the yakuza because of this kid at school called Kane. His father was a cop in the Organized Crime Division. He’d tell his son stories, and his son would tell them to me. He even gave me books on the yakuza to read. But I didn’t need a book to know who the Tanaka girls were. They were like celebrities in Tokyo and everyone knew them, or knew of them. And everyone knew to keep away.


They took a booth opposite us and bottles of sake were brought to their table. And boy could they drink. They knocked back one shot after another and kept it up like it was a competition. And if it was, Riko was winning. You could tell the girls apart because Louise had dyed blonde hair. But even if she hadn’t, Riko’s right eye gave her away. It was like a cat’s eye caught in the dark and it blazed in the lights like a blue gem. Then her face hardened like a mask carved for the Noh theatre. She’d noticed us looking and she didn’t like it. Without taking her eyes from us she said something to Louise. And then Louise said something to a guy next to her. That’s when I recognized Kako.


He used to go to my school, but he was expelled over an incident that happened between him and a woman teacher. I never heard much about it because it was hushed up. But he was always making himself out to be yakuza, which he wasn’t. And he told everyone that he was a Tanaka. But that wasn’t quite true either. His name was Kakomo and he was the illigitimate son of one of Uncle Benni’s distant relatives, but he’d been killed in a car accident. And so the only real connection he had to the Tanakas was that he dated his cousin Louise.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SUMMERTIME
OF THE

DEAD

GREGORY HUGHES





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9781780879970.jpg
GREGORY HUGHES






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
(JQuercus





