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1
            Shikoku

         

         The first light was colorless, grayish, fragile, clear. Returning life? Desire? So many shadows to fill. He glanced into the darkness of the past six years. Redeem a loss, pass over uncomfortable visions and voices? Dare to hope, with all the risks?

         Prospect Park was frozen in a winter dawn with patches of snow reflecting a brackish sky. Bare branches fused into volumes of pure black. Something even darker rushed across this vision; then the expanding light displaced confusion and regret. Dawn rolled out across the trees and meadows.

         
            It’s a day for cleaning up and throwing out, the last week of 36 years in my job; so many illusions to trash. Keep your eyes on the pavement. Don’t look back. One more turn of the pedals. Look down and believe.

         

         Today he will teach his last class. In a few days, he will be ex-professor of French.

         
            Who would believe this blurred slow motion? Forget those classes, meetings and commutes to work. All those eyes half listening, while you drone on about French literature. Thirty-six years gone, evaporated. Tough climb. Look down just beyond the front wheel.

         

         He left the window with the light flowing clear and certain over the trees and grass of the park, his beloved park, their salvation from the city. Time for the morning routine: eating and drinking, brushing and flushing. Same old stuff. The ride was his wake-up call, starting with the gentle park — then busy streets and intersections, the bridge and the chaos of Lower Manhattan. He liked the exercise, and looked forward to it twice a day. New York adrenalin was his daily drug. This morning he felt toasty crossing the 2park. He froze on the bridge, and his gloved hands were numb when the building appeared. He warmed up climbing the six flights of stairs. His faithful office was always welcoming: warm in winter, cool in summer. It would be missed. Now to give the last lecture, brave the retirement party and finally confront his office with the harsh news of their imminent separation.

         The last class was a review. Easy gig. There were the usual girls, showing their legs, and a few males, hiding in the back. No legs — just a backdrop of dark sweaters. The girl sweaters were better, with a pointed or rounded patch of enlarging skin leading up. It reminded him of climbing from a deep mountain gorge into an expanding sky. Trying hard, these college girls. Too hard. He didn’t trust them. They left comments on his teacher evaluations about him being distant and aloof.

         
            What did they want? Physical contact?

         

         The current fashion of showing cleavage had made the job harder.

         
            Distracted? Aloof?

         

         He had to defend himself. They should do their part, too. Learning was not a guided bus tour with stops to take pictures. He wanted evidence of personal adventure — of discovery and original thought. The challenge was rarely met. But maybe that was his fault.

         “In this last class we’ll review what we have tried to understand. The 17th century in France was a period of turmoil, transition and artistic accomplishment. Accomplishment unusual in its intensity and…”

         A girl in the front row uncrossed and crossed her legs, flashing a nice piece of thigh, a lure in dark water. 3

         “… grandeur. Accomplishment anchored in a desire for order… for structure, above all. For rigor, rules and beauty. But beauty according to new conventions in philosophy, literature, architecture and…”

         The large windows caught the clearing sky as a net catches a butterfly — gently without breaking it. Fluttering winter sunlight warmed the classroom.

         “Did this flowering have socioeconomic roots? If so, what were they? Did they drive the cultural changes that…”

         A cell phone rang.

         He stopped and walked to the window, closed his eyes and looked into the sun, feeling the winter light focus warmth on his retinas. It calmed his budding anger. He was not on good terms with cell phones, but there was no choice. Several students were recording him with their phones. If his anger exploded in fittingly foul language, he would be viral on Facebook and YouTube within the hour. He would be attacked by journalists, lawyers and irate parents. He would be incarcerated in the Brooklyn Zoo, raped by the bonobos, left to die and finally chopped up for turtle food.

         So he continued with his review.

         “Who were the major playwrights of the century? Why do we read them today?”

         He was playing to their obvious interest in exam questions. Normally they would be whispering and stealing glances at their phones with bluish phone light reflected on their faces.

         
            We used to worry that machines were becoming human, but it’s the opposite. Humans are becoming machines.

         

         Several of the girls stayed after the class — probably to fish for exam hints. They were in charm mode, as only twenty-ish coeds can be, making compliments about how much they 4enjoyed his lectures. He saw eyes rimmed in mascara, plucked eyebrows, cool lipstick and that cleavage reflecting the southern window winter light. But there was no great beauty showing through the charm. No celestial beam of warm sun on this freezing day. He kept his scholarly composure, according to professorial tradition. Everyone played their role in the university community. It was predictable stuff about love and survival — the quest for immortality. Time to move on.

         “See you at the exam. Good luck.” And so ended his last class, after thirty-six years of coping with distraught students and nasty colleagues.

         
             

         

         He sat at his desk and contemplated the piles of papers, shelves of books, mementos and the half-hidden scholarly volumes that had won him tenure and promotions.

         
            It should be something to be proud of, but who really cares about my personal struggle? A few jealous colleagues and desperate graduate students?

         

         His life’s work was out of print, safely catalogued and stowed away in a few libraries. His lecture notes filled a filing cabinet. He would trash them with no regrets.

         
            Travel light and fast. Ride a road only once. Take another — one way, no return. Forget without regret and move on.

         

         The day was ending colder than it had begun. The sky had closed its winter cloak. The next chore was the department farewell party, with the usual speech by the department head, a retirement gift, and a few words said by him. All was organized by the department secretary, another charmer, intent on being attractive to a retiring widower. 5

         The drinks, coffee and donuts were ready. Somebody had made a cake. All it needed was candles to be a birthday party. A few people had arrived.

         
            Such a predictable event — this ritual booting me out of the house of romance languages.

         

         People straggled in, and at fifteen minutes past the hour, a glass was tapped with a spoon, and the department head began his speech, according to formula, saying how happy they were for him (to be getting out of their hair), and how they wished him a long and joyous life after work (just so long as he stayed away from the university)… He had made similar speeches many times in his own department head days. But now the coin had flipped. His time had passed. The smile on his face was a mask for another smile, riddled with irony and disbelief.

         
            Never drop the mask — that was the trick. Play the social role. It’s still your job, but in a few days — your job no more. Wear the mask no more. Don’t look back. Climb to the light.

         

         His retirement present was a surprisingly generous gift certificate for a nearby bike shop. He made a short speech, hardly listening to what he was saying, rambling about the past and future tense and how it defines lives and careers. It felt easy, and there was applause and approving nods. There were lots of students, including people he had not seen in years.

         In the post-speech stand, eat, drink and be merry session he learned that the farewell party had been announced in the alumni magazine, on the department website and to the alumni email list. Several students asked him to autograph his books, which was the second time that day the 6sun had plowed a path through the damp, gray cloud cover. There was a girl he hadn’t seen in years, but he recalled her name. She was as he remembered her, a fine specimen, a just-emerged butterfly still drying her wings before flight.

         He talked with another student, who had shown keen interest in the Symbolist poets. He was now in graduate school at Columbia, working on Mallarmé. They started speaking French, and they were joined by the butterfly girl, who listened, but said nothing. The boy left, and she continued in French, with a slight Québécois accent. He had no recollection that she could speak native French, but he had not seen her in years.

         Another student approached to have a book signed. They switched to English. He was feeling good about the whole event, better than he had felt about anything in ages. Maybe he would miss the contact with young people, after all. Maybe his university job hadn’t been so bad, after all.

         The crowd was thinning, so he approached the butterfly girl before she left. He was curious to know about her French.

         “So where does your native French come from? I don’t remember you speaking French in my class.”

         “Oh, I’ve always spoken French. We spoke French at home. My mother was Québécoise, and my father was bilingual. It was my first language. I didn’t speak it in your class, because I didn’t want to discourage the real French majors, learning the language the hard way.”

         “So you were taking my class just for the fun of it?”

         “Yes, it was a relief from my other studies. I was a pre-med, and the P-Chem was hard. Your class was pure pleasure.”

         “That’s what I always wanted for my students. Thank you for the compliment. Now I understand why you never took notes, but you were the top student in the class. Have you been to France?” 7

         “I cycled in the Pyrenees and the Alps last summer.”

         Flash of recognition. He started to say he loved to bike those mountains… but he was interrupted by the department head dragging him away to talk to the dean, who had appeared for the end of the party. He looked back at the butterfly girl, making a telephone receiver gesture with his hand and mouthing words of calling.

         The dean was as sincere as a dean can be, doing his job like everybody else, except maybe the butterfly girl, who was there for the pleasure, not the job. She reappeared wearing her coat, returning the telephone hand sign as she brushed by.

         The next three days were cathartic. Trashing a life of work was liberating, exhilarating, terrifying and fun. He piled books by his door for colleagues to take. They vanished almost as quickly as he could put them out. He happily dumped his university records, files of letters and drafts for his books and articles. The lecture notes were different, meriting a polite goodbye. It was time to close and forget.

         Toward the end of the third day, when he could see his way to finishing the job, he decided to go home early, but he couldn’t find his keys. He had used them to open the exam question file drawer. He had tossed the exam files into one of the many cardboard boxes he was filling with trash. Did the keys go into the box? Sans keys there was no bike, no home. Condemned to sleep in his office?

         
            Don’t panic. Try to reconstruct. Pockets?

         

         Relief. They were in the pocket of his jacket, but so was a business card announcing one Sara Jansen, M.D. The butterfly girl had slipped her card into his pocket while he was talking with the dean.

         He turned on his computer and sent her a message. “Just 8found your card in my pocket. How were the Pyrenees? Did you climb the Col d’Aubisque?”

         He could see it clearly, the legendary mountain pass in the Pyrenees. The road racer’s delight and killer climb. He knew it from two occasions. The first in cold fog, the second in hot sun. It was tough, but worth every turn of the pedals for the effort, the conquest and the views on those lucky, good weather days.

         She answered instantly, “Great! How did you know?”

         He replied, “You look like the type…”

         “Merci! I am the type! You’ve climbed it?”

         “Twice, but slowly. No racing, just savoring the climb and the scenery. Tell me more in person?”

         “Please call. I don’t have your number.”

         
             

         

         They met for coffee in Manhattan the next morning, which evolved into lunch and a walk in Central Park. She had been through medical school and two years of internship in a New York emergency room. She had gone to the Pyrenees to celebrate her release from ER work and to think about the future. She had dumped her boyfriend on the Col d’Aubisque.

         “My ex-boyfriend is a total bike nut. He shaves his legs; races on the weekends. It’s the weekend warrior syndrome. I’m a cyclist more than a racer. I prefer exercise and adventure to competition, but I did train for racing to be part of his world. We met on the loop in Central Park. I was fixing a flat; he stopped. I was doing fine by myself, but I let him help. We met a few days later in the park, and one thing led to another. A sort of relationship evolved. We were working a lot.

         “One day he tells me he’s planning to ride across the Pyrenees from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean, so I ask if I can come, but it’s clear he’s not enthusiastic. He’ll be 9riding with two buddies. I say he won’t have to wait for me. We can each go at our own pace. I speak French, which could help. He finally lets me at least start with them.

         “I arrange to keep my bike at the hospital, so I can train in Central Park when I have a few minutes to spare. I ride about an hour a day for the two months, before leaving for France. I start riding in the peloton. Then I join the club, and learn more about road racing. I like the psychology of it. I really get into it. As training progresses, I discover I can easily keep up, but I’m not really a racer. I don’t care about winning.

         “I’m supposed to meet him in Saint Jean de Luz, so I order a really good racing bike for pickup in Paris. I take the plane wearing a light dress, sweater and sandals. In a rack trunk, I have toilet stuff, swimsuit, sunglasses, tights, arm warmers, a rain cape, a wind jacket — the absolute minimum. No phone, no makeup.

         “The bike is hanging in the window of the bike shop. They take it down. It’s all Dura-Ace and carbon fiber. While a mechanic makes a last check of the bike, I buy a helmet, shoes, shorts, a jersey, an extra tube, patch kit, pump, a minimalist cable lock, a multitool, gloves and a seat post rack for the rack trunk. In a dressing room, I put the shorts and jersey on, and they carefully adjust my position on the bike. I ride out into the Paris traffic. I stop to buy detailed road maps for the Pyrenees at the Vieux Campeur. At the Montparnasse station I take the fast TGV train to Saint Jean de Luz, with the bike in its reserved spot alongside me. I sleep the whole way. I arrive, take a swim and have dinner with my boyfriend and his buddies, but he insists I take my own room. He says he needs to rest and concentrate. I keep my new bike in my room. I’m falling in love with the bike. I wonder if I care more for the bike than the boyfriend?

         “We leave early the next morning. His friends treat me 10like one of them. The bike is dynamite. I can easily keep up, even on the climbs, and there are some steep ones. I’m happy. We do 150 km, spending the night in a cute hotel in Laruns, at the base of the Col d’Aubisque. At dinner, they talk about the famous Tour de France racers and their exploits on the Aubisque. They coach me on managing the 18 km climb, keeping energy for the last three kilometers, but this is their first time in France. It’s all book learning. Anyway, the distance is short, even if the effort is heroic.

         “As we leave the next morning, I say they should go ahead at their own speed. They take off fast, but I continue at a moderate pace. It’s early on a beautiful Sunday morning, and there are climbers going up, with few cars. I’m feeling good. I start to warm up. I pass a couple of older guys. The grade is constant, but not too steep. I hit a hard patch, but I try to keep my rhythm and stay aerobic. I pass another older guy. I’m starting to feel the altitude, but I know my cardiovascular quirks, so I go into really deep breathing mode and keep spinning. It gets steeper, and I’m passing more men. I go around a man and woman on touring bikes with camping gear, and then I ride through Eaux Bonnes and get into the really steep stuff, which seems to go on forever… so I gear down and start breathing hard. Next thing I know, I’m coming up behind my boyfriend. I feel great. I stand on the pedals and gear up a notch. The bike responds like a magic carpet. I pass him! I pass him!

         “Something clicks. I’m standing, breathing as hard as I can and accelerating. It hurts, but I’m a woman. Pain is my game. I go around my boyfriend’s buddies, and I pass quite a few more young guys in terminal agony. I drop the pace to recover before the final switchbacks, and then I can see the pass. I accelerate, and I sprint for the top. There are patches of snow. My lungs scream. I’m in the max zone, but feeling I can do it. I pass a week’s worth of air through my lungs in 11the last 500 meters. I do it. I arrive at the top and lean the bike against a wall.

         “I had no idea I could do such a thing. I’m so pleased with myself, dripping sweat, breathing desperately hard, barely able to stand up, leaning against the wall and laughing. A guy comes over eating a sandwich. He admires the bike; hardly looks at me.

         “The boyfriend arrives about fifteen minutes later. I’m talking to more admirers of my bicycle. He’s looking his usual cool, but breathing very hard. He tells me he decided to take it easy, because he had a headache from the altitude. I say the new bike was like a rocket. He says he noticed. We have lunch in the cafe, and descend the other side. It’s my first big mountain descent. It’s cool and fast. I’m glued to the corners. The bike is awesome. That evening he says he’s checked his email, and his office wants him back in New York. I say OK, but I’ll finish the ride to the Mediterranean. That’s the last I saw of him.

         “The rest is a dream. It rains on me only once. I’ve got my altitude resistance. There are three more big passes, including the Tourmalet, and a lot of scenery, rivers, cafes, cute hotels, good restaurants and plenty of people on bikes. But I just keep going around them. I find I can max out my heart rate and stay there for long periods. I get to Perpignan in four days from Saint-Jean-de-Luz. Nothing to do there, so after a swim I take a train north, get off in Orange, and the next morning I do the Mont Ventoux from the west side. It’s tough in hot weather, but immensely rewarding. I descend to Sault, ride through fields of lavender to the north, and then through hilly country to take a train at Montélimar to Lyon and into the Alps, where I eat, sleep and attack the Col de la Madeleine. Wow. A killer! I’m feeling great, so I continue with the Glandon (very steep) and its big brother, the Croix de Fer, ending up with a fast descent into 12Saint-Jean-de-Maurienne in time to take the late train to Paris. What a day! The next day, the shop packs the bike, after cleaning it and replacing the brake shoes, and I fly back to New York. There was nothing from the boyfriend. I decide to let sleeping dogs lie.”

         He responds to all of this with smiles, laughs and exclamations.

         “It’s better than watching the Tour de France! The poor guy didn’t have a chance. You’ve got the power to weight ratio. He’s probably too big and muscular to be a climber. How was recovery? You must have a heart of steel. No, I don’t mean that in a bad sense. You’re tough. I couldn’t begin to keep up with you. You should be a pro racer. What were you taking? No, I didn’t mean that either… doctors, you know…”

         She is laughing.

         
             

         

         The next day, he finished up at the university and rode home for the last time. He looked out from their windows on Prospect Park, in the dark — winter dark.

         
            Don’t want to eat or sleep. I’m lost in the maze of forty-two years past. My wife is dead, and so is our life. The office was easy. Home’s too hard, too steep to climb. Don’t look back. Keep eyes down, just ahead. Climb to the light.

         

         He thought about the Pyrenees and his youthful traverse. Sara’s story had revived fragments from a sequence, a landscape with people flowing through it. Then he imagined the second traverse, with his wife, but he couldn’t bear it and peeled off, back into the darkness.

         
             

         

         He took his touring bike out of the storage room in the basement, where it hung beside his wife’s, among numerous 13bicycles and tools. It took him a week to rebuild it. He called Sara to invite her to spend a day in the Catskills.

         “If you’ll be gentle,” he said. “I’m not your boyfriend.”

         He planned a ride in rolling hill country, a short train trip from the city. When she appeared at the train station, she had a well-worn racing bike. He was pleased to see she had kept her old bike. She was bundled in winter tights and over pants, but the butterfly was in there — spring butterfly, newly emerged, still drying her wings.

         In the train, he asked how she had decided where to go after Perpignan. (She had heard about the Mont Ventoux. The Madeleine and the Croix de Fer were picked on the map, because of good train access.) He asked about the weather. (There were often thunderstorms in the afternoons, so she had to be down from high altitude before they hit.) She also talked about being an emergency-room doctor. (She wanted freedom to work anywhere — work when she wanted. She liked the intellectual challenge, the quick decisions. The constant contact with frightened and suffering people was a burden, but there were many joys, when she could help them.)

         They started the ride with her leading, and he could see she was solid and natural. It was a winter day with patches of snow in the woods, but well above freezing, even in the shade. The sunny spots were reservoirs of warmth. She seemed to know where he was, without looking back. There was little traffic, so they often rode side by side or exchanged taking the lead. She was not surprised to find him strong and consistent.

         
            He’s the real thing. Nothing flashy. Just fine-tuned, supportive, relaxed. Respects the etiquette. Not condescending. Strong, punctual. No panting. It’s an easy ride for him. Feels cozy to ride with him. Hope for more. 14

         

         They rode fifty miles to catch a return train as the winter darkness fell. They talked in the train; he offered to rebuild her bike. She protested, but he could see she was pleased. He insisted.

         “What color do you want the frame painted?”

         He left his bike with her, and took hers home on the subway. The rebuild stretched out over the next two weeks. He replaced the wheels, bottom bracket, cranks, brake levers, saddle, cables… and he had the frame repainted.

         
             

         

         She was writing her second article about sleep. The first was published in a medical journal, as a review of the effects of sleep deprivation on emergency room doctors. The second was more general and for a lay audience. She hoped to publish it in a large circulation magazine. For the moment, she was living on savings. Sleep was a new subject for her, and the complexities were frustrating. Generalization from published research was hampered by small sample sizes, flawed experimental designs and lack of follow-up — the usual pitfalls. She worked at home, a long way from the physical engagement of the emergency room. The weather did not invite biking or anything outdoors, but her mind wandered to the past summer in France, when she went to bed shortly after dinner and got up before the sun, feeling recovered and ready for a new climb. Now images of graphs, tables of figures and statistics troubled her sleep.

         In the mornings, she wrote for a few hours and then ran on the High Line, above the street noise and grime. Running seemed so simple, and it kept her warm in the coldest weather. She sometimes went out in the evening, invited for dinner or a concert. An acquaintance from medical school moved to town to do a second internship. She let herself fall into a love relationship. The physical attraction was there, but as usual, the deeper feelings were missing. 15

         She received an email inviting her to exchange bicycles and try her restored bike on the Prospect Park loop. It was a dry day, well below freezing. She wore her ski clothes. They met at a cafe.

         “I don’t believe it. It’s so perfect. Where did you find the decals? The Reynolds 531 was nearly scratched off, and now it’s perfect!”

         She goes over the whole bike, noticing every detail. It looks like it wants to fly.

         They ride the Prospect Park loop. The bike is like new, but with the familiar old comfort. She is fast, but always within reach, carefully pacing him. There are few other riders, and many know him. After an hour, the cold starts to penetrate, and despite the physical effort, his hands and feet start to freeze. She invites him to an early dinner in Park Slope. The restaurant is nearly empty. The food is upscale Italian.

         “I’m surprised so many riders know you. You must come here often.”

         “I live across the street, so it’s an addiction. I’ve also helped kids in the neighborhood fix up racing bikes and learn to ride. They’re adults now, so I have friends in fast places, but I can’t keep up with them anymore. It’s been a good contact with the neighborhood, which was mostly Haitian, when we moved here, and French speaking. Between French and bicycles, we were accepted almost from the beginning.”

         “So what do you do when you aren’t restoring racing bikes?”

         “That’s a good question. Now that I’ve freedom to choose, the choice is daunting. I don’t have to work. I don’t have to play, but I need to think, to daydream — to fantasize. I need to clean up my accumulation of mementos. I’m drowning in objects. I want to travel light. I feel drawn to light. Maybe I should become a photographer?”

         “Do you write poetry? You teach it so well, and it’s a minimalist art form.” 16

         “I do. I do, but I don’t. It was my original interest, but I needed a job, so I started teaching it more and writing it less. People don’t seem to care about poetry, unless it’s their own. Today’s poets are songwriters, ad writers and rappers. Poetry of the sort I taught is an academic commodity. But I’ve never stopped writing. A lot of it’s in my head.”

         There is a darkening. Something is not being said.

         “Please show me some poems.”

         “They’re not very interesting. Mostly word games to disguise emotions…”

         Again words are forming, but still hidden.

         “Maybe occasional expressions of love, hidden in words and… I’m alone, you see. I have no children. My wife is dead.”

         For an instant, the mask slips and almost falls. A smile falters, an angel dances on the head of a pin.

         “Give me your hand. Please.”

         She takes his hand.

         “Please show me a poem.”

         “Tell me every detail about the Col d’Aubisque.”

         Laughter. “You’re too wily for me! You could be a pro, a professor…”

         “An old professor goat, freshly put out to pasture?”

         “I like goats. They can climb anything, eat anything.”

         “OK, how about dessert?”

         Eating dessert through masks is complicated, but they try, aided by questions and answers, neutral subjects, mutual interests…

         She asks him about his student days.

         “Centuries ago, so long ago and faded. I was a chemistry major. My parents were first generation molecular biologists. Jim Watson of DNA structure fame was a buddy of my Dad’s. The French was secondary. It became important as I learned the poetry, and I met my wife. I liked the 17chemistry. It only lacked — hard to say what exactly. I guess my muse was French.

         She sees again that look of surprise —with something dark and rushing across, a deep river vanishing.

         “Your wife was French?”

         Now the dark rushing water briefly obscures his face and drifts aside.

         “You get an A for awareness and an F for Freudianism.”

         “Thank you, professor. I’m a professional now. I don’t care about grades, but I expect to be paid — in the form of a poem.”

         He sees himself on the Col d’Aubisque, pushing hard, yet saving for the switchbacks at the top. A young woman flashes by, ponytail flying.

         “Oh dear! Now I’ve done it! Please forgive me! I’m so embarrassed — I didn’t want to intrude, really I didn’t. I swear, I’ll make it up to you!”

         A few days later a poem arrives in her mailbox.

         An unmade call

         
            
               I put the phone in its cradle,

               But it cries inconsolably.

               I pick it up and

               Rock it back to sleep.

               But back in its cradle,

               It starts to whimper,

               Then cries and cries.

               So I repeat my attempts,

               But to no avail.

               Where is my courage? 18

            

         

         She responded by sending a reprint of her paper about sleep deprivation in emergency room doctors, with a note,

         “So pleased to read you. Here is a tiny token — longwinded and awkward in comparison to your beautiful, restrained and passionate poem.”

         It took him hours to read her paper. The statistical analysis was daunting.

         
             

         

         He stands, eyes closed, before the windows overlooking the park, limp under a blanket of cold mist. He feels a tinge of light from the heavy-lidded morning sky.

         
            Salvation in photons. Hope and resurrection in photons. Be patient. Climb to the light. Accept the present, this gift of living.

         

         He leans into the corner, inside pedal up, hands on the break hoods. He switches on the next turn — back and forth, loose, timely, minimal. The air smells green, flowing over his shoulders, around his neck and through the open jersey. Cool, not cold. Ears singing. Wandering thoughts.

         
            So amusing these twists and turns. Focus, bring it back, rock with the road. Beware of memories — treacherous sirens. Focus on the curves and straights, now and forever.

         

         He turns toward the room, eyes still closed. He pictures the general space, concentrates on sections of it — randomly at first, then methodically. A mental catalogue builds; it overwhelms memory and collapses under the weight of objects. Eyes open, he tries to recapture the things forgotten; images blur. He moves a chair and sits, back to the window, inspecting the room, until he sees everything. He closes his 19eyes and reconstructs a catalogue. Again, the weight of the room’s contents brings down this flimsy structure.

         “How much can my memory hold?” he asks out loud. How long can I keep the list within grasp?”

         Answers come from resonating walls.

         “Forget to remember, remember to forget.”

         
             

         

         They bought the apartment when real estate was cheap and owners desperate, when the neighborhood was in a death agony — worthless. They both had jobs, and they were lucky to get a loan, so they did the crazy thing: they bought the building. The one next door had been gutted by fire. On the other side was a squat, inhabited by armed drug dealers. He and his young French wife set up camp on the sixth floor, cooking with a camping stove and sleeping in a tent. For months there was no heat and no electricity. They sank a large hunk of their lives into salvaging the building — because it was theirs, because they needed a place to live and because it was a shared adventure. They managed to restore basic functions, and nights, weekends, vacations — even early mornings — they slowly replaced and repaired five floors plus a basement with help when they could afford it. The neighborhood improved; they rented the other apartments. She knew instinctively when to sell the lower part. They suddenly found themselves well off with no idea of what to do with their fortune. It was invested for retirement, and she managed it at her leisure. They added a penthouse studio with an interior stairway. Their exterior signs of wealth were kept muted. When friends came for dinner, the door leading to the studio was locked, and nobody knew about his bicycle repair shop in the basement and the rooms on the floor below. They had no car. They also owned an apartment in Paris that she had inherited from her parents, where they spent vacations, and where two bicycles were 20stored. Their lodgings were their private gardens, shielded from the world at large.

         She painted in the rooftop studio. They had offices on the floor below. Their life flourished, bound up in walls, furniture, mementos — even in the pots and pans in the kitchen. She was a cook of the French school. He made Japanese food. They had dinner parties for friends and colleagues from their professional worlds. They had missed rearing children by twists of fate and bad timing, so there was room in their lives for other endeavors and pleasures.

         They were addicted to the park for walks, jogs and bike rides in all seasons. Their home entertainment was restricted to books and music, and they went to restaurants, concerts, movies, plays and exhibits. There was no television in their lives. They were baby boomer yuppies — well-heeled intellectuals.

         Now what to do with these riches? All he really needed now was a bicycle. Maybe he should become a bicycle gypsy, alighting in the world’s most beautiful places?

         
            But I can’t ride forever. Now to accept consequences, to come into the present and arrive at the top of the climb, to discover the other side.

         

         His thoughts bounced off walls, sailed through closed windows, ebbed in past and future oceans. He listened from afar, trying to not be involved. Helpless drifting was not the solution. The future had to be. Sleep was coming on little cat feet, soft kitten feet with fur and claws. He let himself roll off the chair and sink to the carpet. He pulled over a pillow and blanket. His sleep was full of flying scenes, toplit underwater scenes, mountain cloud scenes, the music of a garden fountain, the wind in leaves and an island volcano above a clearing storm. Truth in sleep, the only refuge. Golden sleep, finally and with no regrets. 21

         The morning light landed softly through padded sky. The room took it for a ride, bouncing it gently over paintings, white walls and wooden floors.

         
            Yes, the answer had to be in photons — in their light and warmth. Follow the light to the origin of life and start again.

         

         He stood up and contemplated the dark outline of the park. There was spring hiding there. He remembered a tea ceremony in Japan on a cold, but sunny, early spring morning in a traditional house near the Seto Sea. The hostess had asked each of the guests to write a poem before the ceremony. He had written a haiku with an extra line. Now he took a scrap of paper and a pen and let this poem come back.

         Seto

         
            
               Winter smiles at spring.

               She her coat removes,

               First blush reveals in blossoms

               Yellow, pink and white.

            

         

         Sara received the poem in the mail. They had not communicated in more than a week. She was immersed in her writing. Her article was going through another expansion, and she wondered if it was turning into a book about sleep. The thought had kept her awake. She was becoming obsessive, so the arrival of a poem about a Japanese spring was warmly welcomed. It brought back memories of the three months she had spent in Hiroshima as a high school exchange student, when she saw the first signs of spring and the cherry blossoms. 22

         
            Japanese spring. Longingly, womanly, Japanese restraint. How could he know how much I need to go there? Do I dare? Yes.

         

         She drew a cartoon of a volcano, something like a Mount Fuji from a wood block print, sitting on a sea of clouds. This she copied and sent by email. She got a quick reply in the form of a cartoon of a hand miming a telephone receiver. She called.

         “I loved the Japanese poem. I didn’t know you were a Japan fan. I am too, but I was only there for three months. Please tell me more about Japan — maybe at my favorite sushi bar?”

         They met in Forest Hills, which seemed to him an unlikely place for Japanese food, but the chefs were from Osaka. Sitting at the bar, they ordered miso soup, hot sake and sashimi. As they drank the soup, they watched their chef construct a sashimi masterpiece from carefully chosen pieces of fish in the refrigerated case before them. The dish was decorated with fresh shiso leaves, a few radish sprouts and small green cups, conjured from a cucumber and filled with salmon eggs. The fish was gleamingly fresh — most unusual for the USA were the raw shrimp and scallops. The fish was propped up against a tuft of shredded daikon that was prepared by peeling a veneer from a cylinder of the radish. It had unrolled magically under the Japanese knife. This thin sheet was folded and thinly sliced.

         “You know, Sara, I’ve tried to do that, and I just can’t make it work. He makes it look so simple. In my next life, I think I’ll be a Japanese cook.”

         “Why not now?”

         “It would take years and a mountain of work, and even then, I think you need to be Japanese. I’m resigned to being an imitator, so I use a shredder to prepare the daikon.” 23

         They ordered more hot sake, and talked about Japan.

         He had been in Kyoto with his wife. She was doing research on Japanese bank failures, and he was on sabbatical leave. They lived near the hills on the eastern edge, with a view over the city. Bamboos, trees and wild camellias covered the mountains behind them. The Philosopher’s Walk and the Silver Pavilion were close by. He was supposed to be writing his second book, but much time was spent shopping for ingredients and attempting to make the Japanese dishes they discovered in restaurants. There seemed to be no end to the inventiveness of the cooks. They used similar starting materials, which changed with the seasons, but each created personal concoctions. They stayed six months, seeing fall with the maple leaf colors evolve through winter into spring with the sakura cherry blossoms.

         “Did you learn Japanese?”

         “Very little, but the sound of the language became familiar, and the few words I learned were sufficient. We met Japanese academics who spoke English. People were open and friendly. It was easy. We got to know local artists. The vendors at the market and the cooks in our neighborhood restaurants were our teachers. Often there was no common language, but it didn’t seem to worry anybody.”

         “Please tell me about the tea ceremony and the poem.”

         “We spent a night and were treated to a tea ceremony at the house of a potter, in a village near the Seto Sea, south of Kyoto. It’s an inland sea protected from the Pacific by the island of Shikoku, across from Hiroshima and Okayama. The house was traditional and unheated. Minimal electricity was the only concession to progress. It was late February and very cold at night, but the afternoon sun had warmed the south-facing tearoom, which was open to a dormant traditional garden. The potter’s cups, bowls and tea utensils were laid out on the tatami mats. Water was simmering on the 24charcoal brazier. We were asked to compose a poem before the ceremony — a haiku, but I added an extra five-syllable line. The poem was to be written with a calligraphy brush. The ceremony, the tea and the sun were the turning point, when I first realized the depth of the Japanese aesthetic… How about your experiences in Japan?”

         “I was an exchange student for three months at the end my senior year in high school. I was already accepted to college. I went to Japan in the early spring, just after my eighteenth birthday. I became very attached to my Japanese host family. We still communicate ten years later by phone and email. I learned a little Japanese, but the time was too short to become fluent, and the little I learned has mostly evaporated. The son of my host family is getting married this spring. I’ve received an invitation.”

         “Are you going?”

         A look of wonder and longing passed over her face, “It’s something I’m considering, but… but I hesitate…”

         They are interrupted by the chef who inquires about the next part of the meal. He suggests a yosenabe, and indicates they should move to a table near the window. The thick seafood and vegetable soup is prepared in an iron kettle before them. While it cooks, they drink more sake and talk about Japan, and the things they saw and liked.

         The hot yosenabe is a world apart from the cool sashimi, as different as summer and winter. Japanese rice is served in a lacquer bowl, with a bamboo paddle. Maybe it’s the sake or maybe the chefs speaking Japanese in the background or the impression that the whole meal had been prepared just for them, but they begin to bob on friendly sea waves, catching glimpses of each other, sometimes up, sometimes down. Conversation brings them closer to synchrony, but words become distant formalities or just musical accents. The restaurant recedes around them, leaving them on a sandy island. 25

         She takes a pen from her purse, and on a paper napkin she draws a cartoon mountain with a snowy top and a cyclist riding up one side. He takes the napkin and draws a second cyclist, beneath the first one, with drops of sweat falling and a bubble that says, “I’m having trouble with the altitude!” She draws a bubble for the first cyclist, “Your pace is my pace.”

         And so they decide to bicycle in Japan. But there are details to settle and many questions to answer. The next day they exchange rapid emails.

         “What will people say when we show up together — an old guy with a young woman?”

         “We’ll tell the truth. You’re my mentor and escort.”

         “But what will your family think?”

         “Nothing.”

         “Nothing?”

         “Please meet me tomorrow for lunch at Grand Central Terminal, in the cafe on the mezzanine in the Main Concourse.”

         
             

         

         He thinks of the main concourse as an acoustical black hole, capturing voices and footsteps in its volume. But before words are tamed, they bounce across the room, off the ceiling signs of the zodiac, and they roll down the stairs to pick themselves up and mix with the footsteps of people intent on important things. Words are diluted and lost in a lake of ambient sound. It’s a place to be anonymous — so public it’s private.

         She waves when he looks up at the cafe at the far end of the main concourse. How did she see him in the hundreds of people swirling in all directions?

         “I’ve never sat here before. What a sight! All those people! I’m not sure I’ve even noticed this cafe. I guess I was always going or coming. Where do we start, Sara?” 26

         “With the menu.”

         The ordering over, they talk in earnest about a trip together.

         “Are your feelings the same this morning? Be honest, Sara, please. I know the tricks of sake and cozy surroundings. You have no obligations. Second thoughts are fine. You can change your mind at any time. Would you honestly consider cycling in Japan with me? Maybe you need more time to think about it?”

         She is thoughtful, but not hesitant.

         “No, it’s better to go on instinct, and all my instincts say do it. I’ve made my decision. I truly want to go back to Japan, and I want to go with you. What are your true feelings?”

         “My instincts tell me to jump at the chance, but a voice asks if I can keep up with you. Not just on the bicycle, but also in the way we live and general vigor. We come from different generations, different worlds. I don’t even have a cell phone. Maybe I would bore you.”

         “Not for an instant. I can’t imagine being bored by you. Your pace is my pace. Anyway, what do we have to lose?”

         “We have everything to gain and everything to lose. Travel can bring people together — or drive them apart. I’m a spontaneous traveler, but so are you, so that shouldn’t be a problem. But maybe, maybe… despite the differences… maybe…”

         “We’ll fall in love?”

         He laughs. “I didn’t dare say it.”

         There is a pause. She looks into the distance; then at him.

         “But there are so many kinds of love. Make no promises. Have no expectations. Just be open and true in the moment. Let it happen. People come and go. Look at them down there. Paths cross. Sometimes they tangle.”

         “But if one path is straight and strong, and the other wobbles and shakes…” 27

         “You’re in good shape, and I’m not racing.”

         “And professionally?”

         “You’re right. That’s important, and I’ve thought about it. Spring for the sakura cherry blossoms would be good timing, because by then I’ll need a break from writing. I’m in the first phases of a book about sleep. I need to experiment with sleeping in different places on different surfaces. Why not on a futon on a tatami mat? If there’s a familiar person in the room, that would be a comfort. If there’s a day on a bicycle behind me, that would also be a good thing. It’s only imagined, but it feels right. Isn’t the sakura about renewal?”

         “Yes, but it’s also about the fragility of life, the momentary glory of youth. And you’re so young. Spending precious time with an aging samurai? Is that right for you now?”

         “It feels right.”

         “And how about your parents? I know nothing about your private life. Do you have a boyfriend? Are there conflicts?

         “Sure. I have a boyfriend. We see each other every couple of weeks. He’s doing a second residency in internal medicine. He often works all night. We knew each other distantly in medical school, and now it’s a real relationship. I’ll admit to that, but it stays on a superficial plane, in one dimension. It hasn’t deepened with time. We have no longrange attachment. It’s convenient because it fulfills our physical needs. I doubt that it could go beyond that.”

         “And your parents?”

         Her eyes fall. Her brightness dims, and she looks straight at him.

         “I wish it were not true, but my parents died ten years ago, when I was eighteen. I have no siblings. Aside from an uncle in Texas, I have no family. My family is just me and my memories.”

         There is silence in the Great Hall. The paths of people 28crossing and the sounds of their steps mixing; the stars of the zodiac shimmering through the fog of lost sounds; the trains leaving; the people wanting and waiting — it all stops and listens.

         “I’m also a family of one.”

         He takes her hand. With the other, he pulls a sheet of paper from his jacket pocket and reads to her and beyond — into the zodiac.

         Who art thou?

         
            
               O Muse, do I scare you?

               Am I too loud or too happy?

               Should I underplay my part?

               Maybe I don’t listen?

            

            
               Too enthusiastic?

               I could hide in shadows

               And try to follow from

               Afar, the keen admirer,

            

            
               But I would rather ride

               Bucking waves to glory,

               Than sink below surface

               And breathe filtered light.

            

            
               You can keep your secrets,

               Your mask of beauty and

               Golden smiles so open,

               So rich in seductive thrill.

            

            
               This is no attack,

               Just a progression in time 29

               Unorchestrated, natural,

               A call to travel lightly.

            

            
               Fear not, for Art thou art,

               And I, a fervent fan,

               Connoisseur of fine things

               And lover of beauty.

            

            
               Just let me bid on

               Future’s lonely gamble.

               I’ll buy my ticket

               With kisses and champagne.

            

            
               If I lose — no tears,

               Not even a message,

               Never answered. Just a

               Faint echo in your ears.

            

            
               Shadows when you walk

               Years hence, lives hence

               When all is settled dust

               And our time has passed.

            

         

         The general logistics were simple. An early April flight to spend a few days in Kyoto for the wedding, then transportation south to wherever the cherries were blooming. Perhaps to Shikoku? The details were complex: maps, bikes and their transportation, clothing, tools, cameras… guide book? So many blanks to fill in. It was his turn to lead. Sara concentrated on her book, determined to produce an outline and a sample chapter before they left.

         Bags for the bikes? A phrase book? Train travel with bikes? Ferries? The internet was helpful and confusing. Sites in Japanese were hopeless, but he discovered one in English 30suggesting that foreign cyclists use the Touring Mapple road maps for motorcyclists. They show the small roads, hotels and landmarks as symbols on the map, even if the names and notes are in Japanese. The essentials are there in book form, region by region.

         He read rave reviews from cyclists who had ridden the Shimanami Kaido, an island-hopping cycle route between Honshu and Shikoku. He was drawn to Shikoku, the smallest of the four main Japanese islands, for its 88 Temple Pilgrimage, made on foot, bicycle, train or bus, and for the proximity of ocean and mountains. There were reports of traditional architecture and food. It seemed right — not far from Kyoto and connected to Honshu — not only by the Shimanami Kaido, but also by ferries between other strings of islands. It would take at least a month to begin to do it justice, even with help from local trains.

         They rode several times a week on the bicycle loop in Prospect or Central Park, often including a lunch or dinner in a nearby restaurant. He put in extra time, spending several hours on the bike each day. The benefits came slowly at first, but he soon felt his body finding new strength and his mind new peace.

         Training was his refuge. Endorphins worked their magic. He was free to revisit past events of senseless consequence, and to relive unresolved puzzles and struggles. The movement of his legs was music to his body and brain; the past became diffuse and distant. Pieces of his scholarly writing came back — sometimes in repeating patterns, like fragments from his article on the French fairy tale about the beauty and the beast: La Belle et la Bête. He was breathing hard when he heard her voice say, “La Belle et la Bête” in her Parisian French. He heard it again. He stopped, stood holding his bike and strained to hear her ghost once more. Nothing. Just his breathing and a breeze on dry leaves. Back 31on the bike, it came again. His French bride was playing tricks on him; this time it sounded clearly like “La belle est la bête.” He wanted to go home, but the way was blocked, so he rode on through darkness.

         
             

         

         The air tickets were purchased, so the trip had a beginning and an end. The trick was to fill the space in between with ideas and hopes, while keeping it free of commitments.

         He bought a new bike. They had opted for traveling light, and he wanted to sample her world of carbon fiber. As winter loosened its grip, they did several full day rides in the Catskills. He bought an indoor trainer, and used his old bike on it daily. His horizon was opening. New sensations of speed and power were building. He longed to shed winter and feel sun and wind on his skin.

         Sara was deep into the subject of sleep. She thrived on deadlines, and the outline and sample chapter had to be submitted before their departure.

         
            What’s essential and interesting to a lay audience? What’s reliable in the medical literature? How to present the uncertainties? What’s sleep? Is it necessary? Memory? Sleep in other organisms? Benefits of naps? Sleep for training body and mind? Why these rest periods? What happens biochemically? Genetically? Dreams: another subject for a book.

         

         She needed to focus, but starting from a broad perspective, taking a long view. The bike rides helped, but did not cure her obsessions. She moved into warrior mode. She submitted the outline and sample chapter the day before they left.

         On the day of departure, they put an “out of office” automatic reply on their email accounts. They had packed the 32ultra minimum, and she left her mobile phone behind with no regrets. They flew to Kansai airport, not far from Kyoto. The bikes were safely boxed, with their wheels removed and lashed to the frame. Everything was carefully padded with clothes and bubble wrap. They had rack trunks and small handlebar bags. The rack trunks were taken on the plane. The seat post racks were packed with the bikes. They wore mostly bike clothes. What they would wear for the wedding was a mystery to be solved. They had booked two rooms in the hotel suggested for the out-of-town wedding guests, and they had insisted on not needing a pickup at the airport. She had described him to her Japanese friends as a mentor who had lived in Kyoto and was serving as her escort.

         At the airport they consigned the bikes to a luggage transporter with instructions to keep them until notified in a few days. Shortly after their arrival at the hotel, the groom appeared to pay his respects. He and Sara greeted each other with low bows, followed by handshaking, Western style, more deep bows and a big Western style hug. It was a warm, formal and at the same time informal reunion. He and the groom bowed and shook hands.

         They were given a schedule in English, announcing a dinner that night, the wedding the next afternoon and then a banquet. A tea ceremony was planned for the last day. They were included in the intimate family circle for all the events. They would be met by one of the family at every stage and taken to the venues, which were nearby. All had been planned according to Japanese protocol, and they were honored guests.

         They had adjacent rooms. After resting and showering they found themselves on their respective balconies, admiring the view over Kyoto.

         “Hello over there. How do you feel? Did you take a nap? I can see the place we lived, over there against the mountain.” 33

         “My first view of Kyoto, and in the early spring. Beautiful, stunning. How I would love to go out on a bike ride! My kimono fitting is in half an hour. What are you going to do?”

         “Walk and breathe. Sit and listen. Try to stay awake. Maybe go to a karaoke bar…”

         He did none of the above; instead he bought a Japanese suit, white shirt, tie and some fancy shoes in a nearby department store.

         
             

         

         The dinner was in a traditional Japanese room with tatami mats, shoji screens and an alcove with a scroll and an ikebana floral arrangement. Seating was on the floor on cushions with backrests at a long, low table. It seemed that the women were going to arrive after the men, and the bride and groom would not attend. Drinks were served. He asked for carbonated water, but whisky was added, and it tasted good. The men introduced themselves and exchanged name cards, which he had fortunately remembered to bring. They were left over from his previous Kyoto sojourn, with his name and professional address printed on one side in English and on the other side in Japanese. He was happy to have purchased the suit. Everybody was wearing one. After standing and talking, the men sat cross-legged in their designated places, leaving conspicuous gaps for the women.

         They arrived with noises in the hallway, high voices and then sounds of feet brushing tatami mats. Screens at the end of the room slid open, and the women made their entrance. Grand and dazzling, they were all dressed up. Some wore Western clothes, and some were in kimonos. He didn’t see Sara at first, but there she was, arm in arm with two Japanese ladies dressed in kimonos. She was beaming. The butterfly had taken flight. Flying high with long, strong strokes of her yellow wings. He blinked, confused for a 34moment; then he saw the intricate woven patterns in yellow with muted reds and browns and bright, circular highlights. It really was a butterfly motif, a fitting tribute to a beautiful young woman.

         He tried to imagine how she had managed this transformation. Not just the dress, but also the makeup, and her hair was done-up and decorated. She was smiling at everybody and bowing with each introduction. When it came to him, they bowed, and he realized how perfectly Japanese she had become. She was seated across from him with her legs folded under her, Japanese style, flanked by the same ladies in kimonos.

         The other women were elegantly dressed and coiffed. They were beauties, both young and old. But all eyes were on Sara. This was clearly not going to be an ordinary event, but if only it were real… it had to be a scene from a Japanese movie, a jetlag-confused dream sequence that would soon slip away, beyond his grasp.

         He was seated next to an English-speaking man his age, who offered to be his translator for the evening. There were questions: polite and sincere questions about where he lived and what he did. Drinks were again served, and he managed to avoid the whisky. The dishes started to come, slowly and modestly at first. Small delights in elegant settings. Miniature works of art were delicately grasped with chopsticks to disappear forever. He had forgotten the sophistication of it all. The tastes came rolling back with surprises from behind, unexpected outbreaks of passion — just enough and in balance with the rest. He thought about the metaphor of food, covering all of the emotions, even love and music. Past lives faded and returned transformed. Voices swirled, but only their music was discernible, with the meanings blurred. A word here and there… then he was asked about his work. 35

         “Do many people study French in America?”

         “Yes, foreign language study is encouraged, but not just the language. I teach the poetry and theater. It’s more meaningful in the original language.”

         There ensued a lively discussion about poetry and the influence of Japanese art in Western countries, particularly in France in the latter part of the nineteenth century. He discovered that the man at his side was an academic and translator, fluent in French and English. He saw Sara whispering behind her hand with her two lady escorts. They were glancing at him. People were whispering among themselves and looking at him. The man at the end of the table stood, bowed in his direction and asked him to recite a poem for them.

         He looked at Sara. She mouthed the word “please,” and he stood up and recited the poem for the tea ceremony near the Seto Sea. There was warm applause, and he was handed paper and pen and asked to write it down. The multilingual academic next to him stood and gave a Japanese translation. He was asked to repeat the poem in English. There were exclamations of understanding and thanks. The party had started. A barrier had snapped with the poetry. He was part of the family.

         
             

         

         A new series of dishes is served, with more of those Japanese taste surprises that jump out and astonish. There are more drinks, including sake, which he can never resist. Somewhere in his brain it feels like language functions have faded into irrelevancy. He hears words without understanding them. Language is more vibrant than ever, but it has lost its meaning and entered linguistic Nirvana. Even the elegant food ceases to exist in the usual way. It’s somehow plugged into something more basic. The primitive brain is contacted. It responds at levels he had never imagined. Yes, he is high, but in a new way, in spite of the alcohol. 36

         A man at the end of the table stands to make a speech. The speech is simultaneously translated for him by his neighbor. It’s about youth, beauty, passing of years and the explosive, fragile beauty of the sakura. Silence, nods of approval and then applause — applause of leaves rustled by the cool, breezy wisdom of age. Eloquent and touching, he thinks; then he realizes the room is silent, and all eyes are on the woman on Sara’s right.

         She pulls an embroidered handkerchief from her obi. Her eyes are full of tears, and the tears are contagious. He sees Sara’s eyes filling and those of the woman on her left. Napkins are grasped around the table. A misty silence of tears inundates the room, and he feels his eyes filling.

         The woman starts to speak. His translator is silent. It’s not the stand-up speech of speeches, but something unprepared and deeply moving. She is strong and composed, and the touching of the handkerchief to her eyes accents the rhythm of her words. She talks to every person, one by one, and then into the distance. She loses herself, searches for words, finds none; hangs… suspended. There is no applause, just the silent flowing of tears.

         Then Sara is singing in a rich, resonant voice: “Autumn Leaves” in French; now she sings it in Japanese, and others sing with her.

         
            Sara singing ‘Autumn Leaves’ in Japanese? What a surprise!

         

         A man stands up and starts a lively Japanese folk song; people clap in rhythm and sing along. The party segues slowly into happy mode, but the woman to Sara’s right is only half present, trying to come back from a distant place. Sara holds her hand tightly, and they cry together.

         There is much singing, more food, more drink. He realizes he is running on reserve power. The party ends at 37midnight. Sara shows no signs of fatigue. He makes it back to his room and barely into bed before falling into a sleep drugged by jetlag, alcohol, fatigue and total pleasure.

         Hours later he is fully awake. He has slept in the robe he found folded on the bed. As he rises, he reties this cotton yukata and remembers the dream he was having a moment before. He sits again on the bed to concentrate on recalling it fully, but it fades too fast. Yet he remembers a fragment. A woman — maybe a Shinto deity — appears from a dark cave and leads him away. He can’t make out where. It’s so close, so pleasurable, but not quite there… just the faint imprint of a young woman in a flowing white robe. Her beautiful face blurs, and she turns and walks away from him into the sun, through a misty fog. He follows, pulled by quantum forces, but she disappears into a foggy wave of light. He struggles back, awake.

         He slides open the glass door and steps out onto the balcony. The first hint of dawn over Kyoto. What a miracle to be back. So many years since they watched the dawn flow over this city. The trees on the hillside form a descending black diagonal, and the outlines of buildings are forming below. The light catches low clouds on the horizon. They burst into flame. The day promises to come, but at its own pace.

         “Patience, I’ll be here soon,” it says, “but not yet. Savor this moment.”

         
            Yes, savor it. Cling to the peace before the dawn. Cling to this vestige of self-control. But how long before I crash and burn? At least they don’t know me here. Here, I’m free to play the fool, falling off my toy bicycle. So you laugh that contagious giggle — your siren song. Yes, mock me, for I am poor, lost and unraveling, madly in love with a young woman, and you laugh from your high perch in the past — at me, the clown, swerving and falling off my bike. 38

         

         He hears a door sliding; it’s on the adjacent balcony. He feels her presence, but doesn’t turn, riveted on the dawn. Finally, he says,

         “Dawn viewing over Kyoto. Moving light. Return to reality? But which reality? I’ve had the strangest dream. I was possessed by a Shinto goddess, who led me toward a beacon of blinding light. I think she was a kami. Maybe Amaterasu, the spirit of the sun.”

         “What did she look like?”

         “I’ve lost most of the image. She was young and beautiful, but she was somehow distant.”

         He turns toward her. She is wearing a yukata with the haori jacket. She looks perfectly rested and awake.

         “Would you like some tea?” she says.

         Inside her room, he sits cross-legged by the glass door. She kneels on the tatami floor, Japanese style.

         “Sara, you’re transformed. I expected a mundane dinner last night, but instead I got a revelation. I’ve never had so many surprises in one evening. I can’t assimilate them all. I had no idea you were so close to these people. How did this happen? How did you conjure up that stunning dress? I heard you sing like a pro. How come you know ‘Autumn Leaves’ in Japanese? Who was the woman next to you who made us cry? What was she saying? It was so unexpected. I’m seeing a new being in you.”

         “The party was given by my host family from Hiroshima. The woman who was on my right is my Japanese mother. I call her Mama-san, but her name is Chieko. We were reunited yesterday afternoon, after you went out. It was very moving. We had not seen each other in ten years.

         “Her son, whom you met when we arrived, is my Japanese brother. He’s getting married today to a girl from Kyoto, the daughter of the woman who was on my left. The man who gave the speech is the bride’s father. I think the man translating for you is the bride’s uncle. 39

         “The kimono fitting included a visit to a fashion designer. The dress I was wearing was a gift from my Mama-san. It was created just for me. Only minor adjustments were necessary, since she knew me so well, and she had a recent photo and a dress I had left in Hiroshima. The finished dress was delivered well in time for the dinner party. My hair was done by a stylist who came to the hotel, and the makeup was by my Japanese mother. All of this was a total surprise to me. I had no idea what I was going to wear before yesterday afternoon.

         “Mama-san was very moving. She’s a profound and mysterious power in my life. She’s strong and gentle at the same time. Last night she spoke about her husband, my Japanese father, who died just three years ago. I wish I had understood what she said. He was a brilliant, loving and fascinating man. We were deeply attached to each other.

         “The song came rushing back to me in Japanese. I had learned it in Hiroshima from Mama-san. I just sang it spontaneously. I was surprised other people knew it.”

         “What a beautiful story, Sara. I’m so relieved there’s a logical explanation for last night. The dream about following that radiant kami goddess — it felt so good! I was under the spell of last night’s magic and illusions, but I had to struggle back to the world of reason. Your explanations have helped.”

         “But you shouldn’t worry. Look at the dawn now! It’s a perfect day for a wedding!”

         They were silent as a wave of light rushed in, and another and another. Oceans of light filled the room with the solar breeze, photons purified of lethal particles by the Earth’s magnetic field. The sun was just clearing the horizon… and the sky slipped headlong into their midst.

         There was a long silence while they absorbed the changing light flowing around them, and Sara continued, “You’re 40right. There was magic last night. Everybody was part of it, and you contributed your beautiful Japanese poem.”

         She made tea for them with the tea set found in every Japanese hotel room. Japanese green tea. A welcome taste.

         
            The way of tea. I’m back on the path to harmony, respect, purity and tranquility.

         

         They were the first to enter the breakfast room, wearing their yukatas and haori jackets. A table was set with their names on it. The breakfast was voluptuous, and it brought back the many he had enjoyed, with clear soup, smoked fish, lettuce, squares of nori seaweed for picking up the rice with chopsticks, eggs… and the salty plums, pickles and many breakfast treats he had never been able to identify. Everything was served in elegant bowls and dishes. Most exotic of all was the slimy natto, the fermented soybeans, a favorite of his, but generally shunned by Westerners.

         Since it was early, and they had no commitments until late in the morning, he suggested taking the nearby philosopher’s walk, to check on the sakura.

         The blossoms were swollen in their buds, but only showing hints of white. As they walked along the path that followed the stream, he asked if she wanted to tell him about her stay in Hiroshima.

         “Yes, I’ll talk. I’m ready now. I was eighteen, at the end of my high school studies, and I wanted to experience something different. I won a scholarship for a three-month exchange with a Japanese student, who came to my high school. My host family in Hiroshima was perfect for me. Their son introduced me to his friends. His parents made me feel at home. I had already studied a little Japanese, so the cultural shock never happened. I just slipped into a warm sea and swam in it.” 41

         They walk through the budding, but not quite opening, sakura blossoms. All that is needed is another week of warm weather. They sit on a bench overlooking the stream. She is thoughtful and composed… she says she can tell him the rest of the story, but she needs to hold his hand, tightly.

         
            The grade is steep. Confront. Years lost. Breathe. Calm. Resonate. Be true. Gently, now, here I go…

         

         “One month after arriving in Hiroshima, there is a gigantic explosion in my life. It starts with a phone call. The American consulate is calling my Japanese father. Minutes later the doorbell rangs, and somebody I don’t see is let in. I’m taken to the sitting room to meet this person, not daring to imagine why, but aware that my Papa-san is extremely disturbed.

         “The doors close, and I’m alone with an American man who takes my hands in his, and he doesn’t let go. He guides me to sit in an armchair. He sits down before me, looks me in the eyes and says my parents were killed in a car accident. Mama-san rushes into the room and picks me up. She clutches me tight, rocking back and forth, running her hand over my hair. The room empties, and we stand there crying gently at first and then more and more violently and desperately. I struggle like a child, but she holds me tight until I’m exhausted.

         “Mama-san guided me in my first steps through grief. We saw nobody for days. She slept on a futon next to mine, holding my hand. We just cried and cried. There was nothing to say. Papa-san finally came to tell me I was needed in New York. He wanted to go with me. I insisted on having a single round trip ticket, and I flew home alone.

         “My parents were killed by a suicidal drunk, driving at night the wrong way on the freeway with his lights off. There 42were legal matters, family matters, estate questions, a funeral and a memorial. I had to make decisions very fast. I had a time limit. I absolutely had to return to Japan, and I did. I was back in Hiroshima one week after arriving in New York.

         “My Japanese family was waiting at the airport. I was escorted through the next two months by these people, by their friends and by students and teachers from school — the neighbors and the local shopkeepers were with me. Mama-san slept in my room every night.

         “My childhood thus came to an abrupt and violent end. This family saved me. I can’t imagine what I would have done without them. They asked me to stay in Japan. They offered to adopt me, but I decided to face the music at home. I had to go back. The separation was heartbreaking for all of us, especially for Mama-san and me.

         “I went straight from Hiroshima to the university as a pre-med. The course work was heavy, and that helped. My French poetry class from you was heaven. I went to medical school, and I did two years of internship and residency. It was a strange and numbing time. Ten years evaporated. I wore my youthful smiles and pretty clothes, but I was running away, and it never stopped hurting.

         “I stayed in contact with my Japanese family, through letters, phone calls and emails, but the distance diluted our intimacy over the years. Then Papa-san died, and I wanted to return to Hiroshima to be with Mama-san, but she knew I was in the last year of medical school. She refused to let me come. She said she wanted me to wait for a happier time.

         “Now you know why I desperately wanted to come to this wedding, but I needed your support and calming presence. Now I’m here and reunited with Mama-san and the family, and all is well. This was meant to be. I’m so thankful to you. This is the first time I’ve told anybody the truth about Hiroshima.” 43

         “Maybe you should spend more time with Mama-san. We can shorten the bike trip.”

         “She’ll have nothing of it. She’s worried about me. She wrote me a letter in Japanese that had been translated into English. She fears I’ve been in a tunnel for ten years, out of contact with the world of human affections and commitments. She knows my emotions are still bruised. She says I need a profound love relationship. She wants me to look my best at this wedding. She keeps saying I have to learn to love again. I suspect she has lined up suitors. We’ll see what happens at the reception tonight.”

         They walk into the garden of the Silver Pavilion, past the formal sand sculptures, along the paths on the hill and down the rock-paved steps. A stream pauses to collect coins in a pool of pure light. A young couple in kimonos strolls on a path strewn with red camellias.

         “I started singing and playing the piano when I was very young. My mother was a singer and my father a pianist. Music was essential to them. There were frequent jazz and classical sessions in our house, and I sang in them from an early age. I grew up with the American and French song-books in my ears. I studied vocal technique and piano with private teachers. I sang with the high school jazz band, but my parents were my primary musical resource. I learned opera roles from my mother. I played jazz with my father. He built me a miniature opera theater with puppets, and I invented opera stagings. They loved it when I sang for them.

         “I didn’t sing after my parents died. Something had broken in me. Mama-san is right. I went into emotional hibernation. I started to come out of it on the Col d’Aubisque. I was truly happy there for the first time since my parents were killed. I found energy that I hadn’t imagined in me. I felt free to live, after ten years of struggle and 44self-doubt. The Aubisque got me started on a new path. I learned how to climb — to climb out of the past.

         “After the bike trip in France, I returned to New York and worked for three months in the emergency room. I quit to write the first paper about sleep. That’s when I received an email from the Romance Language Student Association, inviting me to your retirement party.

         “And now I’m reunited here with Mama-san. Last night was the first time I’ve sung for an audience in ten years. This is more than a wedding celebration. I’m home again, alive again, and the future excites me: a bicycle adventure with you!”

         They have tea in the cafe at the Pavilion entrance, sitting outdoors under a giant red parasol.

         “I also have something to celebrate. Last night was the first time I’ve read a poem in public in many years, and the bride’s uncle (who translated for me) also asked me to read at the reception, so when we get back to the hotel, I’ll write out a couple of poems I know from memory. He offered to translate them. Will you be singing?”

         “Yes, I had a similar request from him, and I’ll also write out the words for him. It looks like we have a busy time ahead of us, and I’ll be wearing a real kimono at the ceremony. That will take a lot of preparation. But I feel confident. I have Mama-san.”

         
             

         

         The wedding ceremony took place at a Shinto shrine in the eastern part of Kyoto. The afternoon sky was clear and deep blue. Close to twenty family members and friends waited in a reception hall adjacent to the shrine; then they moved slowly through the double doors. A procession came toward them, down a stone-paved path, led by two priests and two shrine maidens. All were sumptuously dressed in traditional clothes. Behind them were the bride and groom, walking 45under a grand red parasol. The bride held her mother’s hand, with the bride’s father, Mama-san and Sara behind. Family and friends merged and climbed the steps, led by the immediate family.

         The bride was in white embroidered silk, with layers of under and over garments and tassels. She wore a large, white hood that framed her face in a halo. The groom was dressed in a rich white kimono jacket, with tassels, and pinstriped hakama trousers. They walked slowly across the temple courtyard and up the wooden steps and into a hallway leading into the shrine. The ceremony included a purification, vows, statements of commitment and the drinking of sake. Symbolic offerings were made to the Shinto gods.

         Mama-san and Sara were linked arm in arm as mother and daughter. Not a word passed between them. Both were dressed in traditional kimonos. Mama-san wore light beige with a subtle print of tiny dots and an embroidered obi. Sara was dressed in a silk, furisode kimono, worn by unmarried women for special occasions, with a unified sakura design traversing the entire garment on a deep pink background. The wide obi was decorated with a crane motif, embroidered in silver and gold. The sleeves nearly touched the floor, giving the impression she was about to take off and fly when she walked. Sara was wearing makeup, and her hair was styled and ornamented in tiny orchids. She was the perfect young Japanese woman.

         He stayed in the background with the friends of the family. He imagined a huge mirror that let him see the entire wedding party from afar and from close up. He was the only Westerner in this objective image. Sara was Japanese, and she looked so perfectly the part that she could have stepped out of a nineteenth century wood block print. Was it the makeup? The way she walked and stood? It was easy to see how the bond between her and Mama-san had formed and 46persisted. Perhaps the lack of a common language was part of their closeness? Perhaps they were free to communicate simply and directly, without the complications of language?

         The afternoon was waning when they left the shrine. The drive back to the hotel took them along streets and gardens where signs of spring were accumulating — in the vegetation, in the way people dressed, in their smiles and in the warmth that lingered in the air. But the cherry trees were holding their own, refusing to bloom until they were sure the time was right.

         
            How could they know? What were the signals that flipped them into reproductive mode?

         

         Nothing was scheduled until the reception, and Sara was busy with Mama-san, so he wandered in the neighborhood until he found a luggage store that he had remembered from the first visit. He bought a suitcase, thinking they would need it for their clothing acquisitions. He reviewed the poems he had picked from his mental store. Were they appropriate for a wedding reception? What would Sara think?

         
             

         

         The air is cooling and the light starting to dim. He goes out on his balcony to view the city and contemplate the events of the day.

         
            Who is she, this Sara with me now for three days? Yes, a cultural chameleon, but how did she overcome her family tragedy? Does her strength come from this?

         

         He tries to imagine himself at eighteen confronting such a challenge. 47

         
            She seems so adaptable — or is it a veneer? This lovely young woman really seems willing to travel with me. How lucky I am. How crazy and lucky I am to be here.

         

         He hears the sound of the sliding glass door on the next balcony and her voice: “A penny for your thoughts?”

         He answers without turning.

         “I was just recapping the day and admiring how you’ve coped with your tragedy. I was also thinking about the wedding ceremony — its simplicity and beauty — and I was thinking how lucky I am to be here, with you, thanks to you, to witness this celebration and your transformation into a Japanese woman. I was also thinking about your stunning kimono, and your mastery of the Japanese look, and…”

         He turns toward her, and stops in mid-sentence as she comes into view. “Sara, I’m dazzled. Where did you get that gown? You’re gorgeous, stunning, over the top beautiful. Wow. Can I come over for a cup of tea?”

         She hums “Tea for Two.” He leaves the balcony and makes his way to her room. She is serving tea. The gown is pure gossamer. She is Cinderella, but in contemporary mode. Her hair is up and glowing. Her makeup is just right, almost invisible. She beams golden light.

         “Mama-san did it again,” she says. “And here are the shoes.” She holds up a pair of high heels. He sees Dior printed on the inside. “And these are for dancing.” She shows him a pair of tango shoes.

         He sits. “Breathtaking. Pardon me if I stare. So impolite of me, but I’m transfixed. Gone to heaven. You’re the most beautiful thing on Earth.”

         
             

         

         The wedding venue is a large hotel in the center of Kyoto. Drinks are served in a lounge; then the double doors open 48and the party moves into a Western style banquet hall with a stage at one end, where a trio is playing a jazz version of the wedding march from Lohengrin. The guests are placed at round tables, each with a different floral arrangement.

         They are seated with their translator and his wife from the night before. She also speaks English. It turns out to be a table of Japanese who speak English, chosen to help them feel at ease. There is a mix of generations. Two of the young women are from Sara’s high school class, and there is animated talk about friends, teachers and Hiroshima. The dinner is sophisticated Chinese, recreated from the culinary writings of Imperial chefs, and the wine is French. The dinner is a journey through a Chinese landscape of often unfamiliar tastes with many visual surprises.

         There are pauses between courses for speeches and entertainment. Each speaker is given a microphone. The lights dim, and a follow spot comes up on them. The first speakers are the bride and groom at the head table. They begin by reading from prepared texts, welcoming and thanking all of the participants. They then talk spontaneously about their meeting, their decision to marry and the love and commitment they feel for each other. Each speaker introduces the next speaker. The bride’s father begins, followed by the uncle, who serves as translator for the Western guests. Mama-san is introduced. This time her comments are joyous: about love, prosperity and long, fulfilled lives. She says that love and trust are the keys to overcoming the obstacles in life.

         He is handed a microphone, and the light is on him, alone with his two poems. He sees that everybody has a paper with the Japanese translations. The first poem takes the voice of the bride, and the second that of the groom. 49

         The greening Earth

         
            
               In the low land, jumping wild,

               Bluish dots on green.

               On the high slopes,

               White and yellow trumpets

               Herald the change in season.

            

            
               Life turns inside out,

               Released from winter prisons.

               Leaves explode with crazy thoughts,

               And fancy reigns over reason.

            

            
               Song springs with love’s pursuits

               Heedless of hunting poets,

               Voyeurs and consequences.

               Music everywhere. Sleep abandoned.

            

            
               Now we welcome, without regret,

               This new life, this golden,

               Sun-basked opening of the new,

               This glory of ageless springs.

            

            
               Let us drink the fertile potion,

               Relinquish care and dance,

               Drunk and naked, along

               The arching hillsides, summits,

               Crests and hollows of the greening Earth. 50

            

         

         Am I a rock?

         
            
               Am I a rock, with river flowing over?

               Do I lie low, snuggling and round?

               Or am I of ragged species,

               The unseen maker of ripples and whorls?

               Surely I am not the giant kind,

               Blocking the course and making waves.

            

            
               I would rather be a grain of sand,

               Calm in summer, swirling in high water,

               A wearer of rocks, but nearly microscopic.

               I welcome you, a fleck of gold,

               And we will stay as long as

               There is sun and water and changing seasons,

               And rough rock to polish into sculpture.

            

            
               And we will stay until the last drop

               Of river changes course,

               Leaving our last atoms to the sediments.

            

         

         He finishes to applause and smiles. Sara beams at him. He is handed a note, “Please introduce Sara.” He does his best, telling about her becoming an emergency-room doctor and a sportswoman. (His words are echoed in translation.) He then talks about her connections with Japan and the support from her Japanese family in her most desperate hour, and how happy she is to know that her Japanese brother is married to a generous and beautiful woman.

         The spot shifts to Sara, and she stands and walks to the bandstand. She moves slowly through the dark room, glowing gossamer under the light. The band starts to play before she reaches the stage; then she is up and onto the stage. She takes the mike just as the band finishes the intro to “If I Were 51a Bell.” She is exuberant, fast and audacious. After the theme, she scats and the pianist takes a solo. She comes back in, and they finish flying high and joyful. There is a blackout; the band continues to play; then we see her dimly in blue; then in bright golden highlights as she begins “Body and Soul.” She takes a slow tempo and delivers the music straight with no movement. There are no solos. It is pure and sincere. The light slowly encircles her as the song ends. Her face is immobilized, hanging in the darkness. Blackout, and then the light comes up on the band. They have begun “La Vie en Rose.” Her back is to the audience during the intro. She turns downstage to come in, as the follow spot catches her in brilliant white in a rose-colored wash. She is Edith Piaf reincarnated, passionate and free, singing in French, and then in Japanese. She moves with the music. The rose color catches her gown. As she sings, the follow spot on her fades slowly, until she disappears into a sea of rose glow.

         The last song begins in blue and red light. She is turned toward the band. She scats with the pianist. They tease the audience, withholding the melody. She at last turns and sings “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” in bright blue with red highlights on her hair. Then they modulate up and into a syncopated double time. The song takes flight. The base player takes a solo; then the drummer and the pianist. She comes back with a wild and exuberant improvisation, full of syncopations and inventions. The song ends on a high floating note, as the light goes blue, leaving her face suspended in white on a blue sky. Blackout.

         There has been no time for applause between the songs. Now there is stunned silence in the darkness; then the stage is fully lit, and she and the band are bowing. The audience stands, applauding and cheering. The show ends, and she disappears. The band starts a waltz, and the light shifts to the dance floor. 52

         His short sojourn in heaven is interrupted by the realization that the seat next to him is empty. The Sara he knew has vanished, metamorphosed into a jazz diva. He fears he will never see her again.

         The party shifts into dance mode, with the bride and groom doing a slow waltz. Other guests join in. There is a hand on his shoulder. It’s Sara. She has changed into a short light dress, and she wears the tango shoes. They waltz, and he feels her hand slip something into his jacket pocket. At the end of their waltz a young man appears to dance with her. The music morphs into a rock beat. (The musicians were seamlessly replaced while playing.) He watches as Sara dances with him, and then another appears. They are politely taking turns. She never stops. There is no hint of fatigue — just smiles, bows and words exchanged with each partner. What language are they speaking?

         He reads her note. It says she is in Mama-san land — not to worry about her, but to please get her up at eight.

         
             

         

         He wakes up several times during the night, and sleeping again is difficult. His attempts are interrupted by the sound of footsteps in the corridor, which seems odd. Everybody should be wearing soft slippers in the hotel. The sounds stop in front of his door, pause and move on, diminishing in the distance. Later, he hears steps again; they slow, but don’t stop at his door. The third time they stop, and then turn back on themselves. He feels abused by this strange and tantalizing occurrence, so close and real, but so unreal. Somebody is trying to reach him, somebody foreign to the hotel, wearing shoes inside — heeled shoes. He hears them again, and rushes to open the door. The hallway is empty.

         
             

         

         The new day started the way it had ended — with echoes of music. He tried to untangle the events of the wedding, but 53musical memories distracted his attention. Echoes of songs washed in and out, leaving notes and sequences of notes high and dry, to wash away and be replaced by other fragments.

         
            “If I were a bell…” The morning light was diffuse through high clouds. “…birds do fly.” A change in the weather? And today is a travel day. “…birds do fly.” But they haven’t decided where to go!

         

         
            That pretty well sums it up. How could anything be more beautiful? So she morphed again! Butterfly girl to Japanese print creature, to jazz diva. But not a diva at all. No diva gestures. Nothing extra, nothing missing. At perfect ease and natural. Totally in the music from the music for the music. The stage persona emerged on a fountain of music, and the words were there, clear and convincing. It was sound and light, pure and simple, body and soul.

         

         He knocked on her door at eight. No answer; he tried the door, which was unlocked, so he opened it and called. There was a moan from the room beyond the corridor. He tried again, “Ohayou gozaimasu!”

         “OK. Just a quick shower and I’ll be ready.”

         She entered his room in her yukata, hair wet, looking happy and ready. They talked about the coming day: tea ceremony at eleven o’clock and travel south to pick up the Shimanami Kaido bicycle route that links the islands of Honshu and Shikoku.

         “When we were preparing for the wedding, Mama-san asked me about our plans. I told her about the bikes and the Shimanami Kaido. She said she would arrange our travel, so we have tickets for a five o’clock train to Onomichi, and the bikes will be delivered to the train station by the baggage service at four o’clock. Mama-san is magic.” 54

         “Speaking of magic, the word doesn’t begin to describe you last night. I have millions of questions, but I’ll wait until we’re on our own. In the meantime, I’m listening to your echoes.”

         “I’ll tell all. I promise. But now for breakfast and maybe a stroll on the Philosopher’s Walk to check on the cherry blossoms? I’ll pack everything first. Thank you so much for the suitcase. By the way, did you notice that the tea ceremony dress recommendation is for casual, with walking shoes? It looks like we’ll be having our tea in bicycle clothes. We’ll be the fashion talk of Kyoto!”

         On the Philosopher’s Walk, the buds were swollen to the point of showing occasional patches of white, but nothing was open. They tried to untangle the events of the day before. He wanted to know how they had prepared the songs.

         “I gave Mama-san a play list with the key for each song. I picked standards I thought the Japanese might know, and a couple of songs I just felt like singing. ‘La Vie en Rose’ was for Mama-san — it’s her favorite song. The lighting was a happy surprise. It really helped me find my cocoon and feel at home on stage. I’m so glad to be singing with a trio again. It’s been over ten years, and I was afraid I had forgotten how to do it! But they were top notch — with me and around me, never too strong or intrusive, always supportive and stimulating. We were so busy afterwards that I didn’t get a chance to talk to them. I loved the way the jazz combo was replaced by the dance band. The pianist just slid over, and another replaced him without missing a note. The dancing continued to 2 am, and I met quite a few attractive men. I was so happy to dance with Shiro, my Japanese brother. What a night! I was afraid I would turn into a pumpkin at midnight, but I fought it, and it didn’t happen. I didn’t lose a glass slipper, so I’m still a free woman. Kyoto has been a 55fast and thrilling ride, and now I’m ready for the real thing — on the bicycle. But first the tea ceremony, I’ve never been to one before.”

         “It’s simply serving tea to a small number of friends in a special place. You often enter the tearoom through a low door, and once inside there may be a view over a garden. You have tea ceremony sweets to eat, and the tea is made for each guest using special utensils. The water is heated on a brazier in an iron kettle. The tea is matcha, finely ground green tea made from young leaves. It’s whisked to produce a foam. The whisk is made from a single piece of bamboo. You’ll see what to do by watching your neighbor, but the important elements are the utensils, the gestures, the setting, the tea and, above all, the friendship. The tea ceremony is an expression of love.”




OEBPS/images/9781913136109_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo_1_online.png
II Clink
Street

london | 1k






