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Part 1

Chapter 1 – Addressing the Queen
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In Japanese mythology, the deities Izanagi and Izanami were tasked with creating land from the formless sea below. Standing on the floating bridge between Heaven and Earth, they stirred the ocean with a jewelled spear. When they lifted it, drops fell back into the water and formed the first island.

“What a load of bullshit,” Mike thought, closing the travel guide.

He looked out the window as the aircraft descended toward Kansai International Airport. Through the clouds he could see the ocean and the tree-covered mountains framing the city of Osaka. The engine noise softened slightly as the plane dropped a few metres, interrupting his thoughts.

The guidebook had made a big deal about the airport being built on a completely man-made island in Osaka Bay in the mid-90s. Apparently, much of the fill had been reclaimed from local refuse, which might explain why it was slowly sinking a few centimetres each year.

It didn’t seem like the sort of thing that should last forever. Still, at the end of the 90s, it was holding—for now. He couldn’t help wondering whether a few more good stirs from a jewelled spear might shore things up a little.

The plane skimmed low across the water before touching down with a gentle bump. A reassuring roar followed as the airbrakes engaged and the aircraft began taxiing toward the terminal.

Before long, Mike was standing in line beneath a heat-sensing camera before moving toward immigration. The arrivals hall was divided into two streams: Japanese passport holders and non-Japanese passport holders.

There was little time to contemplate the arrangement. A small elderly man in uniform hurried Mike and about fifty other obvious foreigners into the appropriate queue.

After fifteen minutes Mike stood behind a thick red line waiting to be called forward.

A bored-looking immigration officer motioned him to approach. In front of him sat a digital camera and a small screen displaying animated instructions showing a pair of index fingers being placed onto two pads.

The message was clear.

Mike had no criminal record but still felt oddly nervous as he handed over his passport.

The officer typed silently for a moment before motioning for Mike to look into the camera.

Mike briefly considered pulling imaginary spare eyeballs from his pocket just to confuse the machine, but wisely kept that thought to himself.

Instead he smiled.

The officer raised two fingers and pointed to the scanner pads.

Mike placed his fingers on them.

A few more keys were tapped, the passport was stamped, and the officer handed it back.

“Thank you.”

Mike followed the crowd toward baggage claim.

Soon he was presenting his passport again at the customs counter. A young officer began the interrogation in heavily rehearsed English.

“What is the purpose of your stay?”

“Orm eea ta teach English,” Mike replied, exaggerating his Australian accent.

The officer frowned.

“Teach English?”

“Yup. English.”

“Anything to declare?”

Mike quickly reviewed his belongings: clothes, toiletries, an iPod, the phone he’d brought from Australia, a wallet full of yen, and a guidebook.

“Nah, nothing mate.”

The officer looked confused.

“No... nothing,” Mike repeated carefully, enunciating every syllable like he was addressing the Queen.

The officer slowly flipped through the passport before handing it back.

Then, standing stiffly with one hand behind his back, he waved Mike through.

“Thanks mate,” Mike said with a casual nod.

The officer smiled politely and ignored him.

Pushing his trolley through the sliding doors, Mike stepped out into the land of the jewelled spear. 

“So this is it, huh? I can do this,” Mike kidded himself.

He took in the panorama of the landside of the arrival gate. Faces... Japanese faces all smiling in anticipation... then quickly shifting to neutral expressions as eyes scanned his physique and features, realizing in a nanosecond that he was not the familiar person they were waiting for.

Mike had travelled before and wasn’t feeling overly stressed about waiting around the arrivals area of a strange airport in an Asian country. He shuffled around, making eye contact with any non-Japanese passport holder who happened to walk past, hoping each one might be the company employee he was supposed to meet.

With no luck, he decided he must be a little early. He found a seat and pulled the travel guide from his backpack on the trolley beside him. Flicking through the contents pages, he found the reference for Osaka.

OSAKA:

Osaka is the working heart of Kansai, famous for its down-to-earth citizens and hearty cuisine. Almost bombed flat in WWII, it appears an endless expanse of concrete boxes punctuated by pachinko parlours and elevated highways. But the city somehow manages to rise above this and exert a peculiar charm. At night the city really comes into its own; this is when those drab streets and alleys come alive with flashing neon, beckoning residents and travellers alike with promises of tasty food and good times.

With wide eyes and raised eyebrows, Mike decided he would start exploring as soon as he had the chance.

Just then, a man wearing a stylish black leather jacket appeared. Hands in his pockets, he approached Mike with an easy confidence that felt reassuring in this unfamiliar environment. Taller than Mike and neatly dressed, the man extended his hand and introduced himself in an American accent.

“Paul. Paul Jackson. ICEE-International Cultural Exchange and English... are you Mike?”

“Yeah,” Mike replied. “Cute company name.”

“I know. Makes for a cute acronym,” Paul said.

Mike stared blankly at him, waiting for instruction. Paul broke the silence.

“Welcome to Japan. I’ll take you to your accommodation by taxi. Gotta go now though—I’m kinda busy.”

With no time for small talk, Paul grabbed Mike’s right hand and shook it vigorously while gripping Mike’s forearm with his left, quickly steering him through the exit doors and toward the nearest taxi rank.

Paul raised his arm politely, hailing the first cab in the line. The back door swung open automatically before Mike even had time to reach for it, and the boot popped open, ready for luggage.

Mike wheeled the trolley to the back of the taxi and lifted the heaviest suitcase first. Paul simply watched, silent, checking his watch every few seconds until the last case was loaded. He then nodded for Mike to get in.

Mike shuffled across the bench seat to the far side of the taxi, feeling slightly out of his depth. Paul followed confidently into the back seat of the old-model black Toyota Crown and immediately began speaking to the driver in fluent Japanese.

Mike knew a little of the language, but this was well beyond him. After a while he stopped trying to listen and simply stared in admiration at Paul as he continued giving instructions.

The driver engaged the gear lever in a smooth, almost elegant motion. Any mechanical stiffness was softened by the white gloves he wore proudly as part of his uniform. The taxi glided out of the rank and into the stream of traffic leaving the airport.

They talked only a little as Mike took in his surroundings. Paul took several calls on his keitai denwa, (mobile/cell phone) again speaking in Japanese.

The journey took them along long freeways and towering overpasses that rose high above the city. Mike felt as if they were gliding around buildings as the aerial roads competed with the surrounding glass high-rises for height.

Eventually they descended via a steep off-ramp into a ground-level maze of narrow streets that existed in the shadows of the highways above. A few turns beneath the freeway, a quick crossing over railway tracks, and before long they arrived at the apartment complex that would be Mike’s home for the next few months.

After paying the driver—without tipping—Paul helped with the luggage by picking up the lightest suitcase and leading the way to the entrance.

Paul paused briefly to introduce Mike to the building superintendent, who occupied a small room beside the entrance. Mike smiled awkwardly as Paul bowed deeply to the man, low enough to reveal a balding spot at the top of his scalp that he probably didn’t realize was visible.

Paul said something in Japanese and accepted a small card, presumably containing the building’s address. He handed it to Mike, looking him straight in the eye in a way that suggested the card was important.

Mike glanced at it briefly but couldn’t read anything—it was all written in Japanese characters. He slipped it into his wallet for safekeeping.

Paul escorted him to the elevator and they rode to the thirteenth floor.

“Jyuu san gai de gozaimasu,” the elevator announced politely in a nasal female voice.

The doors opened onto a desolate corridor lined with brown metal doors and small frosted-glass windows. They walked down the hall until Paul stopped at one door and unlocked it.

“I gotta warn you, Mike—it’s a little small.”

He stepped aside to let Mike enter first.

Mike immediately noticed the smell of straw.

In front of him was a small linoleum floor space with shelves along one side. He hesitated.

“That area’s called the genkan,” Paul explained. “You take your shoes off there, then step up.”

Mike set down his luggage and awkwardly removed his shoes. Fortunately, they weren’t laced, so he managed the manoeuvre without too much difficulty.

Paul removed his shoes with far more ease and grace.

They stepped up from the genkan onto the raised floor.

Mike wandered further inside while Paul crouched down and neatly arranged the shoes with their toes facing the door.

“You’re a pretty neat bloke,” Mike remarked.

Paul looked up.

“It’s what you do in Japan, Mike. When you leave the room, you can just slip them on.”

“Fair enough,” Mike replied, feeling mildly patronized.

Paul gave him a quick tour.

The genkan led to the bathroom straight ahead, with the kitchen to the right. Sliding doors could separate another small room from the kitchen area. At the end of the apartment were two tatami rooms, one larger than the other. The larger one had a small balcony.

“You know,” Mike said, “this whole apartment would fit into my living room back home.”

“Yeah,” Paul replied casually. “Might get even cozier in a couple of weeks when two more teachers arrive.”

“You’re joking.”

“Look Mike, I’ve got another group of teachers to meet. Everything you need is in that file next to the sink. If you’re good, I’ll get moving.”

Mike nodded obediently.

“The room Mike—which one? I need to go.”

“Yep, no worries. Won’t be a tick.”

Mike chose the room with the balcony, dumped his luggage inside, and hurried back.

Not wanting to be alone yet, he called out.

“I’m feeling a bit stiff after twelve hours on the plane. Mind if I walk with you to the station?”

“Sure. But we gotta go.”

They left the apartment building.

“So how far is it?” Mike asked.

“Not far.”

“Yeah, but I’ve got no idea where I am.”

“You’d better look around carefully,” Paul replied. “Wouldn’t want you getting lost.”

Mike began studying the streets carefully. They twisted and turned in confusing directions. Then he noticed something.

Vending machines.

They were everywhere.

Machines lined the streets.

In a classic Hansel and Gretel moment, Mike decided that a trail of vending-machine crumbs might help him find his way home.

They arrived at the train station.

Paul shook Mike’s hand and disappeared through the kaisatsuguchi (the ticket gate) without looking back.

Mike stood outside the station, noticing vending machines selling everything from beer and cigarettes to hot noodles and magazines.

Across the street were tiny cafes and noodle bars packed with men slurping bowls of ramen. Bars with strange names—Gay Time Snack, Joy Bar—sat quietly waiting for the evening.

Mike wandered around for half an hour before deciding to head back.

Finding the station again was easy.

Finding the apartment was not.

Every street looked identical.

Every street had vending machines.

He stood at the crossing as the pedestrian signal flashed red.

Suddenly a loud tick-a-tick-a-tick began, followed by a strange minor-key melody. The signal turned green and the entire crowd surged forward.

Mike crossed with them.

He headed down the vending-machine street confidently.

Ten minutes later he realized something.

None of it looked familiar.

Panic rose slowly through his body.

“THINK,” his inner voice demanded.

“You dickhead.”

He whispered the word out loud.

People stared.

He pulled out his phone.

No signal.

Then suddenly—five bars.

He had coverage.

But no one to call.

The company file was back at the apartment.

He was alone.

“SHIT,” said his inner voice.

“SHIT,” he muttered aloud.

People avoided him.

Finally, hunger intervened.

A glowing MOS BURGER sign appeared like salvation.

His stomach spoke.

EAT FOOD QUICKLY.

Inside the restaurant, the staff greeted him with enthusiastic bows.

He studied the menu photos and bravely ordered by pointing.

“Moz Burger Set.”

650 yen.

Cheap.

Relieved, he paid-but when he opened his wallet the superintendent’s card fell to the floor.

He picked it up.

A realization struck.

The address.

Of course.

After finishing his meal, he returned to the counter and showed the card to the girl.

“Doko ni arimasu ka?” (Where is this?)

She stared.

Then burst into embarrassed laughter.

Other staff stared.

Mike felt like a bull in a china shop.

Panicking, he ran out of the store.

When he was sure no one could see him, he slapped his forehead.

“DICKHEAD,” said his inner monologue.

“DICKHEAD,” he said out loud.

Passers-by stared briefly in terror before continuing on their way.
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Chapter 2 - Ebisu
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The day was flying by. It was now late afternoon. The shadows were long and cool, the sun low and warm in the sky. Evening was not far away.

Mike noticed that the people moving through the streets—both men and women—were dressed in suits, walking in small groups. The atmosphere was beginning to shift. Light from the many restaurants and bars started to spill out onto the streets as the sun took its leave, deferring to the evening. Neon signs flickered to life, flashing and swirling-animated characters advertising products with a strange energy that seemed to exist independently of what they were meant to sell.

Mike had wandered back toward the train station and found himself again at the now-familiar entrance, the vending machines still visible—silent reminders of his earlier mistake. To the left was a taxi rank: six black Toyota taxis lined up neatly, waiting.

He decided to try again.

Given how badly his last attempt at Japanese had gone, he prepared carefully this time, forming the sentences in his mind.

Start polite.

Sumimasen...

Then maybe an “anno”... make it sound natural.

Show the card.

Koko wa doko desu ka?

He walked over to the first taxi.

The driver sat staring into the distance. Noticing Mike from the corner of his eye, he turned slowly toward him through the open passenger window and offered a nervous smile. Just as quickly, the expression vanished—his face settling into something colder. He bowed his head slightly, then raised it again, fixing Mike with a steady, unreadable stare.

Mike fumbled.

“Sumimummummm-shit!”

The driver tilted his head.

“Ee... sheeto?” (What did you say? Seat?)

Mike felt it unravel immediately. He hadn’t even managed the first word.
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