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  Dedicated to –




  Detective Sekiguchi,




  who taught me what it was to be an




  honorable man. I’m trying.




  My father,




  who has always been my hero and who




  taught me to stand up




  for what’s right.




  The Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, for protecting me and my friends and family, and for their constant

  efforts to keep the forces of darkness in check.




  Those whom I loved and who have left and will not return. You are missed and remembered.




  

     

  




  Author’s Note




  For those who are interested in knowing more about crime in Japan or the yakuza, or who would like to read the summary section of the NPA report on the Goto-gumi, I’ve

  posted it and some relevant materials on my often neglected website, www.japansubculture.com. Much of it is in Japanese – sorry about that.

  Someday it will be a truly bilingual thing.
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  Meeting is merely the beginning of separation.




  — Japanese proverb
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  PRELUDE




  Ten Thousand Cigarettes




  ‘Either erase the story, or we’ll erase you. And maybe your family. But we’ll do them first, so you learn your lesson before you die.’




  The well-dressed enforcer spoke very slowly, the way people speak to idiots or children or the way Japanese sometimes speak to clueless foreigners.




  It seemed like a straightforward proposition.




  ‘Walk away from the story and walk away from your job, and it’ll be like it never happened. Write the article, and there is nowhere in this country that we will not hunt you down.

  Understand?’




  It’s never a smart idea to get on the bad side of the Yamaguchi-gumi, Japan’s largest organized crime group. With about forty thousand members, it’s a lot of

  people to piss off.




  The Japanese mafia. You can call them yakuza, but a lot of them like to call themselves gokudo, meaning literally ‘the ultimate path’. The Yamaguchi-gumi is the top of

  the gokudo heap. And among the many subgroups that make up the Yamaguchi-gumi, the Goto-gumi, with more than nine hundred members, is the nastiest. They slash the faces of film directors; they

  throw people from hotel balconies; they drive bulldozers into people’s houses. Stuff like that.




  The man sitting across the table and offering me this deal was from the Goto-gumi.




  He didn’t make the proposal in a menacing way. He didn’t sneer or squint his eyes. Except for the dark suit, he didn’t even look like a yakuza. He had all his fingers. He

  didn’t roll his r’s like the heavies in the movies. If anything, he was more like a slightly surly waiter at a fancy restaurant.




  He let the ash from his cigarette fall on to the carpet, then stubbed it out undramatically in the ashtray. He lit up another with a gold-plated Dunhill. He was smoking Hope. White box, block

  letters – reporters notice stuff like that – but they weren’t standard Hope cigarettes. They were the half-size, stubby version. Higher nicotine; lethal.




  The yakuza had come to this meeting with one other enforcer, who said absolutely nothing. The Silent One was thin and dark with a horselike face, and he had a messy long

  haircut dyed orange – the chahatsu look. He had on an identical dark suit.




  I had come with backup, a low-ranking cop formerly assigned to the Anti-Organized Crime Task Force in Saitama Prefecture. Chiaki Sekiguchi. He was a little taller than me, almost as dark,

  thickset with deep-set eyes and a 1950s Elvis haircut. He was mistaken for a yakuza a lot. If he’d gone the other way, I’m sure he would have been a well-respected crime boss. He was a

  great cop, a good friend, my mentor in a lot of ways, and he had volunteered to come along. I glanced at him. He raised his eyebrows, cocked his head, and shrugged his shoulders. He wasn’t

  going to give me any more advice. Not now. I was on my own.




  ‘Do you mind if I smoke a cigarette while I think this over?’




  ‘Be my guest,’ the yakuza said, more diffident than I.




  I pulled a pack of Gudang Garam, Indonesian clove cigarettes, out of my suit jacket. They were loaded with nicotine and tar, and they smelled like incense, which reminded me of my days living in

  a Zen temple during college. Maybe I should have become a Buddhist monk. It was a little late now.




  I stuck one in my mouth, and as I fumbled for a lighter, the enforcer deftly flicked his Dunhill and held it close until he was sure it was lit. He was very accommodating. Very professional.




  I watched the thick smoke waft in concentric circles from the tip of the cigarette; the burning clove leaves embedded in the tobacco snapped and crackled as I inhaled. It seemed to me that the

  whole world had gone quiet and this was the only sound I could hear. Snapping, crackling, sparking. Cloves tend to do that. I was hoping the sparks wouldn’t burn a hole in my suit or his

  – but then again, after further reflection, I decided I didn’t really care.




  I didn’t know what to do or say. Not a clue. I didn’t have enough material to write the story. Hell, it wasn’t a story. Yet. He didn’t know that but I

  did. I had only enough information to have gotten me into this unpleasant face-off.




  Maybe there was a bright side to this whole problem. Maybe it was time to go home. Yeah, maybe I was tired of working eighty-hour weeks. Maybe I was tired of coming home at two in the morning

  and leaving at five. I was tired of always being tired.




  Tired of chasing after scoops. Tired of being scooped by the competition. Tired of facing six deadlines a day – three in the morning for the evening edition and three at night for the

  morning edition. Tired of waking up with a hangover every other day.




  I didn’t think he was bluffing. He seemed very sincere. As far as he was concerned, the story I was trying to write would kill his boss. Not directly, but that would be the result. That

  would be his oyabun, his surrogate father. Tadamasa Goto, the most notorious Japanese gangster of them all. So naturally, he would feel justified in killing me.




  However, if I lived up to my end of the bargain, would they keep theirs? The real problem was that I couldn’t write the story. I didn’t have all the facts yet. But I couldn’t

  let them know that.




  All I knew was this: In the summer of 2001, Tadamasa Goto had gotten a liver transplant at the Dumont-UCLA Liver Cancer Center. I knew, or thought I knew, who the doctor was who had performed

  the transplant. I knew about how much Goto had allegedly spent to get his liver: close to $1 million according to some sources, $3 million according to others. I knew that some of the money to pay

  for his hospital expenses had been sent from Japan to the United States via the Tokyo branch office of a Las Vegas casino. What I didn’t know was how a guy like that had gotten into the

  United States in the first place. He must have forged a passport or bribed a Japanese politician or a US politician. Something was fishy. He was on the watch list of US Customs and Immigration, the

  FBI, the DEA. He was blacklisted. He shouldn’t have been able to get into the United States.




  I was sure that there was a great story behind the journey of Goto and his operation. It’s why I’d been working on it for months. I could only guess that while I was working on the

  story someone ratted me out.




  I noticed that my hands were shaking. The cigarette seemed to have evaporated in my fingers while I was thinking.




  I lit a second cigarette. And I thought to myself, how the hell did I end up here?




  I had one chance to make the right choice on this one. There wasn’t going to be a second meeting. I couldn’t print a correction later. I could feel myself starting to panic, my

  stomach knotting up, my left eye twitching.




  I’d been doing this job for more than twelve years, and I was ready to leave. But not like this. How did I get here? It was a good question. It was a better question than the one being

  asked of me at the moment.




  I got lost in thought; I lost count of the number of cigarettes I’d smoked.




  ‘Erase the story, or we erase you’ was what the enforcer had said.




  That was the proposal.




  I didn’t have any cards to play, and I was out of cigarettes.




  I swallowed, exhaled, swallowed some more, and then muttered my response. ‘Done,’ I said. ‘I will not . . . write the story . . . in the Yomiuri.’




  ‘Good,’ he said, very pleased with himself. ‘If I were you, I’d get out of Japan. The old man is mad. You have a wife, two children, right? Take a vacation. Take a long

  vacation. Maybe look for other work.’




  Everyone stood. There were the merest of bows – more like inch-long nods and wide-eyed stares that did not waver.




  After the enforcer and his helper left, I turned to Sekiguchi. ‘You think I did the right thing?’ I asked.




  He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed a little. ‘You did the only thing you could. That was the right thing. No story is worth dying for, no story is worth your family dying for.

  Heroes are just people who have run out of choices. You still had a choice. You made the right choice.’




  I was numb.




  Sekiguchi walked me out of the hotel, and we got into a taxi. In Shinjuku, we found a coffee shop. We slid into a booth. Sekiguchi pulled out his cigarettes and offered me one, which he lit.




  ‘Jake,’ Sekiguchi began, ‘you were thinking about leaving the newspaper anyway. Now would be the time. You’re not a coward if you do it. You have no cards to play. The

  Inagawa-kai? The Sumiyoshi-kai? They’re cute compared to these guys. I don’t know what the frigging deal is with the liver transplant he got in the United States, but Goto has got to

  have big reasons why he doesn’t want the story to get out. Whatever he did, it’s a big deal to him. Retreat.’




  Then Sekiguchi tapped me on the shoulder to be sure I was paying attention. Looking me right in the eyes with a razor-edged intensity, he went on, ‘Retreat. But do not give up on that

  story. Find out what that bastard is afraid of. You’ll need to know because your peace treaty with this man will not hold. I guarantee you that. These guys don’t forget. You’ll

  need to know. Otherwise you’re going to spend the rest of your life in fear. Sometimes you have to pull back to fight back. Don’t give up. Wait. Wait a year, two years if you have to.

  But find out the truth. You’re a journalist. That’s your job. That’s your calling. That’s what got you to this point.




  ‘Find out what he’s scared that people will find out, what he doesn’t want people to know. Because he is a man scared – scared enough to come after you like this. When

  you know it, you have a card to play. Use it carefully. Then you have a chance to go back to doing what you want to do.




  ‘When I got knocked back down to traffic duty – because someone, one of my own people, set me up for demotion – I wanted to quit the force. Every day I wanted to quit. You

  cannot imagine how it feels to be a detective and then be forced to write traffic tickets because some dishonorable, insecure know-nothing cannot get ahead any other way. But I had my family to

  think about. The choice wasn’t about me alone. So I waited it out. I had to eat it, day after day, but time passes, and after a while things changed, I was able to make my case, and now

  I’m back doing what I am pretty good at. You’re in the same boat, Jake. Don’t give up.’




  Sekiguchi was right, of course. It wasn’t the end.




  But I’m getting ahead of myself.




  There was a time when I wasn’t pissing off yakuza, when I wasn’t a chain-smoking burned-out ex-reporter with chronic insomnia. There was a time when I didn’t know Detective

  Sekiguchi, the name Tadamasa Goto, or even how to write a decent article on a purse snatching in Japanese, and yakuza were something I knew only from the movies.




  There was a time when I was sure I was one of the good guys. It seems like a very long time ago.
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  THE MORNING SUN




  

     

  




  Fate Will Be on Your Side




  12 July 1992 marked the turning point of my education about Japan. I was glued to a position next to the phone, feet inside my minirefrigerator – in the heat of the

  summer any cool will do – waiting for a call from the Yomiuri Shinbun, Japan’s most prestigious newspaper. I would land a job as a reporter, or I would remain jobless. It was a

  long night, the culmination of a process that had stretched out over an entire year.




  Not long before that, I had been wallowing in the luxury of not caring a bit about my future. I was a student at Sophia (Joichi) University in the middle of Tokyo, where I was working towards a

  degree in comparative literature and writing for the student newspaper.




  So I had experience, but nothing that would pass for the beginnings of a career. I was a step up from teaching English and was making a decent income translating instructional kung fu videos

  from English into Japanese. Combined with an occasional gig giving Swedish massage to wealthy Japanese housewives, I earned enough for day-to-day expenses, but I was still leaning on the parents

  for tuition.




  I had no idea what I wanted to do. Most of my fellow students had jobs already promised them before their graduation – a practice called naitei, which is unethical, but everyone

  does it. I had gotten such a promise too, with Sony Computer Entertainment, but it was good only if I extended my schooling for another year. It wasn’t a job that I really wanted, but it was,

  after all, Sony.




  So in late 1991, with a very light class load and lots of time on my hands, I decided to throw myself into studying the Japanese language. I made up my mind to take the mass communication exams

  for soon-to-be university graduates and try to land a job as a reporter, working and writing in Japanese. I had the fantasy that if I could write for the school newspaper, it couldn’t be much

  more difficult to write for a national newspaper with eight or nine million readers.




  In Japan, people don’t build a career at the major newspapers by working their way up through local, small-town newspapers. The papers hire the bulk of their reporters straight out of

  university, but first the cubs have to pass a standardized ‘entrance exam’ – a kind of newspaper SAT. The ritual goes like this: Aspiring reporters report to a giant auditorium

  and sit for daylong tests. If your score is high enough, you get an interview, and then another, and then another. If you do well enough in your interviews, and if your interviewers like you, then

  you might get a job promise.




  To be honest, I didn’t really think I’d be hired by a Japanese newspaper. I mean, what were the chances that a Jewish kid from Missouri would be accepted into this high-end Japanese

  journalistic fraternity? But I didn’t care. If I had something to study for, if I had a goal, however unreachable, the time spent chasing it might have some collateral productivity. At the

  very least, my Japanese would improve.




  But where should I apply? Japan has more than its share of news media, which are also more vital than in the United States.




  The Yomiuri Shinbun has the largest circulation – more than ten million a day – of any newspaper in Japan and, in fact, the world. The Asahi Shinbun used to be a close

  second – now it’s less close but still second. People used to say that the Yomiuri was the official organ of the LDP, the conservative Liberal Democratic Party, which has

  dominated Japanese politics since the Second World War; the Asahi was the official newspaper of the Socialists, who are almost invisible these days; and the Mainichi Shinbun, the

  third largest, was the official newspaper of the anarchists, because the paper could never figure out whose side it was on. The Sankei Shinbun, which was then probably the fourth largest

  paper, was considered to be the voice of the extreme right; some said it had about as much credibility as a supermarket tabloid. Often, it had some good scoops as well.




  Kyodo, the wire service, which is the Associated Press of Japan, was harder to figure out. The service was originally known as Domei and was the official propaganda branch of the Second World

  War-era Japanese government. Not all connections were severed when the firm became independant once the war was over. Furthermore, Dentsu, the largest and most powerful advertising agency in Japan

  (and the world) has a controlling interest in the company, and that can color its coverage. One thing makes Kyodo a stellar news agency to work for, however: its labor union, which is the envy of

  every reporter in Japan. The union makes sure that its reporters are able to use the vacation days due them – something very rare at most firms in Japan.




  There is also Jiji Press, which is kind of like Kyodo’s little brother but a hard worker. It has a smaller readership and fewer reporters. The joke was that Jiji reporters write their

  articles after reading Kyodo – a cruel joke in a cruel industry.




  At first I was leaning towards the Asahi, but I started to feel offended by its tendency to put the United States in a bad light at every opportunity. It seemed at odds with the image I

  thought most people in Japan had of America – as a voice of democracy, spreading liberty and justice throughout the free world.




  The editorials of the Yomiuri were pretty tough-going, though, very conservative and heavy on kanji (the original Chinese ideographs) and vagueness, but the articles in the national news

  section really impressed me. At a time when the term ‘human trafficking’ had yet to enter the popular vocabulary, the Yomiuri ran a scathing in-depth series on the plight of Thai

  women being smuggled into Japan as sex workers. The articles treated the women with relative dignity and, if only mildly, was critical of the police for its do-little response to the problem. The

  paper’s stance, it seemed to me, was firmly on the side of the oppressed; it was fighting for justice.




  The Asahi and the Yomiuri had their exams scheduled on the same day. I signed up for the Yomiuri’s.




  The exam was part of the Yomiuri Shinbun Journalism Seminar, a well-known covert method of hiring people before the official job-hunting season begins. It helps them grab the cream of the

  crop. It’s not promoted in a big way, so if you are serious about joining the Yomiuri, you must read the paper religiously, or you will miss the golden ticket. Everyone at the

  university paper who had aspirations of being a Yomiuri reporter was checking the paper’s pages. In a country where appearances count, I needed to look respectable. I poked through my

  closet only to discover that the humid summer had turned my two suits into fungal experiments. So I trotted down to a huge discount men’s retailer and bought a summer suit for the equivalent

  of about $300. It was made of a thin fabric that breathed easily and had a nice matte black finish. I looked good in it.




  I wanted to wow Inukai, my friend and the editor of the school paper, with my sartorial finesse, but when I showed up at the office, located in a dark, dungeonlike basement, his response was

  different from what I’d expected.




  ‘Jake-kun, my condolences.’




  Aoyama-chan, another colleague, looked pensive. She didn’t say a word.




  I couldn’t figure out what was going on.




  ‘What happened? Was it a friend?’




  ‘A friend?’




  ‘Who died?’




  ‘Huh? Nobody died. Everybody I know is fine.’




  Inukai took off his glasses and polished them with his shirt. ‘So you bought that suit yourself?’




  ‘Yep. Thirty thousand yen.’




  Inukai was enjoying this. I could tell because he was squinting like a happy puppy. ‘What kind of suit did you want to buy?’ he asked, all false seriousness.




  ‘The ad said reifuku.’




  Aoyama-chan tittered.




  ‘What?’ I said. ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘You idiot! You bought a funeral suit! Not a reifuku but a mofuku!’




  ‘What’s the difference?’




  ‘Mofuku are black. Nobody wears a black suit to a job interview.’




  ‘Nobody?’




  ‘Well, maybe a yakuza.’




  ‘Well, could I pretend I just got back from a funeral? Maybe I’d get sympathy points.’




  ‘That’s true. People sympathize with the mentally challenged.’ Aoyama chimed in, ‘Maybe you could apply to be a yakuza instead! They wear black! You could be the first

  gaijin yakuza!’




  ‘He’s not cut out to be a yakuza,’ Inukai said. ‘And what would he do when they threw him out?’




  ‘That’s true,’ Aoyama said, nodding. ‘If it didn’t work out, he’d have a hard time going back to being a writer. It’s hard to type with only nine

  fingers.’




  By now Inukai was on a roll. ‘I don’t think he could get out of the organization with nine fingers. Eight is more like it. He’s a classic screw-up, rude, clumsy, never on time.

  A barbarian.’




  ‘I can see that,’ Aoyama said. ‘Actually, he could still hunt and peck. But in terms of a career, I don’t think yakuza is it for him, even if he does look nice in a black

  suit.’




  ‘So what am I supposed to do?’




  ‘Buy another suit,’ they said in unison.




  ‘I don’t have the cash.’




  Inukai looked thoughtful. ‘Hmmm. Maybe you can get away with it because you’re a gaijin. Maybe someone will think it’s cute . . . if they don’t just decide you’re

  an idiot.’ So that’s what I did.




  Funeral suit and all, on 7 May I dragged myself to the first session of the seminar, held at 12:50 p.m. at an impressive-looking place right next to the Yomiuri

  Shinbun’s main office. The seminar was to take place over two separate days. The first was a day of classes. The second was enshuu, or ‘field practice,’ a euphemism for

  the exams. I was a little surprised to see the word used, because it’s basically a military term.1




  The seminar started with an opening speech and a lecture ‘for those of you aspiring to be journalists,’ followed by a second lecture on the fundamental ethics of newspaper reporting.

  Then came a two-hour session during which ‘guys on the front line’ – working reporters – talked about their jobs, the joys of getting a scoop, and the agony of being scooped

  by the competition.




  I don’t remember many details about the lectures. The long hours spent reading and learning to write semicompetently in Japanese had a downside: my listening ability was piss poor. I

  wasn’t exactly the most fluent of speakers either. I was, however, making a calculated gamble. You had to score well enough on the written test to get even an interview, so I had spent more

  time on reading and writing than on anything else. I wouldn’t say that I was deaf to the Japanese language, just hearing- and speech-impaired.




  But from what I could make out, the comments of the police reporter about covering the public security section of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department sounded pretty good. The guy looked to

  be forty years old, with graycurly hair and slumped shoulders – what the Japanese would call a ‘cat posture’ kind of guy.




  According to him, the public security section rarely made announcements and never, ever handed out press releases. Everything was said at the briefing, so if you didn’t pay attention, you

  missed the story. This was not a place for adrenaline junkies (or foreigners). Reporters sometimes spent an entire year without writing a single word. But when an arrest came down, it was always

  huge news, since it involved matters of national security.




  The actual exam, or ‘military drill,’ as it was called, was scheduled for three days later, at the Yomiuri Vocational School of Engineering, located in the suburbs

  of Tokyo.




  Not having read the corporate brochure, I was a little puzzled that a newspaper would also be running a vocational school. I was still unaware that Yomiuri was far from being just a

  newspaper; it was a vast conglomerate of companies ranging from the Yomiuri-land amusement park to Yomiuri Ryoko, a travel agency, and the Yomiuri lodge in Kamakura, a traditional Japanese inn. The

  Yomiuri also has its own minihospital on the third floor of its corporate headquarters, sleeping quarters on the fourth floor, a cafeteria, a pharmacy, a bookstore, and an in-house massage

  therapist. The company-owned baseball team, the Yomiuri Giants, are often compared to the Yankees for their national popularity. With entertainment, vacations, health care, and sports, you could

  live your entire life in Japan without ever leaving the Yomiuri empire.




  From the station, I followed the throngs of young Japanese people in navy blue suits and red ties, the classic ‘recruit look’ of the day. In 1992, that also meant that all those who

  had followed the popular styles and dyed their hair brown or red had dyed it black again. There was a smattering of women in the female equivalent of sober navy blue suits.




  I got to the vocational school fifteen minutes before test time and signed in. One staff person at the reception asked me, ‘Are you sure you’re in the right place?’




  ‘I’m sure,’ I answered humbly.




  The exam was divided into four parts. The first was a test of the Japanese language; the second was foreign languages, where you had a choice of several; the third was a written essay; and the

  fourth was your chance to sell yourself as a potential employee.




  I breezed through the first section and was done twenty minutes before everyone else. I sat there for some time, feeling quite proud of myself, until I nonchalantly flipped the exam over and

  noticed something that made my stomach lurch – there were also questions on that side of the page. I tried hard to finish, but I feared I’d blown the exam. When time was called,

  I turned in what I’d done (or not done). Furious at myself, I went back to my seat, prepared to forget the rest of the exam and go home.




  I must have been sitting there blank-faced with shock when a Yomiuri man came up and tapped me on the shoulder. He had a Beatles bob, wore wire-rimmed glasses, and had

  a husky voice that didn’t match his stature or appearance. (I would later know him as Endo-san of the human resources department, and he would die of complications from throat cancer a few

  years later.)




  ‘I couldn’t but help notice you among the applicants,’ he said to me in Japanese. ‘Why are you taking this test?’




  ‘Well, I thought if I did well on it, it might help if I wanted a job on the English-language Daily Yomiuri.’




  ‘I took a quick look at your test. You did really well on the first questions. What happened to the rest?’




  ‘It’s very embarrassing. I didn’t realize there were questions on both sides of the page until it was too late.’




  ‘Ahh. Let me make a note,’ he said as he pulled a little organizer out of his jacket pocket and scribbled in it.




  He turned to me again. ‘Don’t think about the Daily Yomiuri. It would be a waste. You should try for the real thing. You still have a chance to do well on this. You’re a

  Sophia student, right?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said.




  ‘Thought so. Stick it out,’ he said, patting me on the shoulder.




  So there I sat, inner debate raging. Give up and go home, or stick with it? I got up out of my seat and tossed my backpack over my shoulder. As I looked across the room, it

  seemed for a moment as if time had stopped. All the chatter faded out, people froze in midmovement, and I heard a high-pitched buzzing in my ears. In that instant, I knew that leaving or staying

  would be the biggest decision in my adult life. Somewhere in an alternative universe, I walked out. But not in this one.




  I put my backpack on the table with a clunk and sat down. I pulled out my pencils, pulled in my chair, sat up straight, and got ready for round two. If I could attach a sound track to my life, I

  would have selected the James Bond theme right then. Admittedly, aligning one’s pencils doesn’t make for a great opening film montage, but it was the closest I’d ever come to

  heroic action.




  The next section was foreign languages, and cleverly I picked English, where months spent doing boring translation and subtitling instructional kung fu videos paid off. Then I had to translate a

  passage on the Russian free economy from English into Japanese, followed by a brief passage on social progress in modern society from Japanese into English. I nailed both of them before the next

  ten-minute break.




  Next was the essay. The theme was gaikokujin, or ‘foreigners,’ and after the first-round curse, I was beginning to feel blessed. This topic was something every foreigner is

  regularly asked about and, at Sophia, to write essays about.




  Sometimes it’s better to be lucky than good.




  It turned out that although I had done abysmally on the Japanese-language section, I still ranked ninetieth out of one hundred applicants, meaning that my Japanese tested

  better than that of 10 per cent of the Japanese applicants. I came in first in the foreign-language section – in both translating English into Japanese and translating Japanese into English.

  Actually, I lost points on the English translation, which doesn’t say much for my mastery of the English language. I got a C on my essay, more on content than on grammar. In total, on the

  first three parts of the test I had a score of 79 points out of a possible 100, making me fifty-ninth out of a hundred. Not glittering, but still I was called in for an interview. The only reason I

  can imagine was that someone cut me some slack for missing the back page of the Japanese-language test.




  The first interview, held three weeks later, was blissfully brief. I had the chance to explain my screw-up, then was asked my expectations of the job and my willingness to work long hours. I

  stressed my willingness to work hard. They quizzed me about my knowledge of the Yomiuri, and I mentioned the series on Thai prostitutes and how impressed I had been by the in-depth coverage

  – which scored brownie points with the metro reporters at the session.




  I was told there would be two more interviews, and then I heard nothing for weeks.




  Now I was nervous. What had begun as a totally off-the-wall challenge was now in the realm of possibility. Every day I came home early and waited for the phone to ring. I read

  the newspaper religiously. I ramped up my Japanese studies. If I get this job, I thought, how will I survive? I started watching television in the hopes of improving my listening comprehension.




  But one day, the frustration of living in limbo became strong enough to shove me out the door and into a bad horror flick at a Kabukicho movie theater.




  On my way home from the film, I spotted a funny-looking tarot fortune-telling machine at the entrance of an arcade. In my uncertain state of mind, I figured it couldn’t hurt to consult an

  expert.




  I plunked 100 yen into the machine. The screen lit up and swirled around in a pink and green vortex. I picked the category ‘Jobs,’ my choice of fortune teller, ‘Madame

  Tantra,’ and plugged in my personal information. Madame Tantra, a very cute Japanese woman wearing a shawl, with a red mark on her forehead like a Hindu priestess, appeared on the screen in a

  blaze of smoke and had me pick my cards. I rolled the crystal ball-shaped mouse around and clicked on the stacks of cards laid out on the virtual table.




  The Final Verdict: King of Swords, Upright.




  Success.




  Keyword: Curiosity




  The job you are best suited for is as a copywriter or editor or something involving writing. For this kind of work, literary

  skills are necessary, also a certain amount of lowbrow nosiness (inquisitiveness). Because you have both attributes, you’ll surely be able to make use of those skills. If you always keep your

  antenna out probing for information and nurture your morbid curiosity in a good way, FATE WILL BE ON YOUR SIDE.




  I was thrilled. It seemed so spot-on that I kept the printout. Fortified with the good graces of Fortune, I took the last train home and checked my answering machine. There was

  a call from the Yomiuri asking me to attend a second round of interviews.




  The second round consisted of a panel of three people. Two of the judges seemed enthused, but the third looked at me as if I were a fly on his sashimi. I had the feeling that I was a

  controversial candidate. After a number of queries, one of them asked me the following question, with great seriousness.




  ‘You’re Jewish, yes?’




  ‘Yes, nominally.’




  ‘A lot of people in Japan believe that the Jews control the world economy. What do you think about that?’




  I quickly replied, ‘Do you think that if the Jews really did control the world economy I’d be applying for a job as a newspaper reporter here? I know what the first-year salary is

  like.’




  I guess that was the right answer, because he chuckled and winked at me. There were no further questions.




  I got up and was leaving when one of them stopped me. ‘Adelsteinsan, there will be only one more round of interviews. If you are called in for that, you are pretty much in. We will be

  calling the final candidates on 12 July. Be home. We won’t make more than one call.’




  And so back to my small apartment on 12 July 1992, where I sat half in the refrigerator, one hand glued to the phone. My throat was parched, and I had the shakes. I felt as if

  I were waiting to get a last-minute date to prom night.




  The call came at nine-thirty in the evening.




  ‘Congratulations, Adelstein-san. You have been selected for the final round of interviews. Please come to the Yomiuri Building on 31 July. Do you have any questions?’




  I had none.




  The last interview went very well. There were smiles all around and the atmosphere was very relaxed. There were no tough questions. One panelist began asking me a very

  complicated question about Japanese politics, but his Osaka dialect was so thick I had no idea what he was saying. I just played like a psychiatrist and repeated parts of his last sentence, with

  vague comments, such as, ‘Well, that’s one way of looking at the problem.’ He seemed to interpret my response as total agreement and I didn’t bother to disabuse him.




  There were two final questions:




  ‘Can you work on the Sabbath?’




  It wasn’t a problem.




  ‘Can you eat sushi?’




  Neither was that.




  And with that, Matsuzaka-san, one of the senior human resources people, who looked remarkably Jewish for a Japanese guy, slapped me on the back and said, ‘Congratulations. Consider

  yourself hired. The formal material will be sent to you in the mail.’




  As he walked me out the door, he whispered conspiratorially in my ear, ‘I’m a Sophia graduate too. I heard good things about you from your teachers. It’s nice to have another

  Sophian on board.’ Incredibly, my dumb luck had stayed with me throughout the whole process, even to the point of having a school connection on the hiring board.




  I don’t know why the fates had been so kind, but I thought I should cover all the bases. On my way home, I stopped and added some coins to the pile in front of the Buddha in the gardens of

  the Nezu Museum.




  I owed that Buddha some cash (borrowed subway fare) and I always liked to pay back my debts.




  

     

  




  It’s Not About Learning – It’s About Unlearning




  With six months to go before I was to start work, there was plenty of time for insecurities to grow. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had bitten off more than I could

  chew. I knew that I could handle the reading and writing parts of the job, but how would I handle interviewing people in Japanese?




  The Yomiuri human resources guy in charge of recruits, the neoJewish Matsuzaka, was a little taken aback when I dropped into his office in October and asked for a preliminary internship

  so I could get a head start.




  ‘I admire your desire to be prepared,’ he said. ‘But the truth is that we’ve never had anyone wanting to work before officially beginning. You’re an unusual case,

  though, so I’ll see what I can do.’ He took me to the third floor for a cup of coffee, handed me materials that are given to freshman reporters, and sent me on my way.




  He called about two weeks later. He had arranged a mini-internship of about a week for me to spend in various offices. My first miniposting was to the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department (TMPD)

  press club.




  Matsuzaka met me in the lobby of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police headquarters, a gigantic labyrinth of a building that towered over all the others in the government district. It was the nerve

  center of the Tokyo police force, and comprised roughly forty thousand people. He was going to hand me over to Ansei Inoue, a legendary journalist and the author of Thirty-three Years as a

  Police Reporter. Inoue was the police beat captain and was loved, feared, and envied within the Yomiuri empire. His claim to fame was proving that a university professor convicted of

  murdering his wife was innocent. He had not only exposed the missteps of the police machinery and the prosecution involved but also found the real murderer. The case became a classic example of how

  innocent people can be convicted when caught in the brutally efficient wheels of the Japanese justice system.




  Inoue was about five feet eight and thin, with long, unkempt hair swept to the side of his face. He was wearing a graysuit, black tie, and scuffed shoes. His eyes were hidden behind brown-tinted

  glasses, which made them seem dull, but when he saw who I was, they sparkled. He seemed quite amused by the situation.




  ‘So you’re the gaijin I’ve been hearing about,’ he said animatedly. ‘You speak Japanese, right?’ He aimed the question more at Matsuzaka than at me, but I

  answered anyway.




  ‘I speak Japanese. Writing it is another issue.’




  Inoue laughed. ‘Well, you probably write it better than the people I have working for me. Let’s go upstairs.’




  Technically, anyone visiting the TMPD without being a registered member of the press club or an actual employee or someone with security clearance was required to have a police escort before

  entering the building, but Inoue came and went as he pleased. It was still three years before the Aum Shinrikyo cult sprinkled sarin on the Tokyo subways, which had the effect of tightening

  security procedures all over the city.




  In the elevator, Inoue gave me a breakdown of the police organization, but most of it went over my head. We got out at the ninth floor, which held the public affairs section of the TMPD and

  three press clubs: for the newspapers, television, and radio and local newspapers in the country. There was no space for the weekly or monthly magazines, which the police considered to be

  subversive scandal rags and kept off the official press club list.




  There were no foreign media representatives either; the mainstream Japanese media outlets have not protested this lack of foreign media and never will. When you’re part of a monopoly,

  it’s not in your best interest to break yourself up.




  Some reporters were hanging out playing cards on a battered desk in the open area near the kitchen. There was also a dank tatami room in the back where reporters could unroll futons and sleep

  off their hangovers while they waited for the next handout of news.




  When Inoue and I walked into the Yomiuri section of the press club, which was essentially a cordoned-off rectangular room with a curtain for a door, all the reporters were gathered around

  a desk, poring over a photo book. I looked around. The space hardly fit my notion of the press accommodations for the biggest newspaper in Japan: the walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling

  bookshelves; newspapers and magazines were strewn across the couch and on to the floor; garbage cans overflowed with crumpled-up faxes, used containers of instant ramen, and beer cans. Each desk

  had a word processor. At the far end was a radiator/air conditioner, and on the deep windowsill there were six televisions and three video decks stacked high. All of the televisions were on. A CB

  radio tuned to the fire department frequency blared. In a bunk bed next to the ‘door,’ someone slept, still in his shoes, the day’s morning edition covering his face.




  Inoue and I walked over to the cluster of reporters; the book they were poring over was Sex, by Madonna, which had just been released, and the reporters (all of them male) were studying

  and commenting upon her breasts. Inoue made the introductions, then picked up the book and handed it to me: ‘Do you think this book is obscene?’ It was the Japanese version, so a lot of

  the more graphic stuff (which meant genitals and pubic hair) had been obscured.




  ‘No, not to me.’




  ‘Well, if they had published this,’ Inoue went on, pulling the unexpurgated American edition off the shelf, ‘the police would have raided the publisher and confiscated

  every copy. The producers of Santa Fe2 barely escaped getting busted for showing a little pubic hair, but this stuff from America is damn close to

  porn. Maybe arty porn, but it’s porn. We would have had a story if the Japanese publishers hadn’t pussied out.’




  ‘The police would arrest someone for this?’




  ‘The Supreme Court determined in 1957 that anything that sexually excites the viewer for no good reason, that violates the sense of propriety of the normal citizen, that is shameful, and

  that violates the sexual–moral conceptions of the general public, is obscene. By being obscene, such works are illegal and their distribution is a crime.’




  ‘Which means?’




  ‘Well, to the cops it means no pubic hair. Or it used to.’ Inoue snickered. ‘It’s an odd thing about this country. The police don’t mind if you get a blow job in

  the middle of the day or if the operators of sex clubs advertize their services right out in the open, but they get their shorts all twisted up about people looking at people having sex. Pubic hair

  is too close to the real thing. The moral of the story: do it, but don’t watch it.’




  ‘Is it legal to sell this stuff in the United States?’ one reporter asked me.




  That led us into a twenty-minute discussion of the differences between Japanese and US porn. The reporters were shocked to learn that octopuses and other animals of the sea were rarely used to

  drape the genitals in American porn and that sex through panty hose wasn’t a popular theme. I was asked to bring back some videotapes on my next visit to America.




  As we left the room, Inoue cautioned, ‘Don’t do it. Forget about bringing back any porn for those idiots. The last thing we need is for you to get seized at Customs. They’ll

  survive without it.’




  He took me up to the coffee shop, ordered some green tea, and asked what I wanted to do at the Yomiuri.




  ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’m interested in investigative journalism and the side of Japan I don’t know much about. The seamy side. The underworld.’ I told him that my

  father was a country coroner and that crime and the police beat had always interested me.




  He recommended I shoot for shakaibu, the national news section, which was responsible for the police beat. Inoue put it this way: ‘It’s the soul of the newspaper. Everything else is

  just flesh on the bones. Real journalism, journalism that can change the world, that’s what we do.’




  I asked him for some advice as a reporter, and he was silent for a while. He smelled a little of sake when he began to speak, and I later learned he’d been drinking until five that

  morning. It was only nine now, and I don’t think he would’ve spoken as frankly if he’d been completely sober.




  ‘Newspaper reporting isn’t rocket science,’ he said. ‘The pattern is set. You remember the patterns and build from there. It’s like martial arts. You have

  kata [the form], which you memorize and repeat, and that’s how you learn the basic moves. It’s the same here. There are about three or four basic ways to write up a violent

  crime, so you have to be able to remember the style, fill in the blanks, and get the facts straight. The rest will come.’




  Then he got more serious.




  ‘There are eight rules of being a good reporter, Jake. One. Don’t ever burn your sources. If you can’t protect your sources, no one will trust you. All scoops are based on the

  understanding that you will protect the person who gave you the information. That’s the alpha and omega of reporting. Your source is your friend, your lover, your wife, and your soul. Betray

  your source, and you betray yourself. If you don’t protect your source, you’re not a journalist. You’re not even a man.




  ‘Two. Finish a story as soon as possible. The life of news is short. Miss the chance, and the story is dead or the scoop is gone.




  ‘Three. Never believe anyone. People lie, police lie, even your fellow reporters lie. Assume that you are being lied to, and proceed with caution.




  ‘Four. Take any information you can get. People are good and bad. Information is not. Information is what it is, and it doesn’t matter who gives it to you or where you steal it. The

  quality, the truth of the information, is what’s important.




  ‘Five. Remember and persist. Stories that people forget come back to haunt them. What may seem like an insignificant case can later turn into a major story. Keep paying attention to an

  unfolding investigation, and see where it goes. Don’t let the constant flow of new news let you forget about the unfinished news.




  ‘Six. Triangulate your stories, especially if they aren’t an official announcement from the authorities. If you can verify information from three different sources, odds are good

  that the information is good.




  ‘Seven. Write everything in a reverse pyramid. Editors cut from the bottom up. The important stuff goes on top, the trivial details go to the bottom. If you want your story to make it to

  the final edition, make it easy to cut.




  ‘Eight. Never put your personal opinions into a story; let someone else do it for you. That’s why experts and commentators exist. Objectivity is a subjective thing.




  ‘And that’s it.’




  It was shockingly frank advice from a man who had a reputation for being, well, sneaky. After all, Inoue had needed to play some serious hardball politics to make it to his position. He’d

  been a regional hire as opposed to a national hire. In the old days, regional hires were basically second-class citizens, flitting from local office to local office without ever spending more than

  a few years at the head office – which kept them from covering major news events and making a career in Tokyo. Inoue had bucked the system, somehow managing to push his way into national news

  and make a home in the Tokyo Metropolitan Police club.




  Like any Yomiuri employee, he understood that for those who aspire to be investigative journalists, national news was the place to be. If getting there was hard, staying there was even

  harder. Within the paper it was said that national news reporters worked the longest, drank the hardest, got divorced most often, and died the earliest. I don’t know if those claims have ever

  been statistically validated, but almost all present and former national news reporters have a masochistic pride in their status.




  After three days at the TMPD, I was sent to the Chiba office to spend two days working with other reporters. The Chiba bureau chief was a former national news reporter and a

  former TMPD beat captain; his name was Kaneko. The office was clean and modern, with two islands of desks, several fax machines mounted on shelves, and everything filed neatly in bookshelves in

  chronological order. It was Venus to the Mars of the TMPD press club.




  Kaneko gave me a warm reception. He was especially interested in my Jewish background. We sat down on facing sofas in the corner of the office while he grilled me, finally getting to the

  question he really wanted answered: ‘Do you speak Hebrew?’




  I didn’t.




  He seemed disappointed, so I asked him why he was interested.




  ‘Well, I notice a lot of Israelis selling watches, jewelry, and brand-name goods – fake ones, of course – on the streets near the station,’ he said. ‘And I think

  they’ve got to be paying protection money to the yakuza.’




  I didn’t really know much about the yakuza at this point. I knew they were gangsters and that they could be violent. But other than that I was oblivious – which, of course, would

  change.




  He offered me a cigarette while he expounded. I accepted it, lit up, and tried not to cough.




  ‘So, you being a gaijin,’ he went on, ‘maybe you could talk to them, find out. It would be interesting to see how much of a cut the yakuza are getting and how the deals are

  being worked out. What do you think?’




  I said I’d be delighted – but it wouldn’t be in Hebrew.




  Kaneko called over a reporter named Hatsugai and assigned him as my editor. I was given a pen, a notepad, and a tape recorder and sent out the door within thirty minutes of arriving at the

  office.




  The street sellers were everywhere, especially near the station. Most of them appeared to be Israelis on a pan-Asian trip, selling items they had picked up in Nepal or Tibet. Some of them had

  fake brand-name watches and handbags they’d purchased in Thailand. I sat down at a Mister Donut across from one of the vendors and started my surveillance.




  After two days and numerous doughnuts, I saw two Japanese men with white pants, loud print shirts, and tightly permed hair walking towards an Israeli vendor. They were clearly thugs. One of them

  was tall with a wide forehead, but he let the short guy lead the way. I left the doughnut shop and strolled casually by the scene.




  They flanked both sides of his table, and I heard the short thug say four or five words to the Israeli; one of them was shobadai, a word I’d never come across before. Muttering in

  Hebrew, the vendor pulled out a wad of cash from his table drawer and handed it over. The short yakuza handed it to the tall yakuza, who brazenly counted it in wide-open sight before pocketing it

  and leaving the vendor to his sales.




  I walked over to the Israeli and looked through his jewelry, clucking my head in sympathy. ‘I didn’t know you had to pay rent to open up a street shop,’ I said.




  The Israeli whipped back his ponytail and looked at me, a little suspiciously. After a moment he relaxed, pegging me as a fellow foreigner. ‘You do if you don’t want the cops or

  those guys on your ass. They get thirty to thirty-five per cent of whatever I make.’




  ‘Well, how do they know what you make?’




  ‘They know,’ he said. ‘They look at what’s out on the stand and what’s not there when they come back. You can’t bullshit them.’




  ‘Why don’t you go to the police?’




  ‘You must be fresh off the boat, brother. I’m on a tourist visa, so if I go to the police, I go to gaol. The yakuza know it, and I know it. That’s the cost of doing business

  here. No choice.’




  ‘Bummer,’ I said. ‘I was thinking of doing this myself. Teaching English sucks.’




  ‘It’s not bad money,’ he said. ‘Maybe one hundred thousand yen [about a thousand US dollars] on the weekend. It’s good business here but better in Yokohama, I

  hear.’




  I offered him some doughnuts and hung around listening to his adventures in Thailand. About thirty minutes later another Israeli showed up in a van with his Japanese girlfriend and started

  unloading merchandise.




  Vendor number one introduced me. Vendor number two was named Easy, and he wasted no time complaining about the gangsters in a thick Israeli accent: ‘The fookers! I hate them. The more we

  make, the more they take. I want to give them nothing. But Keiko,’ he said, pointing at his girlfriend, ‘she says that would be bad news.’




  Keiko nodded. Asking first if I spoke Japanese, she proceeded to chat: ‘Do you know the Sumiyoshi-kai?’




  Even I had heard of the Sumiyoshi-kai. They were one of the largest yakuza factions operating in Tokyo and generally not to be messed with. Clearly he was doing the only thing he could to

  maintain his business.




  As we went on talking, Easy started to look annoyed, so I stopped with the nihongo (Japanese) and spoke in English about the weather with the two vendors, then made my way back to the

  office.




  When I told him what I had learned, Kaneko did not hide his pleasure, and I was pleased for it in turn.




  ‘What does shobadai mean?’ I asked.




  ‘It’s slang for “rent”. Basho means “place”, and dai means “money”. Instead of “bashodai”, the yakuza say

  “shobadai”. They like to twist words around so that straight citizens don’t understand them. It’s standard lingo – a term used to shake down street

  merchants.’




  Then Kaneko told me, ‘Write the article.’




  Right away, I was being led into deep water. The angle was that yakuza were preying on foreign street vendors who couldn’t complain to the police and that this was a new form of revenue

  for organized crime. I tried my best, but I suspect I did a lousy job. I didn’t know much about the anti-organized crime legislation that was new to the country, and I didn’t have any

  police connections to add depth to the story. It was like Journalism 102.




  Hatsugai looked over the article. ‘Not bad,’ he said politely. ‘It’s a good starting point. I’ll talk to the Chiba police and see what they think. We’ll put

  it together and try for the local edition.’




  When I came in the next Monday, Kaneko greeted me excitedly. ‘Adelstein,’ he said, ‘great news! It’s a slow news day, so your article is going to make the national

  edition. The evening news!’




  He assured me that for a regional bureau reporter, getting a ‘scoop’ to run in the national edition was a major accomplishment. He was almost as excited as I suddenly was.




  The headline read, ‘Organized Crime Targeting Non-Japanese Street Vendors. Yakuza Find New Way to Squeeze Out “Rent” by Taking Advantage of Illegal Workers (Who Can’t

  Seek Police Protection).’ Somehow there was enough of a universal element to warrant it being national news, at least that day. No byline, of course – rarely did even a seasoned

  reporter get one, so who was I to complain?




  All in all, it was a respectable piece of journalism, and Inoue called to congratulate me the same morning. I’d made the national edition with a scoop, and I wasn’t even an official

  hire!




  Feeling a bit more self-confident, I decided to take some time off to travel before entering the salaryman life. The Yomiuri had a system that allowed new hires to take an interest-free

  loan from the company and travel overseas before starting work. It was a benevolent perk and one that effectively made you an indentured servant, but I took advantage of it to plan a few months in

  Hong Kong to study the Chinese martial art wing chun, which had been an interest of mine for a long time. But soon the Yomiuri called with bad news: it hadn’t been able to take

  care of my visa. I was told to come back and take care of it immediately. If I didn’t, my job would be all but lost.




  The old immigration office was literally three minutes away from the main office of the Yomiuri. It was a poorly lit, crumbly old building, and the first two floors were always teeming

  with disgruntled foreigners. I had received a postcard to show up for an interview and had to wait more than an hour. While waiting, I auditioned as a human jungle gym for two little half-Filipino,

  half-Japanese toddlers who were running amok in the waiting area while their mother and her manager argued with a clerk about her visa. The youngest kid, about five, was hanging from my nose by his

  fingers when I got called in. I pried his fingers out and walked to the room in the back.




  My interviewer was an old bureaucrat with lots of gold teeth and grayhair slicked over to the side with some kind of pomade. He wanted to conduct the interview in English, and I humored him.




  ‘You will work for The Daily Yomiuri3 from next April?’




  ‘No, I’ll work for the Yomiuri Yomiuri from this April.’




  ‘Yomiuri Yomiuri?’




  ‘Yes, Yomiuri Yomiuri. The one that’s in Japanese.’




  ‘You are photographer, then.’




  ‘No, I will be a reporter.’




  ‘Reporter? You write in Japanese?’




  ‘Yes, that’s why it’s the Yomiuri Yomiuri, not the Daily Yomiuri.’




  ‘Yomiuri Yomiuri?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘If you write in Japanese, is that international work or local work?’




  ‘I don’t know. You’re the immigration guy.’




  ‘Oh. You have contract?’




  ‘No contract. I’ll be a regular employee. Seisha-in.’4




  ‘Seisha-in? And you are not Japanese?’




  ‘Not to my knowledge.’




  ‘Then you need a contract.’




  ‘I don’t have a contract. I’m a seisha-in. Seisha-in don’t get contracts; they get hired for life.’




  He scratched his head and inhaled air through his teeth. ‘I think you should go get contract. You get contract and then come back.’




  ‘When?’




  ‘When you have contract.’




  ‘Well, who do I talk to then?’




  That perturbed him. He seemed to realize that he might actually have to take personal responsibility for my visa application. I could see his eyes darting up to the left as he tried to think of

  someone else to hand me over to before, reluctantly, giving me his card.




  ‘You can call me.’




  I walked out of Immigration very confused and a little pissed. I’d earned the Japanese dream – full employee status in a huge corporation. I didn’t want some contract hanging

  over my head like the sword of Damocles. I wanted the works: the lifetime employment, the company health plan, the prestigious business card, a never-ending job, and a better visa.




  I went to the Yomiuri reception desk at headquarters and asked for someone in human resources. One of the section’s bigwigs personally came down to meet me. I explained the

  situation and why I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of having a ‘contract’ with the company. I expected him to mutter something bureaucratic like ‘Well, it just can’t

  be helped’ and to be put in limbo while I waited for a contract to be hastily drawn up.




  Instead, without even blinking, he looked at me and said, ‘That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard. We have hired you as a regular employee, and that is your status. None of your

  colleagues is being given a contract, and you should not be treated any differently.’




  He took the immigration guy’s business card from me and told me to go home. ‘I’ll handle this,’ he said.




  The next morning, as I was eating a bowl of Morinaga chocolate flakes, I got a call from Immigration. The young woman on the phone asked me if two in the afternoon would be a convenient time to

  come by to finish up the paperwork. I was a little taken aback. In more than five years of living in Japan, I never had Immigration ask me about ‘my convenience.’ I didn’t push my

  luck. Yes, two would be fine.




  When I showed up that afternoon and walked into the waiting room, I was immediately escorted to Mr Gold Teeth’s office. He stood up when I entered.




  ‘My apologies for the confusion. Yours is an unusual case. Did you bring your passport?’




  I handed it to him. He came back in five minutes with a three-year visa allowing me to work under the international affairs and humanities category of employment. Wishing me good luck, he

  nervously hustled me out the door.




  I don’t know whether it took a threatening phone call or was just a matter of procedure, but I was impressed. It was my first encounter with the power behind the Yomiuri.




  That 1 April, all sixty rookies were sworn in as Yomiuri employees at a ceremony conducted at company headquarters. The president of the company spoke; our names were read out; pictures

  were taken. I’d already met many of the newbies at preemployment events, including a softball game we had played at Tokyo Dome, the home of the Yomiuri Giants.




  After the ceremony, Matsuzaka, the Sophia graduate who had lobbied for my hiring, took me out for drinks. At this point in my career, I still didn’t drink alcohol. We went to a little shot

  bar in Ginza, John Coltrane on the loudspeakers buried in the ceiling, marble tables and jiggers lined up so shiny that the low lights sparkled off them. It was a classy place and not the usual

  dive that Yomiuri reporters tend to gravitate to.




  I ordered a Coke and began spouting about how much I was looking forward to being assigned to an office and ‘learning the trade.’




  Matsuzaka cut me off with a wave of his hand. ‘It’s not about learning. It’s about unlearning. It’s about cutting off ties, cutting out things, getting rid of

  preconceptions, losing everything you thought you knew. That’s the first thing you’ll learn. If you want to be an excellent reporter, you have to amputate your past life. You have to

  let go of your pride, your free time, your hobbies, your preferences, and your opinions.




  ‘If you have a girlfriend, she’ll be gone as soon as you’re not around, and you won’t be around a lot. You have to let go of your pride, because everything you think you

  know is wrong.




  ‘You have to act friendly to people you won’t like politically, socially, and ethically. You have to pay deference to the senior reporters. You have to not judge people but learn to

  judge the value of the information they give you. You have to cut down on your sleeping hours, your exercise time, and your time to read books. Your life will boil down to reading the paper,

  drinking with your sources, watching the news, checking to see if you’ve been scooped, and meeting deadlines. You will be flooded with work that seems meaningless and stupid, but you’ll

  do it anyway.




  ‘You learn to let go of what you want to be the truth and find out what is the truth, and you report it as it is, not as you wish it was. It’s an important job. Journalists are the

  one thing in this country that keeps the forces in power in check. They’re the final guardians of this fragile democracy we have in Japan.




  ‘Let go of your preconceptions, dignity, and pride and get the job done. If you can do that, you can learn to be a great reporter.’




  He said it all without pausing in a very quiet, even-paced monologue. It was clear to me that he’d been thinking about this a long time.




  But he wasn’t finished.




  ‘Remember this. You have to be careful, or you will lose everything that is important to you and you will lose yourself. It’s a tough balancing act. Sometimes people end up losing

  everything for the job and gaining nothing from it. This company will take care of you as long as you are useful, and unless you commit a criminal act, you will never be fired. That’s great

  job security. However, as a reporter, you are an expendable commodity. When you have outlived your usefulness, you won’t be a reporter anymore. You’ll be doing something else. A

  reporter has a short half-life in this company. Enjoy it while it lasts. Simplify, cut down on things you don’t need, but be sure to leave something behind worth having.’




  After that, he abruptly changed the subject to baseball – a sport, despite my American heritage, that I knew nothing about.




  It wasn’t the first time I would be surprised by how serious Yomiuri people were about the calling of journalism. The Japanese press is often characterized by the foreign media as a

  bunch of sycophantic lapdog office workers, but this isn’t exactly the case.




  I was still taking in Matsuzaka’s words while pretending to understand the finer points of America’s pastime, when we were joined by a young female reporter whose hiring he had also

  supported a few years ago. She was upset because she’d come up from a regional office only to be assigned to do layout for a few months. Matsuzaka explained to her that it was part of the

  process everyone had to go through before getting on the reporter roster in the big leagues. It was an initiation ritual.




  Then he sent us both home in the same hired car. The Yomiuri has its own fleet of cars used to escort reporters to interviews, press conferences, and sometimes their homes. As I was

  getting into the car, Matsuzaka tapped me on the shoulder.




  ‘Jake, you’re going to be assigned to the Urawa office,’ he said. ‘It’s a tough gig. The office has a Spartan atmosphere, and it’s in the heart of Saitama.

  It’s a good thing because you’ll have chances to write for the national edition and you will be doing a lot of writing. You will be extremely busy.’




  ‘Urawa? Really? Is that close to Tokyo?’




  ‘Very close. But once you’re there, Tokyo will be on the other side of the planet. Urawa keeps its people very busy, but remember what I told you. Don’t quit. We have high

  hopes for you.’




  While we rode home, I told Matsuzaka’s protégé that I’d been assigned to Urawa. Her response was ‘Goshushosama desu.’ It’s

  the phrase used at funerals to express your condolences.




  Saitama is a large, half-rural, half-suburban prefecture just outside Tokyo, and Urawa is a giant bedroom city from which tired workers commute to the capital.




  Saitama. A place considered so uncool by urban Japanese that it had spawned its own adjective, dasai, meaning ‘not hip, boring, unfashionable.’




  In other words, I’d been assigned to the New Jersey of Japan.




  

     

  




  All Right, Punks, Grab Your Notebooks




  The reputation of the Urawa office preceded it. An article by a former reporter assigned there had appeared in Tsukuru magazine, a journal for the media trade, and it

  had been scathing. ‘Yomiuri Shinbun: My Three Months of Disillusionment’ was the title, but if that didn’t get the point across, there was the subtitle: ‘Disillusion,

  Desperation, Suffering, and Finally a Decision.’




  The exposé documented the endless trivial tasks the author had been forced to perform 24/7. It told of abuse by an editor who went ballistic upon encountering the use of a kanji not on

  the approved list for the paper, cursing out the young reporter and throwing a sandal at his head. It told of the stench of sake permeating the office at six each evening, when the editor declared

  the workday over and always opened a bottle.




  I would come to view my own first year at the paper as a partial validation of the article. I say ‘partial’ because I don’t think the author really understood the full picture,

  which is: the first year of life as a reporter in Japan is an elaborate hazing, punctuated by a little on-the-job training. If you survive that, things get a little better. If you’re lucky,

  you get your own fresh slaves to boss around and begin to discover the fundamentals of journalism.




  The Yomiuri had only recently decided to shore up the ranks of the Urawa office. Part of the reason was that our sworn enemy, the Asahi, had put its Urawa office

  under the auspices of its shakaibu (metro/national news). It meant that while our office could draw only upon the meager resources of the regional bureau, the Asahi office could call up an

  army of a hundred reporters to be sent to Saitama for a big story. The Asahi was kicking Yomiuri’s ass, and the powers that be had decided to even the odds.




  There were four rookies who were to be cannon fodder in the battle of Urawa: Tsuji, Kouchi, Yoshihara, and myself. In Japanese company life, the people you enter the company with, and especially

  the people who go with you on the first posting, become the closest thing you will ever have to a family. The fact that you are doki, which translates, literally, as ‘of the same

  period of time,’ creates a strange but important bond that continues as long as you are in the company and often even after you leave. It’s comparable to the brotherhood ceremony for

  young yakuza, where sake cups are exchanged: a bond is created that will never break.




  I was extremely lucky. I had taken an instant liking to my future comrades when we first met at the Yomiuri swearing-in ceremony – and they seemed to like me back.




  Jun Yoshihara was twenty-two, two years younger than I, and looked like a pop idol. He was a graduate of Waseda University’s commerce department. (This is rare; though many Waseda grads

  enter the mass media, usually they’re from the journalism department.) He was tall, in good shape from playing soccer, and so pasty-faced that he looked Caucasian. For a short time we called

  him The Face, and that’s how I still think of him.




  Naoki Tsuji, ‘Frenchie,’ was twenty-five, also a graduate of Waseda, also not from the journalism department but from French literature. Of the four of us, he was the most

  intelligent. He was also always immaculately coiffed, wore tailored suits, and was constantly reading some obscure Japanese novel or French masterpiece. He radiated sensitivity and good

  breeding.




  Of course, everything I’ve just described made him a terrible match for the Yomiuri and was probably why he became the subject of harassment by the older reporters, who found his

  very existence to be annoying. It’s likely that he would have flourished at the Asahi, but you never really know. In many ways it was like a cum laude of the Berkeley Graduate School

  of Journalism taking a job at The Washington Times. Today he is a successful writer, with four novels to his name.




  Yasushi Kouchi was nicknamed ‘Chappy,’ though I can’t remember why. He was twenty-four and had a degree in international relations from Tsukuba University. He was prematurely

  balding, which made him look older than he was, and had an extremely round face, making him appear Chinese (from a Japanese perspective). He was one of the most dependable people I have ever known,

  and his quick thinking saved me a number of times.




  We were an odd crew: The Face, Chappy, the Frenchman, and the Gaijin. But from day one we covered one another’s asses. There’s not much more you can ask or expect

  from your friends or colleagues at any workplace. And in my case, I found myself relying on their good graces very, very soon, when a minor incident could have ended my career prematurely.




  It was the night before we were to report to the office for our first official day on the job. A welcome party was held at a local izakaya pub, and even though I had a horrendous cold, I

  showed up. It would have been worse if I hadn’t.




  The whole staff was there: Hara, the station chief with the physique of a sumo wrestler, a laugh that was deep and jolly, an Italian suit, and a Rolex. He had a punch perm of sorts, glasses

  perched precariously on the nub of his nose, and hair that curled around his ears, making him look vaguely Hasidic.




  Ono, a reporter on loan to the Urawa office, was head of the team of prefectural police reporters, which made him the direct supervisor of us recruits. He was built like a smaller version of

  Hara, with eyes that looked as if they were slits cut into a pumpkin. Ono took great pride in being a shakaibu reporter, and within five minutes he had made it clear that he was not just an

  ordinary regional reporter; he wasn’t going to be stuck here in the boonies forever.
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