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Ravens have been recorded swooping over bands of gorillas, teasingly playing at attacking them. These birds show the ability to deceive that comes with the power of language. In this they are no different from humans. Where humans differ from ravens is that they use language to look back on their lives and call up a virtual self.


John Gray
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MAZZY LOOKED DOWN onto moonlit clouds. No break in the feather bed cumulus laid out from LA to Tokyo. There had been one shining moment, when a streak of silver glittered on the surface of the sea, like a sheet of worked metal. Then again the cloudscape, the anger at being pulled from a Californian high school to Japan, her father. So she looked to the perfect moon, craters and scars from ancient collisions. Lonely in the thoughts of a lifeless rock, she turned back to the plane and the sleeping passengers. Some comfort in the other bodies.


The Japanese man beside her was in his mid-twenties. Hard to tell with skin that even toned and smooth. He was sleeping. Or his eyes were simply closed. Mazzy would have to wake him to excuse herself past to go to the bathroom. It seemed a shame to disturb his peace, the Buddha-like repose. The faint lines at the corner of his mouth were the only hints of ageing, and the more she looked the more immaculate he seemed to appear. Five hours into a transpacific flight his black shirt was barely creased, and not a strand of his thick dark hair out of place.


Still, she wasn’t holding it in across the width of the Pacific.


“Sorry,” she said. “Excuse me.”


He didn’t even seem to be breathing, let alone waking to allow her past. She had to reach over and touch his arm.


He opened his eyes and stared, as if she were some precious creature stepped from his dream.


“I need the bathroom,” said Mazzy, pointing down the plane.


Slowly, the man nodded. Though rather to approve some private thought than to acknowledge her presence. Again, she said she had to use the bathroom. This time he smiled and stood, bowing a polite apology as she squeezed out from the seats.


Mazzy walked past the slumbering passengers. Slurred faces before the glowing screens. She didn’t see how he watched her walk the darkened aisle, the way she tied back her long blonde hair. She took her time in the cubicle. Washed her hands and studied her eyes. Her father’s daughter, she knew that much. His high, stern, forehead, a serious focus to her resting features. But the wide smile breaking out across her cheeks when needed.


When she got back to her seat the Japanese man was looking out of the window. Sitting in her place. His face almost pressed to the glass. Now she noticed marks under his jaw, a bruise or graze running under his left ear.


Perhaps he saw her reflection, the change of light. He quickly turned and apologised. “Sorry.” An American accent to his broken English. “I had to look at the moon.”


He shifted over then stepped into the aisle, so Mazzy could move past.


“It’s beautiful on the clouds,” she said, sliding back to her place.


Before she began the inevitable small talk on who was going where and why, he asked her if she knew the Japanese folk tale about a moon princess.


“A moon princess? I don’t think so.”


Whether the man took this as an invitation to tell seemed unimportant. He had to tell. He sat straight and erect, spoke.


**


Once upon a time, an old woodcutter was walking through a bamboo forest when he noticed that one of the trunks was glowing. He took his axe and chopped it open to find a baby girl, no bigger than his thumb. He cupped his hands and carried her home to his childless wife. She was overjoyed they now had a daughter to raise.


They named her Kaguya-hime, the luminous night princess.


At first the couple tried to keep her a secret, but she grew into such a beautiful woman that five princes proposed to her. Kaguya-hime didn’t want to marry any of them. She set each one an impossible challenge. The first had to bring back Buddha’s begging bowl from India, the second a jewelled branch from a mythical island, the third the robe of the Chinese fire-rat, the fourth a precious stone from a dragon’s neck, and the fifth a cowrie born from a swallow.


The earnest men set out on horses and ships. All of her suitors failed. One drowned. When the Japanese Emperor heard of this strange and beautiful woman, he journeyed to the village and also fell in love. Kaguya-hime turned him down too. She told the Emperor she couldn’t marry a man from the earth, and that she must return to her people on the moon.


The Emperor tried to imprison Kaguya-hime, and surrounded her house with guards, but the moon people rode across the stars and blinded the soldiers with a strange light. She told the woodcutter and his wife that although she loved them she had to return to her family. Before the horses galloped into the sky, Kaguya-hime wrote the Emperor a letter and gave him a cup of everlasting life.


When he read her last words he broke down and ordered the letter to be burnt. He couldn’t live forever without being able to see her again. His men took the letter and the elixir to the top of Mount Fuji and set it on fire.


The legend, when Fuji was still an active volcano, was that the smoke was the eternal burning of the letter and the everlasting life.


**


Narrator and listener. As if they were the only two awake on the plane. When the Japanese man had described an ivory carriage ridden down from the moon, Mazzy had felt the skin on the back of her neck turn cold.


After he finished the story, Mazzy had sat for a moment, pictured the snowcapped peak of a perfect mountain, pale horses in the night sky. Then she told him her name and asked him his.


Instead of answering, he said he was tired, and then folded his arms and closed his eyes. She presumed his insouciance was simply a cultural difference, and put her headphones on and scrolled through the in-flight films.


When the captain announced they were beginning their descent into Narita, Mazzy woke up. The seat beside her was empty. Blanket folded, the headphone wire neatly wrapped. She looked around for the Japanese man, but he must have moved places while she was napping.


Then the plane cut through the clouds and the coastline twinkled with sunlight, a thin line of surf between land and sea.


With the other jet-lagged and flight-stale passengers, Mazzy shuffled towards immigration. Every few metres there was a chirped welcome from a uniformed official. Though she could only guess it was a welcome as her Japanese was not much more than please and thank you. She’d never taken the wrapping from the language textbooks and CDs her father had mailed.


She walked the quiet and empty corridors, like school during lessons when she snuck out of class. The Japanese officials doing the job of hall monitors ready to check your pass, a reason for being where you were. For that she’d have to defer to her father.


Then the booths and fingerprints. Look into the camera. “Can I smile?” she asked, knowing, from the thousands of digital photos that either she or one of her friends had taken, she looked a whole lot better if she dimpled her cheeks and showed an expensive set of gleaming teeth.


Narita was not the bustle of LAX, dogs and guns. Border guards twitchy because half the world wanted to be in California. Not here. Earthquakes and tsunamis. Radiation. Once the official had stapled her student visa into her passport and nodded her into Japan, she felt the fear. All her friends in school. Parties at the lake house, ski season in Europe, and Christmas in London.


At the carousel she looked again for the storyteller, but she couldn’t see him in the line of bag watchers. When the luggage shuttled down the ramp she reached for her case and a strong hand came past her shoulder. For a moment she thought it was him, before a smiling American man said, “I got it.”


She thanked him, righted the case and flicked out the handle, before wheeling it across the tiled floor like a faithful hound.


White gloved, and as expressionless as the man who’d stamped her passport, the customs official thumbed through the pages of her blue book, checked she’d ticked the box that said she wasn’t transporting drugs or exotic reptiles, and welcomed her to Japan.
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WE’RE ALL TIN-GOD psychologists, qualified or not, because anyone who announces they have the credentials to explain the vagaries of the human condition is an arrogant fool. And though I may have documented the social hierarchy of macaques on Ethiopian mountainsides, tagged Mumbai street dogs and followed their comings and goings via orbiting satellites and, as my colleagues often note, constructed theories on conformity that Hitler would have expounded, I’m an average father at best.


For all my papers and experiments, the lecture halls hushed by the weight of words, the false reverence for a man who amongst a host of talented peers was the one lucky enough to have a hit book, Gangs, Groups and Belonging, I’m baffled by the world my daughter will inherit. We’re the mothers and fathers of an alien creed.


I could barely get Mazzy to look me in the eye the last time we’d met. My ex-wife’s poison, I fooled myself. Not the fact I was dragging her from college in San Diego to a Tokyo International School.


“Have you seen that film about them killing dolphins?” she’d screamed down the phone when I told her a semester in Japan would be infinitely more educational than slouching around LA malls or Kensington High Street.


“Find out for yourself,” I challenged. “It’s everything you think it’s not.”


I read little about Japan before I first flew out here, nearly twenty years ago. Pages from my guidebook about population and climate, why not to leave chopsticks protruding from a bowl of rice. My brother had dropped me off at Heathrow on a wet and windy November morning. We shook hands and hugged at the check-in desk, then I watched him duck back into the rain and scuttle across the car park.


Although I wasn’t leaving England for any particular reason, I wasn’t staying for one either. Aged twenty-two, a psychology degree that was worthless without a masters, I needed money, experience.


I qualified as an English teacher and applied for the best paid job I could find, regardless of continent, and flew out to Fukuoka, a city on the southern island of a bubble-deflated Japan. A country I knew nothing about beyond the lazy stereotypes.


The flight was filled with sleeping Japanese students, kids plugged into Walkmans and folding into their seats. I did wonder what kind of mistake I’d made, until the plane banked over Fukuoka and the city blazed like gold bullion.


I arrived at my apartment in the dark, slept on a tatami mat and woke up with a mountain in my window. On my first foray beyond the front door I got lost and flagged down a passing salaryman.


“Train station?”


Spectacled and suited, the familiar caricature of an entire nation, he didn’t speak a word of English. But he got the gist and beckoned me to follow, street after street, the opposite direction to where he’d been heading, ensuring I was safely delivered to the ticket gate. I bowed deeply as I said thank you, I knew to do that much. He was bowing too, as if he’d just presented me with a pair of Japan’s finest rose-tinted glasses to view my new life.


By arriving in ignorance, no thought of what to expect, the culture shock was joy. Fresh fish and immaculate trains, bright blue winter skies, self-filling baths with chirpy voices announcing they were the perfect temperature. I read Mishima novels and Basho haiku. Sitting cross-legged and watching Seven Samurai without subtitles was akin to a religious conversion. Above all the welcome change and surprise was the calmness to public life, the absolute lack of menace which haunts an English street. Perceived or real. On losing my wallet I was that sure it would be returned I didn’t cancel my credit card. Two days later it came through the door with a letter from the finder apologising for not being able to bring it round sooner.


Not that I’d discovered utopia. Commuting from a box apartment to a sodium-lit English school and reading the same text to the same students quickly became a clockwork routine. But the escapades where I had walk-on roles in modern fairy tales upended any tedium.


After a night drinking and singing with colleagues, dancing around a karaoke box with teachers from across the globe, men and women washed up in Japan for a multitude of reasons including debt, divorce, martial arts training, an obsession with Asian women or a religious desire to proliferate English syntax, I missed the last train.


No mobile phone. No address of a new found friend. I could either sleep in a park or walk 20km. I started hiking, planning to make my apartment by dawn for a shower and change of clothes before another day teaching. The highway cut through flooded rice paddies, and I trudged the narrow path between burning headlights and plains of water. Then it started to rain. Hard, fat, stinging drops. I was about to walk home in sodden clothes when, from the dazzle of a car beam, a woman appeared wearing a white T-shirt with a kitten print on the front.


She wasn’t shocked to see me, the soon-to-be soaked gaijin by the side of a highway. She simply stopped in the middle of the path and thrust her umbrella into my palm. I insisted I was okay, but she insisted I wasn’t, and grabbed my wrist and forced the handle into my grip. Once I had the umbrella she walked back, and I tell you this despite the risk of cliché, into the dark from which she had appeared.


Enchanted by this fable-like episode, I booked my first vacation.


Blooming first at the southernmost tip of Kyushu, the bright pink cherry blossom sweeps across Japan announcing the arrival of spring. A carnival atmosphere fills the parks and squares with parties and picnics, and I planned to make the most of this fleeting celebration by following the procession across the country.


I hitched to the hot-spring town of Beppu, before catching a ferry to the castle city of Matsuyama and heading off to explore the depths of rural Shikoku. The smallest and least populous of the four main islands, the rugged interior has avoided the urban sprawl of modern Japan. Famous for its noodles and the yearly visit of 100,000 pilgrims visiting 88 Buddhist temples in a set order, I felt like I was walking into the bygone landscape of a painted screen.


After a lift from the relative bustle of Matsuyama I was soon hiking along a clear and fast flowing river, winding its way between mountains covered in bright green firs. A fine rain began to fall and the peaks disappeared. Despite getting wet, it was perfect. I was walking through an ancient gorge, watching banks of mist drift down from the clouds and over the trees.


But reality struck my Zen moment. My plan of reaching the southern city of Kochi by nightfall would be impossible unless I picked up a ride. The sky had turned charcoal grey, and the side of the road was looking more and more inviting.


Then possibly the oldest man in Japan pulled up and beckoned me into his truck. Shrunken and grizzled without a tooth in his mouth, I found out he was a woodcutter when we drove up to his house and saw logs, hundreds of them, stacked up to the sagging eaves. He gestured crazy axe-chopping motions and patted his puffed out chest with pride.


Thankfully, he turned back to the main road and asked if my legs were strong.


“Strong?”


We rounded a blind corner and stopped by a Road Closed sign that guarded a brand new tunnel cut through the mountain. Although lit by strips of neon, it would be dark by the time I’d walked the ten kilometres to the exit. And no cars following to pick me up. The woodcutter waited and watched my face, his rheumy eyes fixed on mine. Then he climbed out of the truck and opened the tailgate. From a plastic bag he gave me two rice balls wrapped in cling film.


The decision to hike had been made.


I climbed over the barrier and turned to wave goodbye, but the woodcutter had already gone.


Inside the entrance rows of silver chairs faced a stage covered in red cloth for an opening ceremony. I stood at the microphone and tried the switch. No sound except the bunting rippling in the breeze. The tunnel was a triumph of Japanese engineering, every section flawless. If I’d spun around with my eyes closed I could have walked out the way I’d entered.


I sang as I walked, Neil Young and Bob Dylan, sending the lyrics along the length of the tunnel, as though each line were a train, and each word a carriage, before they dissipated into the sky beyond the exit.


It was dark when I emerged a few hours later. Silhouettes of pine trees, graphite peaks. The next tunnel I walked through wasn’t illuminated, and I ventured into a black hole. Water dripped and splashed, my footsteps echoed. I groped along with my hands held out like a blind man.


After a few hundred metres I was sucked into a vacuum of sight and sound. No dripping water. My footsteps oddly silenced. I recalled caving in Wales, sitting in the depth of a mountain and switching out the lamp. Body vanishing with the bulb. There, my fellow cavers were a torch click away. Here, in the lonely dark, I could’ve transformed into a wisp of soul.


I wanted to turn around and hike back to the illuminated tunnel. I could sleep with the comfort of electricity, the buzzing neon. Just as I’d made the decision to return I noticed a tiny glow ahead. No colour except this hovering, ethereal whiteness.


I’d long stopped believing in spirits, but not in the ability of the mind to create one. I walked towards the dot of light, watching it grow, unsure if it was getting bigger because I was walking towards it, or because it was floating towards me.


It wasn’t a ghost. Manufactured or real.


It was a vending machine oasis in the middle of nowhere. Across Japan humming refrigeration units wait ready to eject cold cans of glucose. And here was a loyal refreshment droid on the edge of an abandoned car park. I popped in the necessary coins, clunked out the tins and downed two energy drinks. I walked on air for an hour before my batteries died.


As I was looking for a bush to shelter under the only car I’d seen since the woodcutter pulled over.


A kimono salesman took me all the way to Kochi, thrilled at the chance to practice his broken English while his precious dresses swayed on hangers above the back seat. Although I’d received only generosity and kindness travelling Japan, nothing had prepared me for the moment he untied a drawstring bag and emptied dozens of pearls onto his palm, rolled them around then picked out two. Placing them carefully into my cupped hands he’d said, “Omiyage.” Souvenir. From our two languages I worked out he was telling me to give them to my bride on my wedding day.


I’m not superstitious, but perhaps if I hadn’t lost them, somewhere between the Japanese countryside and the Nevada desert, I’d still be married.
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KOJI OKADA CLOSED his eyes and waited for her to sleep. In his dark reverie she seemed phosphorescent, almost burning. He waited for the cabin lights to dim and then he opened his eyes. She was curled in her seat. Bare feet pulled up from the floor. He studied her red-painted toenails. Blood jewels in the screen light. He wanted to draw the blanket over their nakedness.


Abruptly, he stood and opened the luggage rack. He checked the aisles, the dead rows of dreaming passengers.


Then he ripped the tag off her bag, snapping the plastic cord. He took down his briefcase and walked to the rear of the plane and sat in a spare window seat. Once more he looked to the shock-mouthed O of the dazzling moon, the two of them face to face, before he shut the blind and went to the lavatory.


He slid back the latch, put down the seat and studied her handwriting. Her name.
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WE ROSE ABOVE Tokyo in a flying car. On the apex of Rainbow Bridge, a span of steel and concrete tall enough for container ships and oil tankers to cruise beneath, I watched the cityscape loom.


“Japanese engineering,” stated my driver, Professor Yamada, noting my focus on the rivets and cables stretching towards the sun.


“I had a Toyota Corolla,” I told him. “When I was a student. Every time it rained I had to jump start it.”


Yamada shook his head.


“I always parked facing downhill if the weather looked bad.”


“No, no,” said Yamada. “Japanese car. Built by British worker.”


He laughed, that sonorous bass. With his long black hair and white teeth he looked like a cartoon villain. Not that I’d have shared this thought with him, eminent social psychologist at Tokyo University, colleague and mentor, driving me to collect Mazzy from the station.


“She wanted to ride the train herself,” I said, checking my watch, again, and wondering if I’d done the right thing by letting her ride the airport shuttle rather than wait at the terminal. “She told me she wasn’t a child any more.”


Yamada apologised, before explaining that the welcome ceremony for international staff couldn’t be rearranged.


“The Japanese responsibility to company before family.”


Once more we went through the formalities of his apology and my dismissal of its necessity.


“Anyway,” I said. “This is the deal on her coming to Japan. That I’m not going to babysit her twenty four hours a day.”


“Is she,” Yamada paused, searched the neural database of his phrases. “The apple of your eye?”


“She is. But her mother has made her a little sour.”


Generally, Yamada’s English was excellent, and I was wary of correcting him unless his idiom was so arcane that Dickens would have thought it outdated. Or his earnest phrasing was a comical faux pas. At a reception in London he’d daintily lifted a china cup from its saucer and announced to our hostess that it was an ‘adequate’ tea.


“When I last visited the UK, I was very shocked.”


Yamada changed the subject, avoided talk of family and divorce, the private life bared.


“You have forsaken community for authority of law. Security cameras. Speed cameras. Garbage police. The riots were no surprise.”


I wasn’t about to begin defending the ills of British society. I could hardly argue with him. Once the smoke had settled on the charred city centres, a broadsheet editor asked me to contribute a piece on mob psychology. In the article I’d argued that the increasing number of cults, sects and churches, along with a splintering of political values in parties across the globe, as well as the bands of British kids in delinquent union, were symptomatic of rifts in society, a lack of belonging.


The familiar, terrifying sway of the crowd. A phenomenon I’ve been obsessed with since watching the Asch inspired drumbeat experiment, where a group of subjects were simply asked to count the number of times a drum was struck. Six people listened to a drum beaten eight times. Five of the six subjects were confederates planted by the researchers, and when asked how many times the drum had been struck, each replied, “Seven.” The guinea pig, in almost all of the tests, conformed with the group despite believing he or she had actually, and correctly, counted eight.


When the terror cell pledges deathly allegiance, it is with flesh and blood they are bound. Not the seemingly tangible god.


Although gangs of youths burning and stealing was hardly original, the summer riots forced a change in my angle on group theory. We needed the positives of crowd psyche. When a third opportunity to return to Japan appeared in my in-box, a focus on the power of community and co-operation, rather than the twisted eccentricities of the cult lives I’d previously studied, I phoned Mazzy and began the negotiations to convince her, and her mother, that a radioactive country recovering from an earthquake and a tidal wave was going to be home for the next six months.


**


Since the divorce ten years ago, a wrangling that only US courts could have choreographed, Mazzy had lived with her mother just outside of San Diego.


We did love each other, once. Lydia and I. Fiercely, with an intellectual passion as much as any physical desire. When she proposed the clause of sharing royalties on any books or papers I’d written while we were married, I simply accepted, much to the attorney’s chagrin, as her influence on my thinking was undeniable.


Though it certainly wasn’t love at first sight.


We met on the driveway of a house in Santa Fe. Beyond a sprinkled lawn and a white door framed by fake Roman columns, in a carefully constructed dormitory of aluminium bunk beds and flat-pack closets, lay 39 men and women dressed in black trousers and black shirts, brand new Nike trainers. Over each of their faces lay a square of purple cloth. Mostly they were young, healthy and intelligent. IT professionals and budding lawyers, graduates from Ivy League schools.


And members of Heaven’s Gate.


All but two had eaten an apple sauce cyanide and washed it down with vodka, dying in organised shifts so each following group could wrap plastic bags over their heads to ensure suffocation, and prepare their souls to be gathered by an interstellar ship tailing the Hale-Bopp comet.


My first post after the PhD was assisting a research project in Los Angeles, devising exit strategies for gang members, and I knew Lydia from a lecture I’d attended at Berkeley. An admired cult specialist, she was the go-to expert for news desks reporting on criminal clans. Now she’d been called in to help document a death scene. When I stepped past a cop and dropped the name of her department colleague, she turned and asked, “And you are?”


Then she was waved through the police tape while I stood with the gawkers on the pavement.


I’d driven up on a tip off from one of her students, the news piquing my morbid fascination with mass suicide. I was a student of Waco and Jonestown, had devoured accounts from surviving members, pored over the details of cult life and read the warped manifestos, and then, finally, the police reports of the flaming and tragic showdowns.


However, my immature curiosity turned to shock and anger when paramedics wheeled out the bodies.


Lydia had been allowed inside the house, the morgue. The next day I sent her an email apologising for my crass introduction. She didn’t reply for a month, and then asked if I could meet her that afternoon at a highway diner near San Diego.


I took a booth seat by the window. Got there early and watched a bad coffee cool on the Formica table. Before she walked across the car park and into the diner. The force of her in a room. That long, glossy hair, pinned back by her sunglasses. A dark, wild lustre, inherited from a native American grandmother in British Columbia.


We said our hellos and sat down, both apologising for being rude at our first meeting.


“I was playing up my credentials to the police,” she explained. “I knew what a coup it was to get in there.” She shook her head. “But I wasn’t expecting that. The neatness. How ordered the killing was.”


She wanted to talk to another professional about the disciple’s final subversion. How a group gains the consciousness of the individual. She tried to be clinical in her explanation, the hypotheses and arguments. Names of researchers. I nodded. Professor Lifton’s characteristics of mind control: the demand for purity, doctrine over person, sacred science and the dispensing of existence. She waved away the standards with exasperated gestures, and I offered what empathy I could when her voice wobbled. She was older, more qualified, but had stood in a room full of bodies.


“Come on.” she said. “You talk. Tell me something.”


That flowing, raven hair, still damp from a swim.


“Why were you driving up to death scenes on a sunny afternoon?”


I told her about visiting the Masada fort in Israel when I was a schoolboy, reading dusty plaques about the hundreds who killed themselves, and their children, rather than surrender to the Romans.


“They saw a comet to jump on.” She shook her head. “Bad joke. What else got you into watching sheep.”


“My fear of crowds.”


“That’s a new one.”


I confessed I was both terrified and intrigued by a group soul. Whatever the intentions. That I hated demonstrations, and could only play team sports if I was captain.


“That’s like saying you’ll only be the citizen of a country if you can be President.”


“Dictator.”


She laughed. Bluntly she asked if I was married, and when I said no she made a joke that single life is a dictatorship where one person is happy, and that married life is a democracy where compromise means nobody is.


“I could compromise.”


She smiled. A spark to her brown eyes, a playful twinkle. It was the hint of a flirt, a study of my face.


Later, she’d tell me she was guessing my age. She was wrong. She thought I was older. But it didn’t matter then. Or the next weekend. The age gap was a thrill for us both, sitting on the porch of her house outside San Diego, the faint, orange glow of a bushfire in the silver mountains. A bottle of wine in the ice box. We could hear coyotes howling in the dark, the hum of an occasional car winding through the darkened valley.


I was, I still am, a young father. I was twenty six and she was thirty four. Hardly on the last ticking of her biological clock, she made it clear she was too old to be fooling around with men cutting notches into bedposts.


“Handle it,” she’d challenged, on a drive to the Grand Canyon three months into our relationship. “I want a family, and you need to know that before we get into something that eats up years.”


I was going through a euphoric period when she threw down the gauntlet. I cycled to work and sat in an office that overlooked a tree lined campus. Lunched on a rooftop that offered views of the sapphire Pacific. Mid afternoons I drank coffee with a woman who was beautiful, thrilling, and whip smart. She’d conjure up theories and destroy revered ideas in the same breath.


“We have something here, Ben, you know that. But I’m not fooling around, getting old and bitter because I didn’t have kids.”


She was driving. Sunglasses on. All that sky and desert reflected in the lenses.


“Well?”


The window was down, her hair whipped around her face.


“You’re driving too fast for me to jump out.”


It was a stupid remark.


“Okay,” she said, checking the rear view mirror. “Go on. Do it.” She slowed down to thirty, tires thudding over the rumble strips.


“I’ll raise you a wedding.”


The car juddered along the edge of the highway.


“Look out.”


She swerved from a prang with signpost before accelerating back onto the asphalt, revving the engine hard.


“You’re bluffing.”


“We could drive into Vegas tonight, and wake up tomorrow man and wife.”


Lydia drove on, chewed her bottom lip. “Neither of us do God, so what does a piece of paper mean to anyone but the IRS?”


“Last of the romantics.”


“Ben, stop fucking with me. Especially while I’m driving.” We drove into Las Vegas after sundown, the whole neon shebang calling us from the desert like some gaudy mirage that didn’t vanish when we arrived. Beneath the flashing bulbs and coloured fountains, we sat in backed up traffic with kitsch limousines and tour buses, hotel shuttles filled with Chinese gamblers. I wound down the window and listened to a gaggle of Geordie women argue about the price of a helicopter tour.


We checked into a hotel, walked rows of clunking slot machines and watched four consecutive sunsets blaze and fade on the roof of a miniature Venice. Then, after sharing a bottle of champagne, we walked into the 9th Street Elvis Chapel and bought the Hound Dog wedding package.









[image: illustration]


AFTER THE PLANE taxied to a halt, and the cabin doors hissed open to Japan, Koji stood quickly and scanned the aisle.


There she was.


Luminous above the dark heads.


He lost sight of her while he waited to exit. Passengers with bags and belongings. Fools with duty free and branded shopping. He pushed past a tall American man who told him to wait his turn. He thought about the man fighting for breath, drowning in his grip.


Koji needn’t have rushed, panicked. She was delayed at passport control. The line of foreigners entering the country was longer than the line of returning Japanese, and he was waved through before her without a question asked.
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