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愛楽ちゃんへ


For Isla, who is welcome in Japan any time.


伊東家へ


For the Itos, who are welcome in Scotland any time.
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Yes, I Am a Long Way From Home


I’m going to die in Japan.


At least, that’s the plan. Plan is the wrong word. I’ve not sat down like Wile E. Coyote gripped by a wave of self-destruction and plotted my own demise, strung an anvil from the roof or painted a tunnel on the garage door. Nor am I predicting that a North Korean missile will take me out any time soon, though that is certainly more likely. I have the experience to prove it. It was 29 August 2017.


I was camping in Aomori, the most northerly prefecture on Honshu, Japan’s main island. Over the water is Hokkaido – the last prefecture before Russia – then a string of disputed islands and ice. During the summer vacation I’d thrown the camping gear in the back of the car, caught up in a surge of wild-man envy. I needed masculine exploits and rugged scenery. By the time I’d reached Aomori I’d already been stung thirty-six times by bees, developed a fever as a result, been chased by a biker gang and run away from a hotel before they discovered that when my fever broke I’d sweated so much I’d turned their comfortable mattress into a water bed. I’d been travelling for ten days, hadn’t spoken to anyone for three, and was beginning to crack up. I woke about 4 a.m., packed up quickly, happy to have been undisturbed by bears, and pointed the car south. Mogwai soared from the open windows as I sped through glorious forest roads – the kind Iain Banks called ‘great wee roads’ – with the sun rising behind me.


I joined the highway a little before six, my intention to go as far as Sendai, refuel and take it from there. A night in the city or another campsite? Fresh sheets or the pleasure of a lakeside sunset? My phone, acting as a sat nav from the 100-yen holster I’d taped to the dashboard, started buzzing like thirty-six bees had got inside it, immediately followed by a screeching alarm, far louder than the ear-hurting stereo volume. It was the J-Alert.


J-Alert is a nationwide warning system designed with two functions: the first is to give people a few seconds’ notice in advance of an earthquake or other disaster. (A few seconds is all science can give us, but it can make a lot of difference. It can be enough time to turn off the gas cooker, to get away from the windows, to get out the shower and avoid the indignity of running from the house in soapy humiliation.) The second is to scare the living shit out of people. With a volume and tone similar to the ‘howler’ letters in Harry Potter – think an air horn attached to a bull horn being held down by someone intent on giving you a heart attack – the J-Alert has caused me to leap from bed in the small hours, stub a toe, crack a shin, hit my head and fall to the floor in terror. This time it caused me to swerve wildly into the outside lane. Luckily the highway was empty. Had it not been, I wondered, would my death count as an earthquake fatality? In Australia, most deaths caused by spiders have nothing to do with bites and industrial levels of venom. Rather, the majority of fatalities are caused by people pulling down the sun visor while cruising along innocently, having a dangerous spider fall into their lap, very naturally reacting with some surprise and crashing the car into a wall/truck/convincing picture of a tunnel left by Wile E. Coyote. Spiders don’t kill people, I’m sure the NRA would say, walls do.


The alarm finished, I righted my direction and pulled back into the inside lane. Japanese highways are raised affairs. Literal highways on massive concrete legs with high sides to keep the noise in and presumably to stop any spider-surprised drivers from going over the edge. During the 1995 earthquake, the raised highway in Kobe flipped over. If there was a big earthquake, I wanted to be somewhere less . . . flippable. I wanted to be on a great wee road, ideally in Scotland.


After the alarm, an electronic female voice announced in Japanese, ‘MISSILE LAUNCH! MISSILE LAUNCH!’


‘What?’


‘MISSILE LAUNCH! MISSILE LAUNCH!’


‘I thought that’s what you said.’


I pulled the phone from its slot and tried to read the alert. In Japanese. In a tiny font. Still doing about 100kph on the highway. Not bright but, you know, special circumstances.


Missile launch! Missile launch! Get to a safe place. Find somewhere underground or go inside a strong building.


High in the air, on a concrete strip. The next exit was 20km away.


No further information from the J-Alert. I went onto Twitter. The alert was already trending but every tweet was a variation of ‘WTF?’. I phoned Minori, my wife.


‘What?’


‘What’s happening?’


‘I’m asleep.’


‘No, with the missile.’


‘What missile?’


‘The alert.’


‘Are you drunk?’


‘Put on the news and call me back.’


As I waited I remembered that the day before, driving north, I’d been stuck behind a convoy of military vehicles. Trucks, jeeps, and something that looked so suspiciously like a rocket launcher that I took a photo. For about thirty minutes I’d trailed this convoy. I’d assumed there was a base nearby, though the surprised expressions and pointed fingers of villagers made me suspect not. They’d turned off a few kilometres before my junction and I’d thought no more about it. Now the presence of that rocket launcher seemed ominous. Did they know something?


‘Hi. Where are you?’


‘On the highway in Aomori. What’s going on?’


‘The TV says it’s a test.’


‘North Korea?’


‘Of course. It flew over Hokkaido and landed in the sea.’


She had this tone like it was the most mundane thing in the world. Like she was reciting the weather forecast or responding to me telling her about my day.


‘So we’re not at war?’


‘Not yet. What are your plans?’


‘I was going to go to Sendai. Now I’m not so sure.’


‘Okay. Drive safe.’


‘Let me know if a war starts.’


‘Okay.’


As I drove south I pondered my situation. If war did break out, what would I do? In many ways I was already in the best place. I was in the middle of nowhere, or at least very close to it, with enough provisions to last a week, maybe two if I was careful. I had a car full of camping gear, water, food fresh and dried. But I was a long way from home. What would I do? Should I make a dash for home or hole up in the forest and wait it out? Scenes from various post-apocalyptic films played out. Soon I was imagining a zombie infestation and making plans.


By 10 a.m. I’d reached Sendai. I came off the highway and refuelled. I was exhausted, stiff, itchy and sore, and now Kim was lobbing missiles at me. The holiday was over. Time to go home.


In twelve hours I drove more than 1,000 kilometres, stopping at service stations for lunch and dinner. When I swung into the driveway, I felt all the tension seep away.


I was home. This is where I want to die. Home is where the heart stops.


It was my neighbour who first made me think about it in this way. He asked me outright not long after we bought the house. We were sitting in my garden with a beer each and the conversation quickly ran beyond getting-to-know-you inanities. In his forties, he was still living in the house he’d been born in and will remain there until he dies, his son taking over mastership. Such is the Japanese way, and so common is it that it often never occurs to some that there could be an alternative. So when a foreigner bought the house next door, Kensuke seemed at a loss to understand why. Surely at some point I’d go home? Only soldiers and refugees died in foreign lands. And if so, why buy a house and a big plot of land? Why not rent somewhere far more convenient until it was time to leave? It wasn’t xenophobia or anything like that, no ‘when are you going home?’ enquiry that can be expressed by some in Japan. Rather, it was just an idea so far beyond his experience and desires that he felt he had to tackle it head on.


‘You’re going to live here until you die?’


‘That’s the plan.’


I moved to Japan from Scotland in 2005. Sometime in 2013, Minori and I decided to decamp from our Aichi commuter town. We both grew up in the countryside and the idea of space, of greenness, of silence and solitude resonated like a temple bell. We contacted a fudō-san (an estate agent) and explained our plan.


‘So where do you want to buy a house?’


‘We don’t care, as long as it’s rural.’


‘But close to your jobs?’


‘No, we’re going to get new ones.’


‘Okay. But somewhere convenient?’


‘No, we don’t care about convenience.’


He twirled his pen and looked at us, baffled by this un-Japanese concept. ‘So what are your criteria?’


‘Beautiful.’


‘Quiet.’


‘Big. We want to grow our own vegetables.’


‘You want to be farmers? Oh, in that case –’


‘No, just enough to support ourselves.’


‘Okay, but the house. Do you want –’


‘We don’t care about that either. It’s the land that matters.’


He threw his pen down in defeat, clearly a man who had never seen The Good Life. He mulled, hummed, pondered the ceiling. ‘You know what? My job’s getting pretty boring. This sounds like a new challenge. I’m in.’


In Japan a house is for life, not just for Christmas. In the most seismically active country in the world, houses depreciate in value as soon as you drive them off the forecourt. The land usually appreciates – land is limited in a predominantly mountainous country – though an ageing population and a well-publicised disinterest in the reproductive arts amongst young people mean that even the price of land is sure to fall. But houses aren’t built to last. The older a house is, the more likely it is for an earthquake to shake, rattle and roll it. With houses as with TV demographics, anything over about twenty is considered irrelevant to the market.


Consequently, there is no housing market of which to speak. Secondhand houses here have the same reputation as second-hand cars in the UK. Low mileage, one careful owner, but make sure you get someone who knows what they’re doing to look under the hood. People buy new-builds or, if they can afford it, order to their tastes. If you decide to move on, your property will not only be worth less than you paid for it, it might be practically unsellable. The new owners would have to factor in the cost of demolishing the old house before they begin paying for their own home, rendering it massively unattractive. Add VAT on everything and you’ve got the kind of dead property market that would clear immigration off the Daily Mail’s front page for months.


There is no property ladder. You can’t start small and build up to your dream home. When you buy, you buy for life. So you’d better get it right first time. You’d better be damn sure you know what you’re doing. No buyer’s remorse here. Hence Kensuke’s confusion.


Three years after first meeting the fudō-san, in May 2016, we got the keys to a house in Gifu Prefecture. It wasn’t as rural as we first imagined – we have neighbours, and it’s only a twenty-minute drive to the nearest supermarket – but it’s a small community and we’re on the edge of it, surrounded by trees, seemingly cut off. It was idyllic and we were delighted.


That lasted about thirty hours.


As I drove back and forth from our old apartment with boxes, bikes and bedding, Minori and her parents cleaned the new house, hung curtains and unpacked. While I was away the hanchō-san, the head of the neighbourhood association (where the phrase ‘head honcho’ comes from), Sasaki-san, and our immediate neighbour, Asai-san, appeared and introduced themselves.


This is how my wife relayed it to me later: ‘After introducing themselves they started complaining about the trees. They want us to cut three down because the leaves block their gutters every autumn. They were so rude about it.’


She was nearly in tears, the stress of the move now combined with this. I was angry, but it was night already and there was little I could do about it. We went to bed worried that we’d made a terrible mistake.


There were two main issues we were concerned about before buying the house. I was worried about racism. We were told by one owner that he wouldn’t sell to a foreigner. There had been another place our fudōsan told us not to buy because while driving through the village he’d seen two huge black trucks covered with flags and imperial regalia driving around blasting nationalistic music and anti-foreign slogans. Not what you want in the next driveway. It’s a cliché but rural communities are often resistant to incomers, and foreign incomers are usually even less welcome.


Minori was worried about the neighbourhood association. She quickly tires of the rules and responsibilities Japanese society foists upon its citizens. The idea of attending meetings, standing guard over garbage collection sites and having to listen to the never-ending complaints of elderly people with nothing better to do filled her with dread and loathing. Neighbours are troublemakers, and here, she’d been proven right.


The next day I saw Asai in his garden and marched across to introduce myself. After the standard pleasantries and onegaishimasu-es (a greeting/polite expression with no English equivalent) and your Japanese is very good-s, I broached the subject.


‘My wife tells me there’s a problem with the trees. Don’t worry, we’ll deal with them, but can you give us a bit of time? We haven’t even unpacked yet.’


‘Problem? What problem?’


‘She says you want us to cut these three trees down.’


‘No! Don’t cut these down. They’re cherry blossom trees, they’re so beautiful in the spring. Please don’t cut them!’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘Nothing. I was just explaining to her that these trees are mine, and I’ll look after them. Those ones are yours, and they’re your responsibility. Look, the land boundary runs down here.’


We laughed at the misunderstanding, at the fact that the native Japanese speaker had misunderstood while the foreigner with the broken Japanese and weird accent had sorted it out. His son, Kensuke, came over with three beers. We kampai-ed, and they gave me a lesson in Japanese dendrology. Asai left, and Kensuke sat down with me, leading to the ‘Are you going to live here until you die?’ question. He and I both meant decades hence, at the end of a full and natural lifespan. I didn’t imagine that my continued existence would be so comprehensively threatened by Kim Jong-Un, snakes or typhoons over the next year.









Who by Fire


The first rule of living in Japan is: show willingness.


While Asai didn’t have a problem with the trees overhanging his land, the bushes by the road were another thing. The previous owner had let these coniferous triffids grow like slow green fireworks, spreading crystalline in every direction, to the point where they were in danger of scratching passing cars on the narrow single-track road. Sasaki, the hanchō, made his position on shrubbery clear.


‘I asked him on numerous occasions to cut them. He never did.’ A sad shake of the head. The very idea that someone could be so unwilling to do what was needed for the good of the community. I suspect Sasaki was a salesman in his working days, or maybe a politician. He certainly has a touch of the Machiavellian.


‘I understand.’ The most loaded words in Japanese. Not just ‘I get what you’re saying’ but ‘I fully understand the unspoken nuance and the implications’. As foreigners, wakarimashita – I understand – and its negation, wakarimasen, are problematic terms. I was once involved in a small scuffle outside a football ground when an opposition fan incorrectly believed me to have emptied my beer over the back of his jacket. Unaware that, as a Scotsman, the very idea was anathema, we argued for a few minutes. I had no idea what he was talking about and said so, in Japanese: I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.


‘Oh, now he’s pretending he can’t speak Japanese.’


‘No, obviously I can speak Japanese. We’re speaking Japanese. Listen, I’m speaking Japanese now. That doesn’t mean I can understand your nonsense.’


‘See, he’s doing it again.’


Surprise is often expressed that anyone other than the Japanese can speak the language, so when a foreigner says, ‘I don’t understand,’ then it’s necessarily a linguistic issue and not the fact that your interlocutor is a drunk football fan talking shite. It can be a touch frustrating.


No such trouble with Sasaki. He understands. We bow. He wanders off to take a piss behind his garage. He seems to like the spot. Every once in a while I’ll pass by to see him emerging, doing himself up. I guess when you reach that age, you just can’t hold on.


I go inside. ‘I need your dad’s help. Does he have a chainsaw?’


‘What for?’


‘Sasaki –’


‘Was he peeing again?’


‘Yes, but it’s not for that. We need to deal with those bushes. A trim won’t do it. We need to take them right back.’


‘I’ll call him.’


While she does I go back outside. I’m still trying to get the feel of it. This is my garden, my place. I can’t just let my gaze drift over the natural beauty of it. I’m responsible for every atom of it. The land is more or less rectangular, with the house in the south-east corner, a few metres in from the boundary. Behind the house, next to Sasaki’s land, is something of a dead area. A long strip covered by anti-weed sheets, a couple of trees and nothing else. What to do with this? What to do with any of it? What the hell am I going to do with half an acre? There’s only two of us. How many potatoes are we going to need? How many potatoes can two people reasonably eat before they become sick of potatoes?


Sasaki’s land stops in parallel with my bathroom and the rest, up to the road, is home to Hasegawa-san. There’s a persimmon tree in the corner, and more of the coniferous bastards running along the boundary. Inside my land, behind these bushes, is a second level of foliage, like a line of archers behind the infantry. It more or less makes this end of the land impenetrable. Pushing between them leaves one peppered in sticky seeds, cobwebs and stuff that itches. However, the whole thing acts as a buffer between the house and the rest of the world. No need for net curtains. Any peeping Tom trying to get a glimpse of me watching Game of Thrones in my underpants is going to have to Indiana Jones his way through with a machete first. I wade into the undergrowth to get an idea of what we’re dealing with, scratches and itches starting up almost immediately.


‘Maloney-san? Maloney-san?’


I push my way towards the voice, which I suspect is Hasegawa. Ducking under the low-hanging branches of the persimmon tree, I find her standing beside her silver Suzuki. Hasegawa is in her seventies, tiny but made entirely of steel. She lives alone, her husband having passed on and her son having relocated to Chiba for university decades before and never returned. The Suzuki, I later learn, doesn’t move. She’s too nervous to drive these days, and the dent in the side fender and scratches along the doors suggests she may be wise not to.


‘Hasegawa-san, how are you?’


‘Tired. Always tired. Sasaki-san asked you to cut the hedges.’


I had understood. ‘Yes, my father-in-law is bringing a chainsaw, and then we’ll tidy the place up.’


‘While you’re at it, do you think you could bring these bushes under control as well? Just that they’re getting a bit big, blocking out the light. It’s hard to dry my clothes.’


‘No problem. All of these ones?’


‘Yes. I asked the previous owner but . . .’


I’m beginning to think not everyone was sad to see the back of him.


‘As soon as I can get the chainsaw, we’ll get to work. Please be a little patient but I’ll definitely do it.’


The next day my father-in-law turns up with the chainsaw. He shows me how to use it, explains where the petrol goes, the chain oil. How to stand, how to hold it. I nod along. Wakarimashita.


Yoji looks at me, at the chainsaw. ‘Which bushes?’


I show him. ‘All along the road and then next to Hasegawa’s house.’


He looks at me, at the chainsaw. ‘I’ll do it.’


‘No, it’s okay, I can manage.’


He looks at me, at the chainsaw. ‘No.’


I turn to Minori.


‘He’s like that. Doesn’t trust anyone not to fuck up. It’s not you.’


‘It feels like it’s me.’


‘Just let him do it.’


‘Do I have any choice?’


‘It’s his chainsaw.’


To be fair to him, he’s very good with the chainsaw. Could probably do art with it if he were inclined that way. My role is to drag fallen branches aside and pile them in the garden. Shorts and a T-shirt were a mistake. I quickly resemble a self-loathing Emo teenager or the owner of the worst cat in the world. A crowd begins to gather: Asai and his wife, Junko, the man from across the road, Ishikawa and two of his three daughters, Sasaki and his wife Michiko, and Hasegawa. Between the buzzing and shrieking they comment on Yoji’s skill with the saw, at how quickly I’m clearing up, at how much I’m starting to bleed.


For some unfathomable reason each bush has electrical wire wrapped round it. Clearly it’s been there for a while; some of it is embedded in the trunk where the bush has grown around it. It causes problems for the chainsaw, for Yoji, as he tries to avoid metal-on-metal action. A pile of wire in plastic coating builds up. This is the first inkling we get that the previous owner had some idiosyncratic ways of maintaining his property.


A car passes, so we stop and scatter. Another. A third, this one stops. It’s Minori’s aunt and uncle. They can’t get into the drive because it’s full of severed bush. I point out I had no idea they were coming. The uncle looks at me expectantly, so I clear the driveway for him.


In Japan, the first rule of fitting in is showing willingness.


Tea appears, juice, snacks. Yoji and I keep working. Picnic chairs are produced. We keep at it. We reach the end of the road and Yoji refills the tank.


‘These ones?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Cut them the same as the ones on the road?’


I look at the bushes, and the second row of bushes behind them. Where Hasegawa hangs her washing. ‘Take them out.’


‘Completely?’


‘Yeah. It’ll take less time and we won’t have to worry about them again.’


‘All right.’


He goes along the line slicing them a couple of inches off the ground. I disappear into their razor branches as I haul them – each one the size of a couple of Christmas trees taped together – out of the way so that finally my face resembles the rest of my body. Hasegawa is over the moon. Mutterings of contentment ripple through the assembled throng. I have shown willingness, I have done my duty above and beyond what was expected. I have literally bled for them. I have spilled blood on the ground to please my new neighbours. I have earned some slack, some approval.


Approval from everyone except Minori.


‘You’re not coming into the house like that. Wash the blood and filth off.’


‘How?’


‘Hose.’


More of Minori’s relatives arrive, buoyed by the chance to have a nose around the house. Her brother, his wife and three kids show up carrying beer and snacks. Divested of greenery and scabbing nicely, beer seems ideal. It is a beautiful May afternoon in the middle of Golden Week, a period of close-packed national holidays and one of the few occasions when put-upon Japanese workers can take some time off. Everyone is in holiday humour. A quick confab and a barbecue is decided upon. Minori and her mum shoot off to buy meat, while I get the fire going.


I’m a big fan of barbecues. Coming from the North East of Scotland, they were few and far between, and a sure sign of a special occasion. My father feels the same and can be credited with the invention of a new type of barbecue: the sarcastic barbecue.


My dad is the eldest of five children, the other four being women. The eldest of these, Kathleen, emigrated to Australia. At least once in every generation, one Maloney decides that the only thing that can hold us all together is extreme distance and sods off to the other side of the planet. Perhaps it’s the Scottish/Irish genes in us, a history of emigration, the diaspora, or maybe it’s just that some of us fare better out of sight and out of mind. Kathleen married an Aussie, had two sons. One year they came over for Christmas, the day of which was to be held at my dad’s house. Christmas dinner was the standard fare but Boxing Day was something different. Fed up with repeated references to the southern hemisphere, Christmas on the beach and barbecues, he decided to give them what they seemed to want. A barbecue. In Aberdeenshire. In winter. After a white Christmas. A sarcastic barbecue.


In my garden, I’d already built a fire pit. There was a half-hearted attempt at one when we moved in, a hole in the ground with a couple of rocks around it, as pathetic as if a group of sloth druids had considered building their nascent civilisation a Stonehenge then given up and climbed into the trees for a good, long hang. I filled that in, planted a pine seedling on top and started again in a more central location, taking advantage of a couple of stone lanterns that had been left behind and a gap in the trees through which we can see Mount Ontake on a clear day. I dragged in three railway sleepers to act as benches, nearly crippling myself in the process, and slowly set about turning the area into what I like to think of as a clearing in the forest of A Midsummer Night’s Dream but which my wife likes to call ‘a pile of nonsense’. I secreted various statuettes of unnamed deities, a couple of Grecian urns and a wooden surfer who looks like a cross between Willem Dafoe’s Green Goblin and Eric Trump, in the grass, bushes and trees around the fire pit, and hung two strings of 100 per cent real Tibetan prayer flags I bought from a 100 per cent real Tibetan man in a 100 per cent real Tibetan market in Aberfeldy, Scotland. I think it looks mystical. Kensuke asked me if I was having a sports day.


The barbecue is a success and soon begins attracting the neighbours. The sun sets, we light candles in the stone lanterns and throw more logs on the fire. The Asais join us – the kids climbing in the trees, the adults drinking and chatting. Kensuke’s cousin appears with his guitar and plays a few songs. Takahiro is good. Excellent in fact, and plays Clapton’s ‘Tears In Heaven’, fingering both the guitar and vocal parts. Minori tells me to get my guitar out but it is impossible to play along with him. He is one of those virtuoso musicians who doesn’t know how to play with others. Where would my guitar fit in? Playing music is about leaving space for each other, listening and collaborating. He is used to playing solo and fills in all the blanks himself. We take turns playing songs the other has never heard of, like the most anti-social karaoke night ever. Minori’s family drifts away, Takahiro heads off, and next-door’s kids are escorted inside for bath time, leaving me, her, Asai, Kensuke, his brother Kyota and Sasaki. More beers and a rousing version of ‘Let It Be’. A voice calls out, and Yamada-san, an elderly man who lives two rice fields away, emerges from the gloaming. Behind him come two men I haven’t met. They are introduced as Kagawa-san and Endo-san, both retired. Yamada carries a six-pack, Endo a bottle of shōchū and Kagawa has packets of dried squid. Another log on the fire and the party blazes up once more. The guitar is passed over, and Yamada gives us a Japanese version of Dylan’s ‘Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right’ in a voice that sounds like he is driving a motorbike over a ploughed field. More beer. More saké. More songs.


This is the life. The lubricant of alcohol and the shared language of music by the fireside, as humans have done for thousands of years.


Our voices raised in song.


Our voices raised in laughter.


Our voices raised . . .


Raised voices?


Kagawa and Endo, each perched on either end of a railway sleeper bench with a wooden statue of Ebisu between them, grinning in the flickering light, are arguing in a language I have yet to master but in which I hope to one day become fluent: drunk-old-man Japanese.


Minori having gone inside, I turn to Kensuke. ‘What’s the problem?’


‘I’m not sure. Something about the war.’


I am on high alert, the Basil Fawlty in me primed. When I first arrived in the country one of the things we were warned about during our brief and woefully inadequate teacher training was to avoid history. As a Scot I tend not to get dragged into historical assumptions the way some of my American friends do. I once got confronted by an irate schoolboy in the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum, demanding to know if I was American. Presumably he wanted an explanation and an apology there and then had I turned out to be from Omaha.


‘Scotland.’


‘Doko?’ Where?


Kagawa and Endo are up on their feet, gesturing with their cups. What is it? Nanjing? Pearl Harbor? Nagasaki? Comfort women? Any number of contentious issues fly through my mind, and in none of them does the conversation end with hugs all round and recharged glasses. Asai wades in on Kagawa’s side, calling Endo an idiot. Sasaki backs up Endo. Everyone over sixty-five is on their feet, the rest of us watching this bizarre theatre unfold in my garden Globe.


Kensuke joins in, contradicting his father. I nudge him. ‘In the woods beyond the shrine,’ he says, ‘there’s a war memorial. They’re arguing about which war.’


‘Who thinks what?’


‘Kagawa and that faction think it’s the second, Endo says it’s the first.’


‘Why don’t we go and see?’ It may be a bit late in the day for pragmatism but that is the only club in my bag.


Kensuke relays my suggestion, and my wife returns from the house in time to see the entire male party – me, Kensuke, Kyota, Kagawa, Endo, Sasaki and Yamada – trailing out of the garden with torches (the electric kind, though if we’d had flaming ones, we’d have used them) and back-up drinks. We zigzag our way around the rice fields towards the shrine. Endo disappears up a tiny stone staircase into the trees and we dutifully follow. Images from my childhood, from Twin Peaks and The Blair Witch Project, haunt me as we sweep aside branches and pick cobwebs out of our mouths. The air is rich with the hum of insects and the smell of the local shōchū wafting from our breath.


‘Aha!’ Endo stands smugly, his torch dancing over the date. All but forgotten, this stone monument bears only one name, that of the lone local man who died in the First World War. The monument is covered in Imperial flags and patriotic sentiments. Had the dates been two or three decades later, I would’ve felt less ambivalence but Japan fought on the allies’ side in the First World War, taking German colonies off them at the behest of the British. This isn’t a political, ideological site like Yasukuni, this is a memorial such as every town in Britain has, remembering the local lads who went to fight in a war that had nothing to do with existential threats and everything to do with geopolitical dick-swinging, and never came back. It isn’t there to make a point. It is there to remind. We stand in silence, taking in the melancholy of the moment, before raising our cups and cans and toasting the fallen soldier.


We return to the fireside and finish our drinks. The party broke up soon after, each man fading into the darkness, unsteady on the road.









The Outdoors Type


Japanese people are proud of Japan, which is fair enough. The media overdoes the patriotism a bit, and sometimes that pride can turn into disrespect for other countries, but show me a country that isn’t guilty of that. The Japanese have some good reasons to be proud, chief among which is the oft-cited claim that Japan is safe. The mantra is repeated in the news, during welcome ceremonies for overseas workers and any time the government tentatively floats the idea of opening the door to immigrants from a crack to ajar. Japan is safe. People are cognisant of that fact and use it as an excuse not to go overseas. It’s safe here, why go somewhere less safe? Japan is safe, and we’re going to keep it that way.


If we’re talking about crime, then okay. In comparison with many other countries Japan has low crime rates. According to a 2017 Gallup study, Japan ranked 105th out of 110 for incidence of crime. Singapore was 110th since you ask. Petty crime is basically non-existent, if you don’t count bicycle theft and dangerous driving (two things the Nagoya area is famous for. Nagoyabashiri, Nagoya driver, is the pejorative used for a bad driver). I once drunkenly left my mobile on top of an ATM and found it waiting for me the next morning, something locals find utterly unremarkable. You can generally walk home late at night without fear of mugging, molestation or anything more sinister than a drunk salaryman hoping for a free English lesson. At least men can; I still wouldn’t advise a woman to walk home alone at night, though I know many who do without incident. Numbers on sexual assaults are unreliable since few women report them and hardly any are ever prosecuted. There are queries all the way down the line, but your chances of being a victim of crime in Japan are significantly less than in Scotland.


So, Japan is safe, certainly in terms of what fellow humans might do to you. If you throw the net wider, things look less secure. If you don’t count earthquakes, tsunamis, active volcanoes, typhoons and the associated frequent landslides, Japan is safe. If you ignore the shaky logic of building forty-three nuclear reactors in the most seismically active country on the planet, Japan is safe. If you turn a blind eye to employment practices that result in karoshi – death from overwork – and high suicide rates; if you sweep the problem of the Yakuza and other gangs under the tatami; if you don’t ask why the hills are alive with the sound of those annoying bells hikers hang from their packs, making summer in Kamikōchi ring like Santa’s sleigh, Japan is safe. Bears, wild boar, things that creep and things that crawl. The people may be well behaved but the geology, climate, flora and fauna sure as hell aren’t.


My first encounter with a typhoon came by accident. I’d been here less than two months when Francis called up. Francis worked for the same company and had been on the same flight out. On the train to Nagoya, while I kept watch for stations, forcing my eyes open, he slept.


‘We’re going to climb Fuji.’


‘Good for you. When?’


‘Tomorrow. Coming?’


‘Um. Nope.’


‘Come on, the climbing season finishes the day after tomorrow. This could be our only chance.’


‘I don’t know the first thing about –’


‘It’s all right, we’ve got all the details. Just meet us at Nagoya station at seven tomorrow.’


‘Sure, why not?’


The next morning I threw some clothes into my backpack, some snacks, my skiing jacket. I only had a beaten pair of Vans but they were hardy and would probably be fine.


Probably.


You’re beginning to see where this is going, aren’t you?


This was the least prepared-for expedition since Hannibal took his elephants over the Alps and completely forgot to pack sticky buns.


There’s only one bus a day from the Shinkansen station to Fuji station 5, where the climb starts. We missed it. Not by a little, by hours. We got a taxi. Halfway there, with the meter at 13,000 yen, the driver took pity on us and switched it off. It still cleaned me out of cash. When we got to station 5 it was late afternoon. The idea was to climb up to watch the sunrise from the summit. What I know now, and none of us knew then, is that you climb up the day before, sleep in the station just below the summit, then climb the last stretch in the minutes before dawn. You don’t climb during the night with a weak torch to light the way.


A fog came in. The rain started. The wind got up. Fuji is made of sand so every second step took us backwards. The weather got worse. At one point we took shelter in a cave-like hole under an overhanging rock. At times I suspected we were really climbing Mount Doom. The weather got even worse. We were climbing Fuji during a fucking typhoon. In the least appropriate clothing ever. No one had thought to check the weather. No one had thought to check anything. We made it, somehow, to the final station. It was locked down and you had to pay to stay: we had no money. We found an open door – into the staff quarters, it later transpired – stripped off our soaking clothes and settled down to wait the night out. The storm worsened. We nearly froze. Eventually others woke up, but thankfully just ignored us. Everyone set off for the top. I managed about twenty metres then started collapsing. Altitude sickness. I didn’t have the lungs for it. I turned back, letting the others go on, something you should never do. I started walking down and didn’t stop until the car park. A Japanese proverb says a wise man climbs Fuji once, a fool climbs it twice. I didn’t even make it once but clearly I was a fool.


My first earthquake experience also provided me with an unsought-for chance at humiliation. I was teaching, three students and myself sitting round a table. At first it sounded and felt like a big truck was going past. Then I realised what was going on. I panicked, jumped to my feet. ‘It’s an earthquake, an earthquake, what do we do? Get under the table? In the doorway? Should we run?’


The students – one businessman, one elderly gentleman and a high-school girl – watched me, waited for a beat to tick by, then burst out laughing.


‘It’s okay, it’s just a small one.’


‘A small one?’


‘Of course.’


‘But my chair moved. It bounced me across the floor.’


The businessman looked me up and down. ‘Maybe not so small.’


More laughter. Bastards.


Safe, my arse.


If you don’t go outside, it’s safe.


If you wrap yourself in bubble wrap, it’s safe.


If you don’t look under the rocks in my garden, Japan is safe.


Moving into the countryside and becoming an amateur farmer introduced me to a new and unfamiliar concept: I found myself thinking, I know just how Samuel L. Jackson feels.


Snakes. Not on a plane, but hiding in the woodpile, between rocks and, once, in the well.


Japan isn’t safe. Scotland is safe. Seismically, Scotland is as active as a teenager at 8 a.m. on a Monday morning. Despite a dirty great fault line running through the country like a samurai’s death slash, its geology snoozes deeper than if it had a chemistry test at nine o’clock and had been up until three snapchatting. There are no bears, no wild boar, and the only venomous snake is the adder, so unthreatening it was named after a condescending term for a mathematician.


Japan – and my garden in particular – has the mamushi, the brown and beige pit viper with a diamond-shaped head. There are other, more dangerous snakes such as the habu, but Chubu is too cold for them. They, like the US armed forces, prefer the warmth of Okinawa. For this, I give thanks. I would far rather be Saint Patrick, patron-sainting over a land free of snakes, than Samuel L. Jackson, battling them.


But, like Jackson, peacefully enjoying his in-flight movie and complimentary nuts, battle sought me out.


Where my land ends and Asai’s begins, there are a number of what can only be described as massive boulders. They were placed there by the previous owner’s grandfather during a spell of Zen decorating or feng shui rearranging, and very nice they are too. Japanese gardening uses the theory of borrowed landscape, where the garden design incorporates aspects beyond the boundaries to create depth. In this instance, the boulders form a symbiotic relationship with Mount Ontake in the distance. They also harbour mamushi.


I am a peaceful man, and usually find myself disagreeing with Paul McCartney’s injunction to ‘Live And Let Die’, preferring the alliterative and far more pacifist formulation. When I first noticed the coil of muscle and the diamond head, I made a deal with it, much as I had with my students: let’s just leave each other in relative peace.


However, the mamushi is dangerous, particularly to children, and the Asai family have three of them (children, not snakes). So I decided something had to be done. I tried to capture it with the aim of relocating it far from harm, but the snake didn’t seem keen on that. It had found a nice spot to rest and considered me something of an unwelcome bailiff. And so it was that, much like a Trump press conference, things quickly took a turn for the worse. Battle commenced.


Nothing in my Scottish upbringing had prepared me for this moment. The closest I’d come to confronting nature head on had been frantically sweeping a mouse out of the kitchen of an Edinburgh flat like a crazed Olympic curler. The closest I’d come to snake bite was in the student union. I donned my armour – wellies and oven gloves – and selected a weapon. In the janken of life, it turns out shovel beats snake. I felt horrible but I’d have felt worse if one of the children had died of a snake bite.


In the bonfire I gave it a funeral fit for a Viking chief then texted my wife.


I just killed a mamushi.


What did you do with it?


I cremated it.


My dad’s going to be angry.


What? Had I committed some enormous faux pas? Was there some Shinto cleansing ritual that needed to be performed? Some Buddhist rite that would make amends for the murder I had committed? My father-in-law never struck me as a particularly religious or spiritual man but maybe I had underestimated him. Wracked with guilt and more than a little put out that my bravery in selflessly putting myself between harm and the Asai younglings had gone unremarked, I stoked the fire – being far more careful when grabbing wood off the pile than I hitherto had been – and waited to get told off.


Sure enough, the text wasn’t long in coming.


You killed a mamushi? Do you still have the body?


No. I burned it.


Next time, call me.


Why?


What you do is, you skin it then cook it over the fire. It’s delicious, particularly the tail. It goes really well with some saké.


I should’ve known. Food. Snacks. Otsumami. My father-in-law is an expert on things that go well with saké. After surviving the Battle of the Boulders, the last thing I wanted to do was skin, cook and eat the vanquished. It seemed disrespectful. It seemed barbaric. It seemed gross. I decided then and there to forswear the role of snake-battler and devote my shovel to peace. I invested in nets and grappling poles to humanely catch and relocate any legless intruders. Never again shall blood be spilt on my soil and no snake shall suffer the indignity of going well with my father-in-law’s saké. My garden from that moment on became a place of peace and co-existence.


Well, apart from the centipedes. Those fuckers will rue the day.


Since then I’ve encountered three more mamushi. Two met their maker, one escaped. I hate it. I feel so bad every time but the risk is too high. However, I haven’t let my father-in-law anywhere near them. Each one has ended up in the compost or the fire. He found one in his own garden and proudly, almost sarcastically, produced it at a barbecue. I near upchucked.


My father-in-law is a Practical Man. An outdoorsman. He can take down a tree, skin a snake, catch a fish, build a house. Minori and I have one plan in the event of a huge earthquake/tsunami/zombie apocalypse: head straight to wherever Yoji is and wait it out. He’ll know what to do. Probably already has everything organised: bags of rice stashed away, seeds, gallons of water and gasoline. He’s not a survivalist in the right-wing nutbag in Montana kind of way, more just someone who doesn’t trust anyone else and would much rather do it himself.


My father had an interesting relationship with his father-in-law. My dad is a city boy, a Glaswegian, but early on he left the city, wandered the world first as a hitch-hiker, then in the Merchant Navy where he was, by mutual agreement, considered the worst waiter ever to sail the high seas, before ending up in the North East of Scotland. My grandfather was another Practical Man. Fixed his own cars, built his own furniture. Why pay someone else to do it? When I was a child he had a sideline in buying old caravans, gutting them, doing them up and selling them. There were caravans everywhere, and many of our holidays were taken that way. My dad helped him in this, learning along the way, picking up both the skills and confidence to become a Practical Man himself, something he now excels at.


Me? Books and poetry and music and art and theatre. I can cook and I can tell you a lot about the history of Japan. I’m a Leftie, a liberal, a Guardian reader. I am, from a Practical Man’s perspective, hardly a man at all. Moving to the countryside unlocked that and, under Yoji’s tutelage, I’ve developed DIY and gardening skills I never thought possible. I have built, cut, painted, planted, burned and shaped. I have green fingers and calluses, I have chopped wood with an axe and harvested kilos of potatoes. I’ve come a long way, yet somehow I still don’t feel like a Practical Man – not really. How long would I survive if disaster came? Could Minori and I ever be self-sufficient?
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