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	“The whole mad swirl

	of everything that was to come

	began then.”

	 

	— Jack Kerouac, On the Road

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Thank you to my family for their continued support over the years, especially my parents for coming all the way out to Japan. To my brother Michael who has always been the first to proofread my work and give encouragement. To Sophie for everything that’s happened since we met. And to Julianne for believing in this book.

	 

	— John Gerard Fagan
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	F i s h  T o w n

	 


 

	 

	 

	fish town

	 

	only the truly lost wash up on the shore of Yaizu

	a fish town in a forgotten part of Japan

	faded posters of its 1960s glory days still littering the streets

	but that’s where I was

	April 2013

	I took a walk to the sea

	hoping for a beach to spend some time after work

	but all that was there was a black water port and a tsunami wall that snaked around it

	the Pacific waiting to devour

	my flat was behind the destruction line

	when the town was flooded I’d be safe

	so said the extra 100 quid a month I was told to pay

	safe and lost

	29 years old

	alone

	listening to the hum of an air conditioner to drown the silence

	I thought I wouldn’t last a month

	it was over six years before I made the long journey back home.

	 


 

	 

	 

	the old dreams will sleep

	 

	no work in Scotland

	graduated right into a recession

	on and off the brew

	two BAs and an MA led to nothing more than minimum wage temp jobs

	for years

	and years

	never breaking out of the poverty cycle

	first generation in my family to go to university

	should have gotten a trade like my father

	and his father

	and his father before

	generations of miners on my mother’s side

	for years after graduating I survived with work in factories

	breaking plastic boxes, packing brochures, sawing wood, 

	phone monkey jobs for debt collectors and science centres, hack writing jobs,

	and temp bar jobs all over Scotland

	nothing more than minimum wage

	even tried my luck in London only to eat rejection after rejection

	the stuff of dreams

	finally got a decent job with the subtitling-arm of the BBC in Glasgow

	but it was yet another temporary contract, low wage, unsociable hours

	after 18 months I was fed up with the constant worry of if I had a job by the end of the month

	I was in a relationship that was doing neither of us any good

	long past its expiry date

	fat bursting out from under my chin

	unable to sleep

	October 2012

	03:00

	another job hunt online to see if anything had changed in the last day

	teaching English in Asia popped up

	as it had a hundred times before

	amongst the long list of fruitless courses I did was a TEFL teaching one

	fuck it 

	nothing to lose

	literally nothing to lose but the last strings of my sanity

	which would have been lost had I stayed in Scotland

	I decided on Japan

	memorised as much Japanese as possible in a week

	and had a five-minute self introduction perfected

	interview in Edinburgh

	tricked them into thinking I could speak Japanese

	offered a job a few days later

	within a few months I had a case packed, sold what I could to pawn shops,

	and headed 5783 miles away.


 

	 

	 

	glasgow airport

	 

	I was early for the flight

	hadn’t slept at all

	double, triple checking I had everything

	my parents and brother gave me a lift on that dark foggy morning

	we sat in the restaurant at the airport

	I had toast and beans but couldn’t eat much

	all thoughts were drowning and panic simmering

	wondering what the fuck I was doing 

	getting on a flight to Dubai then Osaka

	seven years earlier me and Mikey went on holiday to Australia

	that was exciting

	this just felt like madness

	I had no idea where I was going to live or work

	just that the company said it was near Tokyo

	you can come home at any time my mum said

	don’t stay out there for the sake of it

	I nodded

	I checked in and my luggage was too heavy

	I had to leave five books behind and a jacket

	I exchanged the remainder of my money into ¥

	and headed for customs

	after months of waiting

	the departure had finally come.


 

	 

	 

	japan

	 

	I got a teaching job at four wee high schools on a monthly rotation

	thought I was going to a suburb of Tokyo as the lady in the interview said

	but it turned out my new home was in a dying fish town

	nowhere near Tokyo

	more than four hours away from the city on the local train

	and my flat a 40-minute walk to the nearest train station

	I was wondering what I got myself into

	but fish town had its own wee mountain behind it

	gave me something to do before the summer heat arrived

	and I burned

	and burned

	burned.

	 


 

	 

	 

	to feel something

	 

	many of us spend our entire lives in hiding

	seeking a comfort blanket and wrapping ourselves tighter and tighter

	so we can drift towards old age

	in the same town

	with the same people

	drift and sever anything that goes against that straight path

	of comfort

	I ripped mine apart

	not out of bravery

	not out of trying to better myself or the world

	I ripped to feel something

	anything but grey daylight and grey nights

	the stench from the fish factory grounded me into the fabric of that new town

	hardly an upgrade

	but it was different

	and I needed different.

	 


 

	 

	 

	off the plane

	 

	March 22nd

	landed in Osaka

	a week before I moved to fish town

	got off the plane and straight into a taxi

	the driver didn’t understand a word of my English or broken Japanese

	I showed him a photo of the hotel

	he drove me to a police station instead

	I was thinking, great it’s been five fucking minutes and I’m getting arrested 

	but the policeman told the driver where to go

	when we got to the hotel the wee driver was delighted he had found it

	happiest face I’d seen in a long time

	after the misery of goodbyes 

	was exactly what I needed.

	 


 

	 

	 

	a room like a spaceship

	 

	I went to the 7-11 after I checked-in

	gasping for a drink of juice

	I picked up a tall can of what I thought was fizzy strawberry juice

	tasted funny but downed it

	feeling lightheaded five minutes later I checked the empty can

	9% alcohol

	I bought three more

	and had a shower that waterboarded me from three sides

	the room was as futuristic as I had ever seen

	white and silver

	the toilet was covered in flashing buttons

	a heated or chilled seat

	and played soothing water sounds

	the tv floated down from the ceiling

	I sat on the oval-shaped bed and stared out into the neon city

	as scared and excited as I had ever been in my life.

	 


 

	 

	 

	suicide on the first train

	 

	train to my company induction in Hamamatsu

	found a seat and sat in silence

	taking in the strange smells and sounds of passing bullet trains

	the train was motionless 10 minutes after it should have left

	an announcement followed and people flooded off in one wave

	I was sure that was the right train

	so I stayed put

	until the conductor came and ushered the remaining passengers out

	I got off wondering what the fuck to do

	a nice old lady explained that someone jumped in front of the last one and trains on that line were cancelled

	after wandering around I found the bus station

	four hours later I was in Hamamatsu

	a strange city

	windy

	a backwater compared to Osaka.

	 


 

	 

	 

	mountain school

	 

	the week blurred past and I was dropped off in fish town at my new flat

	handed the keys to a small black Toyota

	given the list of schools I was working at

	and that was that

	first day at the first school the following morning

	a solid place on the far side of the mountain

	new work feeling circled like a shark with the scent of bruised blood

	I parked in an empty space

	and waded towards the entrance

	the other staff stared like I was the Loch Ness Monster

	the only non-Japanese teacher

	no one told me everyone had their own space assigned by the head teacher

	so I continued to park there

	for almost a month until the nice wee school cleaner told me that they were all talking about how I was stealing the poor old maths teacher’s space

	my real space was a better one closer to the bins

	I apologised and said I wasn’t told

	but that was a huge issue 

	and one my company received a formal complaint from the head of English who was meant to tell me where to park

	he was also meant to do a school tour and induction

	but didn’t

	showing me my desk was the extent of it

	Yosuke Manko

	everyone meets someone like him once in their lives

	bitter

	enjoyed making other people’s lives as miserable as his own

	there was nothing decent inside this man

	nothing

	he did little more than bully the weans in his class and everyone else he had any power over

	I’ll forever daydream of punching his face.


 

	 

	 

	born in the usa

	 

	I was fucked even before I got there

	Manko had wanted an American to join their staff

	he had a Chad for five years 

	wanted him back as I took his job when the companies providing foreign teachers changed

	I stood for a good 20 minutes with the reception lady before he even bothered to tell me where my desk was

	she kept trying to get his attention

	made everyone feel awkward in the staff room as only he knew

	he waited, pretending to be busy

	finally as the tension was ready to overflow he slid out of his chair and stared

	pointed to a dusty desk covered in old books

	his hands smelt of smoked fish

	I soon could tell when he was around from the smell

	my first class was in the second period

	he asked me to talk about baseball while he watched

	I told him I knew nothing about that but I could tell them about Scotland or football or almost anything else except baseball

	he said nope and proceeded to say to the weans I was going to tell them all about baseball in America

	visions of his petty attitude changing burst and ran down the windows

	I played rounders at primary school

	so I made it up

	not knowing baseball was massive in Japan

	I ain’t quitting, cunt

	I was meant to have two more classes that day 

	but they were cancelled

	I sat in the empty staff room and stared out the window
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